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Abstract 

Over 47 million Americans find themselves without health insurance in the 

richest and most Christian nation in the world. Catholic Social Teaching views this 

situation as an unjust violation of a basic human right to medical care, arguing that all 

persons have the right to those goods and services necessary for the proper development 

of life. In addition, Catholic Social Teaching’s interpretation of the principles of 

distributive justice, the universal purpose of created goods, and a preferential option for 

the poor all argue in support of providing basic medical care to all persons. Above and 

beyond these arguments, the Biblical insights that all persons are sacred and social and 

that God demands we come to the aid of our suffering neighbors oblige Christians and 

Jews to care for all the sick.   
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 Imagine, if you will, that every person in the state of Washington is without 

health insurance of any kind. Then imagine that the same thing is true of every person 

alive in Idaho, Montana, Wyoming, Oregon, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Arizona, New 

Mexico, Alaska, Hawaii, North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Kansas, Oklahoma 

and Arkansas. In fact, imagine that, except for California and Texas, every person in 

every state north and west of the state where Bill Clinton was governor is without health 

coverage. Imagine in the richest nation in the world, in the land of billion dollar tax 

cuts, trillion dollar wars, and a defense budget larger than the next two dozen nations 

combined that the people of eighteen of these fifty United States have no health 

coverage.  

 Then imagine that four out five of these uninsured Americans are members of 

working families, where people are employed fulltime at jobs without any health care 

coverage. And imagine that one sixth of America’s uninsured are children. Finally, 

imagine that 18,000 Americans will die unnecessarily this year because they lack 

insurance (Chandler, 2006, pp. 23-4). That is over five times as many US casualties as 

those of 9/11 or more than four times the US dead from  five years of war in Iraq.  

 Of course you don’t have to imagine. Today over 47 million people in America 

lack health insurance, and another 80 million people will discover, if they experience a 



Catholic Social Teaching & Health Care for All 

 

 3 

serious illness or accident, that they have inadequate insurance (“Laboring without 

Health,” 2007; Johnson, 2007, pp.1-10). Every year one million more Americans are 

added to the rolls of the uninsured, and those lucky enough to have insurance saw their 

costs grow 87% between 2000 and 2006, while their earnings went up only 20%, barely 

above the 18% inflation rate. No wonder that even tens of millions of America’s insured 

cannot pay medical bills and go without needed care.  

 

Catholic Social Teaching. 

 

 A Human Right to Health Care. Catholic Social Teaching argues that these 

numbers do not represent a tragedy, but an injustice. For over forty years the Catholic 

church has repeatedly taught that every child, woman and man on this planet has certain 

basic and inalienable rights; that these rights flow from our dignity as human beings and 

from the fact that we are made in the image and likeness of God; and that among these 

rights are the right to life and the right to basic health care (Himes, 2007). As Pope John 

XXIII wrote in the 1963 social encyclical, Pacem in Terris, “every human being has the 

right to life, to bodily integrity, and to the means suitable for the proper development of 

life; these (include) food, clothing, shelter, rest, (and) medical care” (Obrien & 

Shannon, 1992, p. 132).  

 With these words Pope John XXIII reaffirmed the position of the United 

Nation’s 1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which affirmed in Article 25 

that “Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-
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being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical care 

and necessary social services, and the right to security in the event of unemployment, 

sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or other lack of livelihood in circumstances 

beyond his control.” And with these words Pope John XXIII reaffirmed the practice of 

every industrialized nation in the world – except the United States – for all these 

nations, and many developing countries as well, had already instituted a national health 

care policy to secure and protect this right for all its people.   

 According to Pope John XXIII, access to health care is not a privilege for the 

wealthy or the well to do, but a basic human right. It is not a right that depends upon 

citizenship or nationality or that can be denied to or withheld from strangers, aliens or 

foreigners. It is a fundamental human right – or as we would say in America, an 

inalienable human right – possessed by every human person; and this right comes from 

their inherent and indestructible human dignity and from the fact that they are – each 

and every one of them – an Imago Dei (an Image and Likeness of God). 

 Since 1963 the Catholic Church has repeatedly reaffirmed this belief that access 

to health care is a basic human right. In their pastoral letter Health and Health Care the 

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (1981, p. 26) argued that:  

every person has a basic right to adequate health care. This right flows 

from the sanctity of human life and the dignity that belongs to all human persons, 

who are made in the image of God. It implies that access to that health care 

which is necessary and suitable for the proper development and maintenance of 
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life must be provided for all people, regardless of economic, social, or legal 

status. 

And in their 1986 letter Economic Justice for All (Obrien & Shannon, 1992, p. 

