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Celebrate

 50 Years
of Catholic Health 

Care Advocacy

Catholic health care has been part of the Pennsylvania 
landscape since the first religious sisters bravely traveled 
to the New World to aid sick and vulnerable colonists in 
Philadelphia. With faith and perseverance, they overcame 
religious persecution, discrimination and a scarcity of 
resources to establish a wide network of care and concern 
for people in need. Successors of these early health care 
providers now offer a continuum of care to three million 
Pennsylvanians across the Commonwealth each year.

Fifty years ago, Pennsylvania’s Catholic hospitals formed 
an advocacy organization in Harrisburg. The group evolved 
to include nursing homes, health systems and other 
Catholic providers. Now it is known as the Pennsylvania 
Catholic Health Association (PCHA).

PCHA is a catalyst that enables the Catholic health ministry 
to continue and strengthen its vital role as Christ’s healing 
presence in the mission of the Church and communities 
served. The association provides a unified voice on public 
policy at the state level. PCHA’s advocacy is geared toward 
three key areas:

• Access to basic, quality health care for all.
• Protecting the integrity and conscience of Catholic 

health care providers, Catholic employers, 
Catholic-affiliated insurers and others.

• Advocating for life and the dignity of the human 
person in health care policy.

PCHA has accomplished significant legislative 
advancements. Looking forward we see that threats to our 
mission remain.

THEN: PCHA helped to pass the Children’s Health 
Insurance Program (CHIP) in 1992, providing access to 
health insurance for thousands of families earning too 
much for Medicaid but too little to afford private insurance. 
In 2001, Pennsylvania implemented its AdultBasic health 

insurance program from the proceeds of the state’s tobacco 
settlement. The program grants access to health care for 
thousands of uninsured adults.

NOW: Funding for CHIP and AdultBasic will be debated 
in the state budget. The need is great, but resources are 
limited. Access to health care for the uninsured remains a 
priority issue.

----------
THEN: The Pennsylvania Religious Freedom Protection Act 
became law in 2002 applying the “compelling state interest” 
standard to state government actions that place a burden 
on religious liberty. In 2007, legislation that would have 
mandated Catholic hospitals to administer abortifacient 
emergency contraception to sexual assault victims was 
soundly defeated. PCHA successfully negotiated for 
regulations that respect the conscience of religious health 
care providers.

NOW: Threats to religious liberty have escalated. PCHA 
and others are fighting to repeal the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services (HHS) mandate requiring 
coverage of contraception, sterilization and abortion 
causing drugs in employee health plans.

----------
THEN: The Advance Directive for Health Care Act was 
amended in 2006 to provide for living wills and advance 
health care directives and special emphasis for life-
sustaining treatment.

NOW: Discussions are underway in Pennsylvania about 
another form of advance directive called POLST or 
physician’s orders for life sustaining treatment. PCHA is 
representing the pro-life and religious liberty concerns as 
the issue is debated.
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Dedicated Leadership
A guiding force for much of PCHA’s 50 years has been the 
association’s president of 30 years, Sister Clare Christi 
Schiefer, O.S.F. 

Sister Clare has worked in healthcare most of her life, 
starting at a local hospital in Hazleton as a sophomore in 
high school.  After attending nursing school, she entered 

the Congregation of the Sisters of St. Francis of Philadelphia while working at 
Sacred Heart Hospital in Allentown.  Sr. Clare worked at hospitals in several 
different states before landing in Philadelphia, where she was asked by her 
provincial to consider serving as president of the PCHA.

At the helm of PCHA, Sister Clare has been involved in dozens of major 
healthcare debates and legislative changes.   She considers the state’s 
Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP), legislation to address end-of-life 
issues, creation of the adult Basic Coverage program, and channeling tobacco 
settlement funds for health care initiatives as several of the greatest successes 
in which PCHA was involved.

Sister Clare says many of PCHA’s issues resurface over time.  Universal access 
to health care, challenges to tax exemption status and charitable accountability, 
end-of-life concerns, and protection of religious conscience are a few recurring 
issues that are again at the forefront.

