
Health Care is a Human Right: Article 5 

by Father Mike Seavey 

Unless otherwise indicated, all citations and paragraph numbers refer to the Compendium of the Social 

Doctrine of the Church, issued by the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace, Libereria Editrice Vaticana, 2004. 

This is the official catechism for The Catholic Church’s teachings on social justice, the only section of Catholic 

moral theology to have its own catechism. Anyone interested in reading these paragraphs can use the website: 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/justpeace/documents/rc_pc_justpeace_doc_2006052

6_compendio-dott-soc_en.html. I would also be happy to provide the actual paragraphs either by email or 

postal mail. 

Charity or Justice? 

 Recalling the libertarian approach to health care*: there are two ways to morally access health care in 

a libertarian society. The first way is to pay for it yourself. The second way is to rely on someone else’s charity 

if you are unable to pay for it yourself. Health care and other necessities such as food, shelter, clothing are 

regarded as “human needs” and not “human rights”. Therefore, because charity cannot be coerced, no one 

can be obliged to provide health care for someone unable to pay for it. If unable to pay for it yourself, and no 

one provides a charitable solution, you are simply unable to access health care.  

 The Roman Catholic Church insists that providing basic health care to people is a “human right”; not 

merely a “human need”. The Church therefore teaches, providing basic health care is not a “charitable work” 

but rather a “work of justice”. Works of justice for human rights often require the coercive power of the state 

collecting taxes and providing services for those unable to access basic health care on their own. Therefore, 

the contradicting “coercive charity” is a moot point. 

“In her teaching the Church constantly returns to this relationship between charity and justice: ‘When 

we attend to the needs of those in want, we give them what is theirs, not ours. More than performing works 

of mercy, we are paying a debt of justice’. The Council Fathers strongly recommended that this duty be 

fulfilled correctly, remembering that ‘what is already due in justice is not to be offered as a gift of charity’. 

Love for the poor is certainly ‘incompatible with immoderate love of riches or their selfish use’.” (#184) 

This is not a new teaching, but dates back at least to the Church Fathers of the earliest centuries. 

Below are quotes taken from various selections of “The Office of Readings” from The Liturgy of the Hours. 

“For, when we give necessities of any kind to the poor, we do not bestow our own, we give them back 

what is theirs; we pay a debt of justice rather than accomplish works of mercy” Pope St. Gregory the Great, On 

Pastoral Care, circa 580 AD 

“A man is blest if he loves all equally. Moreover, if he truly loves God, he must love his neighbor 

absolutely. Such a man cannot hoard his wealth. Rather, like God himself, he generously gives from his own 

resources to each man according to his needs. Since he imitates God’s generosity, the only distinction he 

draws is the person’s need.” St. Maximus the Confessor, Abbot born 580 AD in Constantinople  

“Brethren and friends, let us never allow ourselves to misuse what has been given us by God’s gift. If 

we do, we shall hear Saint Peter say, ‘Be ashamed of yourselves for holding on to what belongs to someone 

else. Resolve to imitate God’s justice and no one will be poor.’ Let us not labor to heap up and hoard riches 

while others remain in need.” St. Gregory of Nazianzen. Circa 350 AD in the East 
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Still a Need for Charity 

Although basic health care is a human right, there will always be need for charitable works to 

supplement restoration of justice to the poor. The needs of particular individuals or circumstances beyond the 

reach of legislation will always leave some people without access to specific health care needs.  

The back page of The Maine Sunday Telegram’s Audience section always displays photos from recent 

local fund raising events. The August 20, 2017 Telegram presented a fund raising event for an “innovative 

mental health program for young adults” at Spring Harbor Hospital.  

The event raised $190,000 for “an integrated program that includes employment specialists, who assist 

patients with job and education opportunities, and family navigators who support families and caregivers 

during and after hospitalization. The goal is to enable patients to return to their communities healthier, 

productive, and independent.” This is a wonderful example of a charitable resource supplementing a need 

provided in justice. This also involves local folk (subsidiarity) working together (solidarity) to address this 

concern.** 
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