598) these same bishops reaffirmed Pope John XXIII’s assertion, noting that some 

“human rights concern human welfare and are of a specifically economic nature. First 

among these are the rights to life, food, clothing, shelter, rest, (and) medical care. These 

are indispensable to the protection of human dignity (and) any denial of these rights 

harms persons and wounds the human community.” 

 A Right to Private Property and a Just Wage. But long before Pope John XXIII 

directly affirmed the basic right of all people to health care, Catholic Social teaching 

had laid the foundations for this right. In 1891, when Pope Leo XIII wrote the first 

social encyclical On the Condition of Labor, that pope affirmed that all people had a 

right to private property and that all workers had a right to a just wage (Obrien & 

Shannon, 1992, p. 31). According to Pope Leo, persons had a right to private property 

because they had “the right to possess the things necessary for one's personal 

development and the development of one's family” (Obrien & Shannon, 1992, p. 444). 

and workers had a right to a just wage because “every individual has a natural right to 

procure what is required to live; and the poor can procure that in no other way than by 

what they can earn through their work” (Obrien & Shannon, 1992, p. 31) 

 So, if the right to property and the right to a just wage are both grounded in the 

natural right of persons to secure what they need to live and flourish – and if health care 
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is a basic good all persons need to live and flourish (which it certainly is) – then 

Catholic Social teaching has defended the right to basic health care for over 116 years.  

 

 The State’s Duty to Intervene. Moreover, as far back as 1891 Catholic Social 

Teaching argued that the State (or what we would call the federal government) has the 

duty to intervene on behalf of the poor and working class to secure and defend these 

basic rights. Catholic popes from Leo XIII to John Paul II have strongly opposed the 

excesses of communism and socialism and warned against the dangers of totalitarian 

states that interfered in the lives of its citizens. Nonetheless, these same church leaders 

have argued again and again that the State has a duty to protect the rights of the poor 

and working class. As Leo wrote in 1891, “the richer class have many ways of shielding 

themselves, and stand less in need of help from the State; whereas the mass of the poor 

have no resources of their own to fall back upon, and must chiefly depend upon the 

assistance of the State. And it is for this reason that wage-earners, since they mostly 

belong in the mass of the needy, should be specially cared for and protected by the 

government” (Obrien & Shannon, 1992, p. 28).  

 Preferential Option for the Poor. And, aside from a human right to medical care, 

Catholic Social Teaching has other arguments in support of providing basic health care 

for all. First, modern Catholic scholars and teachers have repeatedly affirmed that the 

Bible calls for “a preferential option for the poor.” During his quarter century 

pontificate Pope John Paul II was often seen as disagreeing with Liberation Theologians 

working in the developing world, but in season and out of season this restorationist pope 
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and these liberal theologians always agreed that middle class and wealthy Christians 

have a duty to stand in solidarity with and take effective action on behalf of the world’s 

hungry, poor, marginalized and oppressed (Dorr, 1992, pp. 260-351; Dorr, 1994, pp. 

755-759). For both the conservative pope and the liberal theologians the God revealed 

in both the Hebrew Scriptures and the Christian Bible demanded that righteous believers 

hear the cries of the world’s poor and come to their aid – that Christians everywhere 

make a preferential option for the poor.  

 So even if 47 million Americans had no moral title or human right to access to 

health care, the 75% of Americans who call themselves Christians would be morally 

obliged to come to the aid of these millions of Lazaruses standing just outside our 

emergency room doorways.  In the most professedly Christian nation in the modern 

world, the nation whose people and politicians are forever singing hosannas to the name 

of Jesus, we who call ourselves Christians must surely provide at least as much care and 

compassion to its sick, tired and poor as do the people of secular nations in Europe 

where hardly anyone goes to church or opens the bible. We who say we are Christian 

and who demand that our politicians practice Christian values in their homes and amidst 

their families must love our neighbors at least as well as people who are hardly religious 

at all. And the fact that this is not so should be a scandal to the whole world. 

 Distributive Justice: Second, Catholic Social Teaching supports the basic notion 

of distributive justice, which demands that the bounty of a society be shared fairly 

among all its people. This does not mean every person has the right to access to the best 

and most expensive medical treatments, or that elective and/or experimental treatments 
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should be equally available to all persons, but it does require that the basic needs of all 

the people must be met before the luxuries of others are provided for.  