See the latest action alerts on Catholic health care and other issues on the 
Catholic Advocacy Network at www.pacatholic.org.

Blessings from Pope Francis
PCHA has received a blessing from Pope Francis to mark its 50th anniversary. 
It reads “His Holiness Francis cordially imparts the requested Apostolic Blessing 
to Sister Clare Christi Schiefer, OSF, President, and the Pennsylvania Catholic 
Health Association on the occasion of the 50th Anniversary.”

PCHA provides support for Pennsylvania’s Catholic healthcare community 
through advocacy, communication, education 
and united action; putting special emphasis on 
recognizing the needs of children, the elderly, the 
poor and the underserved.

“I consider myself to be an ambassador for Christ 
in the public square,” says Sister Clare of her 
unique position as a nun who is also a lobbyist.  
“Many times when I go to talk to a legislator we 
end up talking about more than just policy.  They 
often want to discuss other matters, ask my 
advice, and ask if I will say a prayer for them or 
their family.”
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Legislative Review
The PCC supports the following legislation:

EDUCATION DEPARTMENT

Senate Bill 10 Safe Schools Legislation - This bill would create a grant program
 for programs that address school violence or enhance school security.

House Bill 1207 Increase Funding for EITC - This bill would increase funding for the K-12 Educational Improvement 
 Tax Credit (EITC) program to $125 million and Pre-K EITC to $12.5 million.

SOCIAL CONCERNS DEPARTMENT

Senate Bill 3  Abortion Opt-Out Legislation - These bills would prohibit coverage of elective abortions 
House Bill 818 in the new taxpayer supported Affordable Care Act health insurance exchange in PA. These bills 
 are also strongly supported by the Pennsylvania Catholic Health Association. UPDATE: HB 818 was 
 passed on June 4, 2013 and awaits the governor’s signature.

Senate Bill 275 Prohibit Local Public Funding for Abortions - This bill would prohibit municipalities from using 
 local public funds to pay for abortions except in certain cases.

Senate Bill 713 Pennsylvania DREAM Act - This bill would give undocumented students who have grown up in 
 Pennsylvania the chance to continue their education at in-state tuition rates.

PENNSYLVANIA CATHOLIC HEALTH ASSOCIATION

Senate Bill 4  Purely Public Charity Amendment - This bill proposes an amendment to the PA
House Bill 724  Constitution to clarify that the General Assembly has the responsibility to define criteria for institutions 
 to qualify for purely public charity status. This bill is also supported by the Social Concerns 
 Department.

House Bill 383 Freedom of Conscience Act - This bill would assure health care providers, including pharmacists, 
Senate Bill 276 and health care facilities, that they could exercise religious, moral or ethical principles and refuse to   
 participate in certain health care services.

House Bill 71 Medical Liability Crisis - The exhorbitant cost of medical liability has caused a crisis. It poses 
House Bill 57 a potential problem of limiting access to health care. These bills address different aspects of medical 
Senate Bill 148 liability and offer possible remedies to the crisis.
 
Senate Bill 77 Mental Health Procedures Act - This legislation would encourage early out-patient treatment of 
 chronic mental illness before in-patient treatment is needed.

House Bill 108 Children’s Health Insurance Program (CHIP) - This bill would repeal the expiration date of the 
 Children’s Health Insurance Program and allow it to continue uninterrupted.

Join the Public Policy Conversation Online
facebook.com/pacatholic | twitter.com/pacatholic | www.pacatholic.org
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Celebrating 50 Years of Catholic Health Care Advocacy!

 This special issue of Viewpoint is dedicated to the 50th
Anniversary of the Pennsylvania Catholic Health Association.
PCHA  has 60 members, including hospitals, long-term care and
other related health care facilities, and individuals involved in
Catholic healthcare in Pennsylvania. PCHA provides support for
Pennsylvania’s Catholic healthcare community through advocacy,
communication, education and united action; putting special
emphasis on recognizing the needs of children, the elderly, the
poor and the underserved.

 Read more inside about PCHA’s past advocacy accomplishments and how you can get involved with 
important legislative efforts today.

Congratulations, PCHA, for 50 years of serving!