 

 As the US Catholic Bishops wrote in Economic Justice for All, “The fulfillment 

of the basic needs of the poor is of the highest priority. Personal decisions, policies of 

private and public bodies, and power relationships must all be evaluated by their effects 

on those who lack the minimum necessities of nutrition, housing, education, and health 

care. In particular, this principle recognizes that meeting fundamental human needs 

must come before the fulfillment of desires for luxury consumer goods, for profits not 

conducive to the common good, and for unnecessary military hardware” (Obrien & 

Shannon, 1992, p. 600). In a nation saturated with conspicuous consumption and 

possessing a military budget that dwarfs all other nations, distributive justice demands 

that provision be made to secure basic health care for all our people. 

 Distributive justice demands that we share our resources fairly, and that we do 

not abandon our poorest and weakest members, leaving them behind to waste and die. 

For a very long time the notion of distributive justice was woven into the fabric of 

American culture, demanding that “we the people of these United States” behave as a 

people, recognizing our commitments and ties to one another. This notion of “one 

nation under God” led us to recognize and reject the evils of slavery and segregation, 

because these societal sins were an abandonment of large segments of our society, and 

in the end we chose emancipation and integration because simple justice demanded that 

we not leave any group behind in the quest for the American dream. And for the same 
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reason we embraced the “New Deal” and the “war on poverty” because we were 

committed to providing basic justice and fairness to all Americans. 

Today, however, we are in danger of abandoning a whole class of our people, 

leaving them behind as our wealthy and well to do pull away from the poor and working 

classes, leaving them behind and embracing a vision of two separate and unequal 

Americas – one rich and one poor, with a dwindling middles class standing between 

these two lands.  

 This abandonment of the poor is a retreat from the notion of “one nation under 

God,” or the idea of “we the people of these United States;” and this abandonment is a 

retreat from the basic demands of distributive justice. For when a nation provides 

billions in tax cuts for the wealthy but vetoes legislation providing basic health care for 

our children, we have forgotten how to be a nation or a people, we have surrendered the 

most basic family values. 

 Of all the industrial nations in the world, America has left its poor furthest 

behind. We now have the largest gap of any between our rich and poor, and this chasm 

continues to grow wider and deeper and more deadly.  

 Nobel Prize-winning Economist Paul Krugman argues that “the concentration of 

income at the top is a key reason that the United States, for all its economic 

achievements, has more poverty and lower life expectancy than any other major 

advanced nation” (Krugman, 2002, p. 64).  

 In America the wealthiest one hundredth of one percent of our population (about 

13,000 families) make more than our poorest 20 million households combined, and earn 
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about 300 times as much as the average American family. And, unlike our parents and 

grandparents generations, poor children in America today will find it harder to escape 

from poverty than the children of any western European nation (Thompson, 2003, pp. 

55-6; Crook, 2007, p. 23; Eckholm, 2008, p. A14). This is no longer the nation where 

the poor can dream of being rich – or it is the country where they can only dream of it.   

 In such a land of contrasts, in a nation that has grown increasingly “separate and 

unequal,” simple decency and the bare bones of distributive justice demands that those 

who stand outside our gated communities and resorts, whose incomes have not grown 

appreciably in nearly forty years, who do all our menial and difficult labor, and who live 

in our most blighted communities and go to our worst schools – should at least be able 

know that when they or their children get sick they can receive basic medical care 

without being driven deeper into debt and poverty. Distributive justice demands at least 

that much common decency.  

 Universal Purpose of Created Goods. Third, Catholic Social Teaching affirms 

what Pope Paul VI (Obrien & Shannon, 1992, p. 245) called “the universal purpose of 

created goods,” meaning that the goods and fruits of human labor belong to all 

humanity. From its inception Catholic Social Teaching has defended the rights of 

private property – the Catholic Church is not Marxist or socialist. Indeed, seven hundred 

years before Pope Leo XIII St. Thomas Aquinas defended the right to own private 

property in the Summa Theologica  (II-II, q. 6, arts. 1,2 & 6).  

 But in the 13
th

, 19
th

 or 21
st
 centuries, the Catholic Church has not said that the 

right to private property was absolute – or that those who own property have no duties 
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in justice to those who are without (O’Neill, 1994, pp. 785-90). Instead, since long 

before Aquinas, Catholic thinkers have argued that the goods of the earth are held first 

and foremost by the human community and are meant to provide for the whole human 

community. To paraphrase Lincoln, Catholic Social Teaching argues that the Earth’s 

bounty belongs to the people and is for the people. Or as Woody Guthrie argued so 

eloquently, “this land is your land, this land is my land – from California to New York 

Island, this land was made for you and me.”  

 We Catholics agree with Aquinas that when a starving poor man without any 

other recourse takes the bread he needs to feed his family from a wealthy baker it is not 

theft. For the food of the earth was made first and foremost for all God’s children, and 

we support private property because it is usually seen as the most efficient way to care 

for these goods and to ensure that they serves the common good.  

 The “universal purpose of created goods” also means that the pharmaceuticals 

and medicines developed by countless numbers and generations of the human race are 

goods meant to serve all humanity, just as the skills and knowledge of the medical 

community belong in a very real sense to the larger society. As Pope John Paul II 

argues, our accumulated wisdom and technologies is the fruit of countless generations 

of laborers, an inheritance that does not truly belong to individual persons or companies, 

but is held in trust for all people everywhere (Obrien & Shannon, 1992, p. 368). And so 

the exclusion of 47 million Americans from this inheritance is a violation of simple 

justice. 
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The Biblical Foundations for Health Care for All. 

  

 So, we can see that Catholic Social Teaching demands we work for universal 

access to health care; for the Catholic church teaches that health care is a basic human 

right of all persons, flowing from their dignity as persons and their identity as children 

of God and creatures fashioned in the image and likeness of God; and this same church 

calls all of us to make a preferential option for the poor, to commit ourselves to the 

practice of distributive justice, and to recognize the universal purpose of created goods.  

 But behind these moral principles and duties is a story, a rich, imaginative and 

inspired story, a story both human and divine, and to fully grasp the weight of our moral 

obligation to come to the aid of these 47 million neighbors standing outside the gates of 

the world’s most exclusive health care club we must return to the Biblical narratives that 

tell us who we are – and who we are called to be. For long before there was a United 

Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, before Aristotle developed the notion 

of distributive justice, before any bishop or pope spoke about our duty to provide 

medical care to all persons, there was a biblical narrative that invited us to “love our 

neighbor as ourselves” and to recognize the poor, suffering, sick and dying stranger, 

alien or enemy as our neighbor and come to the aid of this widow, orphan or alien. 

 The Bible is not a book of rules or principles, or a legal text delineating our civic 

or moral duties. It is a story that invites, enchants, inspires, amazes, stuns and 

challenges us. We call it the word of God because it is a word spoken or addressed to 

us, a letter sent to the inner chambers of our hearts, a command, a request, a vocation. 
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And implicitly or explicitly this story tells us that “this man (or woman) is you” and “go 

and do likewise.”   

 And the story God tells us in this book uncovers the mystery of the human and 

divine and invites us to take up and live out the vocation of our own humanity. In this 

story we learn and relearn who we are called to be, and are invited to start (or continue) 

on the path that leads to our God. 

 I would like to suggest that there are two lessons about ourselves in the biblical 

story that form the bedrock of the Catholic Church’s commitment to universal health 

care, and that these two lessons lead us to affirm the right of all people to basic health 

care. As we will see in a moment, these biblical lessons are: (1) that Human Beings are 

sacred and social; and (2) that God hears the cries of the poor  (or, more specifically, the 

cries of suffering bodies) and demands that we show hospitality to these strangers in 

need. 

 These two lessons are at the heart of the biblical narrative. They form the 

cornerstone of the ethic of Yahweh and Jesus, and constitute the charter of both the 

biblical Prophets and the Christian community we call Church. They are, I think, the 

two lessons that should be tattooed on the heart of every believer, and they are certainly 

already carved in the heart of every righteous person or saint.  

 Humans are Sacred & Social: The Bible’s first lesson is that humans are sacred 

and social. In Genesis 1:26-28 we are told that humans are fashioned in the image and 

likeness of God (Imago Dei). To modern readers of the bible this assertion seems self-

evident and tame, even bland. Of course humans are made by God, who else would 
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have made us? Of course humans (unlike the other creatures fashioned before us) are 

made in God’s image – we have a free will and intellect, opposable thumbs and a soul. 

It is self evident that we have a spark of the divine.  

 But in the ancient world it was heresy to claim that all humans were made in 

God’s images. Other creation stories and other societies affirmed that Pharaohs and 

Caesars were semi-divine creatures sired by the gods. Heroes and warriors, rulers and 

tyrants were divine, but plebes, peasants and slaves, the vast teeming sea of humanity 

that plowed the fields and fought the wars; there was nothing divine about these 

“animated machines,” as Aristotle called them. And the barbarians outside the gates? 

The stranger, the alien, the foreigner and enemy? In Genesis 1:27 we are told that all 

human beings are made in the image and likeness of God. The Canaanite and Hittite, the 

Babylonian and Assyrian, the freedman and slave, the master and servant, the farmer 

and shepherd, the Egyptian, Nubian, Greek, Roman and Israelite.  

 Genesis 1 begins with this extraordinary assertion, that every human being, male 

or female, who has ever been born, is fashioned by God in the image of God, and 

blessed by God. And so every time we stand before or look upon the face of another 

human being we are standing before and looking upon the face of God.  

 But Genesis 1 also tells us that humans are social. For Genesis 1:27 reports that 

the humans made in the image and likeness of God are made “male and female.” Now 

all the birds, fishes and animals created in Genesis 1 are certainly made “male and 

female,” but the biblical author only notes this gender differentiation of humans. And 

the biblical author notes that humans are made “male and female” just after reporting 
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twice that humans are made in God’s image, so the phrases are connected. What 

Genesis 1:27 is telling us is that humans are made in the image and likeness of God 

because they are made male and female, because they are made as a community, 

because they are gathered together. Thus, we humans are made in God’s image as social 

beings. Our social nature reflects and embodies the image of God. We are divine 

because we are capable of love, justice and mercy, because we are capable of caring for 

and attending to each other. We – as a community – are made in the image and likeness 

of the God who is love. 

 Genesis 2:18 repeats this assertion about our social nature. For although we read 

seven times in Genesis 1 that God looked upon creation and saw that it was good (or 

delightful), when God looks upon the solitary figure of Adam we are told “The LORD 

God said: "It is not good for the man to be alone." The God who found every part of 

creation pleasing to the eye in Genesis 1 sees the “aloneness” of the creature as a 

disfigurement. This “aloneness” is a kind of ugliness, rendering the creature grotesque – 

like Shakespeare’s Richard III with his twisted back and shrunken soul, or 

Frankenstein’s creature with his yellowed flesh and blackened heart – or like the lonely 

frightened teen who goes into a school cafeteria with a loaded rifle.  “It is not good,” 

God says, “for the man to be alone. I will make a partner for him,” and remedies this 

awful aloneness by fashioning a companion for the human. Where there was only one, 

there are now two – and that makes all the difference. 

 Indeed, the living creature God has fashioned from the clay of the earth only 

becomes fully human when he speaks his first words (Genesis2:23); for in these words 
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Adam recognizes the humanity of his companion and friend, crying out with joy and 

exultation – “this one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh.” In the 

moment when the solitary creature recognizes this other – indeed all other humans – as 

neighbor and companion, then and only then does he become fully human. For the full 

dignity and sanctity of the human being, the full realization of our identity as children of 

God, creatures made in the image and likeness of God comes only when we reach 

outside ourselves to recognize and love the neighbor. Just as Geppetto’s little wooden 

puppet Pinocchio only becomes a real live boy when he learns to care for others, so the 

earth creature in Genesis only becomes fully human when he recognizes and responds 

to the humanity of his neighbor.    

 For our greatest inhumanity, our most degrading ugliness and injustice is always 

accompanied by our failure to recognize the humanity of the stranger, our failure to see 

the other (no matter how different their flesh) as neighbor, partner or companion. In 

Luke’s parable of the Pharisee and Tax Collector (18:9-14) this is the injustice of the 

Pharisee who fails to recognize he is like the Tax Collector and protests “thank God I 

am not like other men.” And in the Lukan parable of the rich man and the beggar 

Lazarus (16:19-31), this is the injustice of Dives – who will not see the starving beggar 

at his gate as his neighbor. And in Luke’s parable of the Good Samaritan (10:25-37) this 

is the injustice of the priest and Levite who do not notice that the wounded man on the 

roadside as their neighbor. Whenever humans prepare to ignore, abandon, abuse, 

oppress or slaughter other humans, we first transform the objects of our violence or 

injustice into strangers, aliens or enemies – and the best way to do this is to convince 
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ourselves that they are not “bone from my bones, (or) flesh from my flesh.” This is the 

lesson of Darfur, Rwanda, Serbia, Northern Ireland, Dachau, Selma, and 9/11. We 

become monsters when we fail to see the stranger as neighbor, companion and partner. 

 But the lesson of the Bible is that the human before us is both sacred and social – 

that she and he is fashioned in the image and likeness of God, and is at the same time 

“bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh” – my neighbor, companion, partner, beloved. 

And if we wish to be sacred, to image the likeness of the God of the Bible, we must be 

neighbor to the stranger on the road. We must, as Jesus told the lawyer who wanted to 

know how to inherit eternal life, to imitate the one who was neighbor to the man on the 

side of the road, and to go and do likewise.    

 God Hears the Cries of the Suffering Poor (Bodies in Pain): The Bible’s second 

lesson is that the Lord our God hears – and is haunted by – the cries of those in pain; 

and that this God demands that we hear those cries and respond to them as well.  

 In the ancient and modern world we all hear the voices of the rich and powerful, 

even when these voices do not wish to be heard. In Egypt, Babylon and Rome everyone 

heard the voice of the Pharaoh, the Emperor and the Caesar. The rulers of these empires 

had massive armies of charioteers, phalanxes of infantry and battalions of legionnaires, 

and these tyrants employed divisions of high priests to make sure that even the gods 

listened to their decrees, cries and petitions. So too today, if the daughter of a billionaire 

burps or gets a traffic ticket it is all over the evening news. We are obsessed with the 

rich and famous, with our celebrities, even when they have been dead for a decade – or 

for decades.    
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 But the God who shows up in the Bible hears the cries of the countless faceless 

souls ground down by the machinery of our empires; the poor, wretched and suffering 

peasants, slaves, outcasts, immigrants, foreigners, refugees, homeless, naked, hungry 

masses who plant the empire’s crops, build its monuments, towers, temples and walls, 

and die in its wars. The God who comes to Moses in Exodus 3 is unlike any of the gods 

kept on retainer by the Pharaoh, Emperor and Caesar. For this God is not pleased with 

the worship and sacrifices of the rulers. This God does not hear or accept the petitions 

of their high priests or court magicians. This God will not bless their oppression and 

wars with bumper crops and spring floods. Instead, this God tells Moses that underneath 

all the sound and fury of empire She has heard the strangled cries of the Hebrew slaves 

toiling under cruel taskmasters, heard the bone racking wailing of the Hebrew mothers 

who watch the bloated corpses of their sons float down the Nile, heard the screams of 

those beaten to death for not meeting their daily quota.  

 When the Pharaoh had commanded the Egyptian midwives to kill the newborn 

Hebrew boys (Exodus 1:15-22), these women, who would not, could not, assist in the 

murder of other people’s children, risked their lives to conspire against the Pharaoh and 

save the children. And when the Pharaoh’s daughter and her nursemaids heard the cries 

of the infant Moses (Exodus 2:5-10), floating down the river in a basket, these women 

also risked their lives to conspire against the Pharaoh and rescue someone else’s child. 

 The God who speaks from the burning bush is such a mother, a woman so moved 

by the cries of someone else’s children that she rushes out to conspire against empires in 

order to adopt and rescue these children. This is a woman racked by the cries of the 
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suffering little ones, the ones whose voices no one else hears. This God does not hear 

the sound of their suffering as “collateral damage,” as “part of the natural order,” as “the 

cost of doing business,” or as “an unfortunate but necessary consequence” of building 

an empire. In Yahweh’s ears the cries of the Hebrews are the sound of cruelty, injustice, 

death, and horror – they are broken glass and fingers on the chalkboard, and she will 

have no more of it. 

The LORD said, "I have witnessed the affliction of my people in Egypt 

and have heard their cry of complaint against their slave drivers, so I know well 

what they are suffering. Therefore I have come down to rescue them from the 

hands of the Egyptians and lead them out of that land into a good and spacious 

land, a land flowing with milk and honey (Exodus 3:7-10). 

 And throughout the Hebrew Bible the Lord God continues to be haunted by the 

cries of those in pain – by the screams of the tortured, oppressed, and enslaved, by the 

weeping of the hungry, homeless and naked. When the Hebrews have settled in the land 

of Canaan and begun to grow wealthy and satisfied, God reminds them again and again 

to pay attention to the widow, orphan and alien in their midst, and not to be deaf to the 

cries of these little ones – as the Pharaoh had been deaf to the cries of their ancestors. 

Forty six times in the book of Deuteronomy GOD commands the Hebrews to 

“remember” (not to forget) those at the bottom of society (Grassi, 2003, p. 20). 

Remember, O Israel – God tells the Hebrews over and over and over again – you too 

were once widows, orphans and slaves, you too were once aliens, refugees and poor. 
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Listen to the cries of today’s widows, orphans and aliens, and come to their aid – as I 

the Lord God heard your cries and rescued you from the hand of your oppressors. 

 Time and time again the God of the Bible demanded that Israel show the same 

hospitality to the suffering bodies in its midst that God showed to the enslaved Hebrews 

whose cries She heard and answered (Pohl, 1999, pp. 16-35). And when biblical 

characters like Abraham and Sarah showed hospitality to strangers in need they were 

blessed with the gift of life (Genesis 18: 1-15)  – but when people like the men folk of 

Sodom showed inhospitality to visitors – the punishment was death and damnation 

(Genesis 19:1-4). 

 In Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy and the Prophets the Lord God sends laws 

and prophets to remind the Hebrews to hear the cries of the poor, and to warn God’s 

people that if they fail to hear these cries their own plaintive cries will not be heard in 

heaven. Amos, Jeremiah and Hosea warn wealthy and powerful Hebrews that God 

despises the worship and sacrifices of those who forget and cheat the poor, that the Lord 

God will not accept fatted calves and first born lambs from those who oppress and rob 

their poor neighbor (Amos 5:21-4; Hosea 2:11, 19). And when the well to do among 

Israel complain to Isaiah that God has not accepted or blessed their abundant sacrifices, 

the great prophet of the Hebrews tells his people that Yahweh is interested in only one 

kind of sacrifice – one kind of worship – justice for the poor.  

“Is this not the fast I choose,” The Lord asks Israel in Isaiah 58:6-7, “to loose the 

bonds of wickedness, to undo the thongs of the yoke, to let the oppressed go free and to 

break every yoke? Is it not to share your bread with the hungry and bring the homeless 
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poor into your house; when you see the naked, to cover him, and not to hide yourself 

from your own flesh?” 

In the New Testament Jesus too is haunted by the cries of those in pain. In Luke 

4:18-19 Christ begins his public life in a synagogue in Nazareth by announcing that he 

has come to “preach the good news to the poor, to set the prisoner and captive free, to 

announce a year of liberation for all peoples.” In this, his first public words, Jesus 

announces that he – like Yahweh in the burning bush – has heard the cries of the 

suffering and come to set them free.  

And when Jesus moves from place to place, the crippled, blind, sick and 

possessed flock to him, begging to be touched, blessed and healed. Even miles away 

they know that here is one who hears their cries and attends to them. So townsfolk 

gather along the roadside, bringing their sick and infirm to him. The blind station 

themselves at street corners and women with hemorrhages push through crowds just to 

touch the hem of his garment, while the foreign widows sit at the foot of his table and 

beg for a crumb of his boundless compassion (Matthew 15:21-30;  Mark 5:25-9). 

Roman Centurions come asking this Jewish rabbi for healing for their servants and 

neighbors open holes in the roof of places where Jesus is staying so they can lower their 

friend to him to be healed (Matthew 8:5-13; mark 2:3-5). And over and over the 

Gospels tell us that he is moved to tears and feels the sufferings of others in his loins.  

So Jesus tells his audience to make room for the sick and suffering. Six times he 

tells the twelve disciples to find food for the hungry masses that have followed him out 

into the wilderness (Matthew 14:13-18; 15:29-35; Mark 6:30-44; 8:1-13; Luke 9:10-17; John 
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6:1-15).  In Luke 14:12-14 he instructs the Pharisees and those he dines with to invite 

the sick, lame and blind into their homes, to make a place for them at their table. And in 

his parables he describes the Reign of God, which he has come to proclaim, as a 

banquet where the poor and hungry and homeless will find places of honor. Then, in the 

last judgment scene in Matthew 25:31-46 the Son of Man grants eternal life to those 

who have heard the cries of the poor and eternal punishment to those who have not 

heard those cries.  

Like Abraham and Sarah, the righteous and blessed will be those who heard the 

cries of the starving and fed them, heard the cries of the thirsty and gave them to drink, 

heard the cries of the sick and imprisoned and came to visit and attend to them.  And, 

like the people of Sodom, the damned will be those who did not hear these cries, or 

heard them and did not recognize them as their neighbor and so did not come to their 

aid. As Jesus says to these unfortunate souls, when I was hungry you did not feed me, 

when I was thirsty, you did not give me to drink, when I was sick and imprisoned you 

did not come to visit me. And for this they are condemned. Like the rich man in Luke’s 

parable, they did not hear the cries of the sick neighbor at their very gate. They did not 

recognize this neighbor as fashioned in the image of God or as flesh of their own flesh.  

 In the early Church Christians understood that both Yahweh and Jesus demanded 

that we hear the cries of the suffering and come to their aid. In Act 6:1 Peter and the 

twelve – who had been taught to wait upon the multitude and to wash one another’s feet 

as servants, waited on table, serving the widows and orphans of the community. And 

these same disciples laid hands on the sick and tended their wounds and illnesses. The 
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Church in Jerusalem shared all of its goods with those in need (Acts 2:42-45), making 

sure that no one in their midst went without, and on his missionary journeys throughout 

the Mediterranean Paul took up collections for the poor in Jerusalem and other churches 

(Romans 12:13). The early church opened its doors and arms to people of every class, 

race and community (Pohl, 1999, p. 33).  

 To persuade Christians to come to the aid of the poor and suffering in other lands 

Paul spoke of “the body of Christ,” and argued that we are all part of this sacred flesh, 

that every other Christian was bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh – and that in a 

special way the poor and suffering were the Body of Christ. This is why in 1 

Corinthians 11:17-32 Paul chastises the rich Christians who do not share their 

abundance with the hungry poor. According to Paul, these selfish Christians have failed 

to recognize the Body of Christ. For, according to Paul, every other person was not only 

a neighbor and companion – but another Christ; and in the body of Christ we were all 

joined as sisters and brothers.  

For this reason St. John Chrysostom, St. Gregory Nazianzen, St. Augustine of 

Hippo, St. Rose of Lima, St. Vincent DePaul, St. Louise de Marillac, St. Elizabeth Ann 

Seton, Dorothy Day and Mother Theresa of Calcutta have all argued that every poor and 

suffering neighbor is another Christ – an alter Christus – and that the only worship 

Christ will accept from us is compassionate care for the poor and suffering neighbor. 

 As Mother Theresa (2002, pp.40-1) said, “If our poor die of hunger it is not 

because God does not care for them. Rather, it is because neither you nor I are generous 

enough. It is because we are not instruments of love in the hands of God. We do not 
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recognize Christ when once again he appears to us in the guise of the hungry man, in the 

lonely woman, in the child who is looking for a place to get warm.” 

 Didiscalia Apostolorum, a second century instruction to the apostles, directed 

bishops to give up their seat to any poor stranger who entered the congregation and 

needed a place to rest, while every bishop took up a weekly collection to feed and care 

for the sick, poor and suffering (Crockett, 1999, p. 255). The table at which Christians 

gathered to break bread was to be inclusive and welcoming to all. 

 In the centuries that followed, Christian widows and monastic communities 

founded hospitals and orphanages and homes for the aged and homeless, establishing all 

sorts of institutions to care for the sick and suffering (Pohl, 1999, p. 47). And they did 

this because they saw this caring as part and parcel of the Christian vocation – the 

calling to hear and respond to the cries of the suffering. In time the practice of Christian 

medicine arose, and its most important characteristic was a focus on the good of the sick 

patient (Sigerist, 1943, p. 69). Medicine, no longer simply an honorable profession in 

which doctors had duties to their teachers and their calling, was now a practice centered 

on the sick person.  

 By the early Middle Ages preachers and pastors were calling upon all Christians 

to take up “the corporal works of mercy,” tending to the suffering bodies of our 

neighbors by giving them, food, clothing and shelter, and by coming to visit and tend to 

their wounds. Later, communities of religious men, but especially women, committed 

themselves to caring for the bodies of the sick and suffering. Catholic hospitals founded 

by Dominicans, Franciscans, Daughters and Sisters of Charity, Mercy, Providence and 
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the Immaculate Heart spread throughout Europe, caring for the sick and destitute, and 

then sprang up in every place that missionaries went – in Africa, Asia and the Americas.  

 

Conclusion 

 

 For three thousand years – from the burning bush to President Bush, from the 

daughters of Pharaoh to the Daughters of Charity – the God of the Bible has 

commanded that we recognize that all human beings are sacred (formed in the image 

and likeness of God) and social (bones of our bones and flesh of our flesh), and 

demanded that we – like God – hear their cries and tend to their wounded bodies.    

  At present over 47 million Lazaruses wait outside our emergency rooms. For 

nearly half a century Catholic Social Teaching has argued that every person has a basic 

human right to medical care. For over a century Catholic Social Teaching has taught 

that all people have a right to the basic goods needed to survive and flourish in society – 

and health care is clearly one of those goods. Even if there were no such right, Catholic 

Social Thought would press for universal access to health care because it is demanded 

by simple justice – or at least by Aristotle’s distributive justice. And because a 

preferential option for the poor and the universal purpose of created goods demands that 

everyone receive a fair share of the medical treatment we need to keep us alive and 

healthy.  

 But all of these moral arguments are just icing on the cake for those of us who 

believe in the God of the Bible, for those who believe that the Lord God and Jesus 
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command us to live in a certain manner. For women and men shaped and formed by the 

biblical narrative, we see every other person on the planet as a sacred and social being, 

as a child of God, as bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh, as another Christ. And for 

those of us formed by the Word of God, we must hear the cries of the suffering bodies 

of these neighbors and companions as the intolerable sound of injustice and as a 

command to go and follow the example of the Samaritan who was neighbor to the 

stranger on the road.  
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