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Servant to the Poor 
 

 
 

The global health community and countless others who were healed, taught, or simply inspired 

by Dr. Paul Farmer were shocked and saddened to learn of his death on Feb. 21. Dr. Farmer was 

a medical anthropologist, physician, and co-founder of Partners in Health, a nonprofit that 

revolutionized global health care. He believed the poorest of the poor in places like Haiti and 

Rwanda deserved high-quality medical care—and dedicated his life to delivering it. He tried to 

build the kingdom of God in the here and now. It was his study of liberation theology (and great 

admiration of Fr. Gustavo Gutiérrez) that helped him understand the real cause of poverty. By 

looking at the experience of poor people from the underside, he saw how structures kept people 

oppressed, and made him determined to unmask those structures and work to change them. He 

believed he had “no other option” than to identify with those millions of men, women, and 

children who had no other option but to hope against hope, to stand hopelessly before God who 

alone empowers and liberates. When he began Partners in Health, Farmer had only one rule: to 

be kind to everyone. He lived his mission. He owned practically nothing and read the spiritual 

masters, including the works of Meister Eckhart, the great German theologian, philosopher, and 

mystic. He was deeply spiritual, deeply Catholic to his core. He made a difference in the world 

because he loved God with his whole heart. He once said he was “guilty of pathological 

optimism.” 
 

For Paul Farmer, the practice of medicine embodied the theology and practice of accompaniment. 

It was highly personal and deeply relational. Accompaniment of the lonely poor involved 

walking with―not behind or in front―but beside a real person in his or her weakness, struggles, 



and crushing poverty. Being with the poor was a sacramental act. It required Farmer to be present 

to terrible suffering and working in chaotic circumstances and encountering unexpected 

problems that had no easy solutions.  
 

Farmer was blessed with the grace to be an accompanying presence. Paul Farmer’s very life told 

the poor that God loved them. In Paul’s presence they knew they were not excluded from God’s 

love, that God had not forgotten them. Poverty is not God’s will. Poverty exists because we deny 

the unity of all human beings. Systemic poverty is not an accident or fate. Poverty results from 

the actions of other human beings (Jon Sobrino, SJ). We are all called to accompany the poor, not 

because the poor are all good, not because we are good, but because God is good. Fr. Gustavo 

Gutiérrez wrote: “The poor are a by-product of the system in which we live and for which we are 

responsible. They are marginalized by our social and cultural world. … The poverty of the poor 

is not a call to generous relief action, but a demand that we go and build a different social order.” 

That was Paul Farmer’s hidden mission.  
 

Long before Covid-19 changed everyone’s life, Dr. Farmer wrote: “Most often, diseases 

themselves make a preferential option for the poor. That is, the poor are sicker than the non-

poor. They are at heightened risk of dying prematurely, whether from increased exposure to 

pathogens (including pathogenic situations) or from decreased access to services or, as is most 

often the case, from both of these ‘risk factors.’” As I filmed chronic poverty around the world, 

I saw with my own eye’s children die of measles and simple infections. When it came to spreading 

pandemics such as Covid, the pathogens have a preferential option for the poor. Pathogens don’t 

strike the privileged more than poor. Likewise, suggested Farmer, effective public health care 

should also have a preferential option of the poor.  
 

In Haiti Farmer saw that more than just treating the illness of a poor person, there was a need to 

care for their social needs, such as do they have enough to eat, who watches their kids when they 

come to the clinic. You don’t just treat the patient; you also must treat their environment. A person 

leaves the hospital healed and goes home to living in the same germ-infested situation that 

contributed to their illness. Farmer was faced with the scandal of inequality in health care in 

countries where most people do not even have access to primary care. He wanted to provide the 

social support his poor patients needed. Farmer realized the he needed medical people to 

accompany the poor in their illness. He established links between the clinic and the person’s 

home.   
 

Paul Farmer’s Catholic faith drove him to work untiringly to make a preferential option for the 

poor in health care. Farmer, with his colleagues at Harvard University and Partners in Health, 

was instrumental in bringing the fruits of modern medicine to millions of the poorest people in 

the world, in places like Haiti, Rwanda, Peru, Russia, Malawi, and West Africa during the recent 

Ebola crisis. Challenging the conventional wisdom of global health experts, Dr. Farmer 

demonstrated it is possible to deliver high-quality medical care on a large scale in settings of great 

poverty and to build communities around the globe where good health and hope prevail. When 

you are poor, it is easy to give into despair. Farmer was, for the poor, an antidote to despair.  

 



Bill Gates called Paul Farmer one of the most amazing people he has ever met. CNN medical 

correspondent Dr. Sanjay Gupta said that "if pure altruism exists in humans, it probably looks a 

lot like Dr. Paul Farmer." Ben Stiller, actor and ambassador with the United Nations High 

Commissioner for Refugees, tweeted on Monday: "What a huge, huge loss. Paul Farmer saved 

lives on a huge scale. He was selfless, brilliant, funny, sweet and compassionate." Louise Ivers, 

executive director of the Massachusetts General Hospital Center for Global Health, tweeted that 

Farmer was "an inspiration, a transformative thinker, a friend, a health justice North Star, and a 

complex boss" who "pushed us all to do better." Bill Clinton said, “Once you’ve seen Haiti through 

Paul Farmer’s eyes. You’ll never see Haitians, or any of the world’s poorest people, quite the same 

way again.”  
 

My seven years in Haiti have completely changed the way I see and understand poverty and 

racism. It also has pushed me to the edge of despair. There are days, I want to be any place but 

Haiti. But, the real smile of a child at Santa Chiara tells me I don’t want to be any place other than 

Santa Chiara. Reading Fr. Gustavo changed the way I look at life; his theology of liberation made 

more sense to me than all the dogma I had to ignore. 
 

Jennie Weiss Block is a Dominican laywoman and a practical theologian. She served as chief 

advisor to Dr. Paul Farmer since 2009, and was his chief of staff in his role as United Nations 

Deputy Special Envoy for Haiti under President Bill Clinton. In Dr. Farmer’s 2011 book Haiti: 

After the Earthquake, she wrote: “Today, Port-au-Prince is an urban disaster. Close to three million 

people are crowded into a city without even basic services such as water, sanitation, and 

transportation. Devoid of any city planning, commercial and residential are intermingled in a 

patchwork of confusion.” Eleven years later, not much has changed. The lack of infrastructure 

development mitigates against any improvement in the quality of life in Haiti.  

 

News from the Last Week in Haiti 
 

Last Monday, a pair of powerful back-to-back tremors hit southern Haiti, on the Tiburon 

Peninsula, within the space of less than an hour, causing widespread destruction to homes in the 

area. Two people were killed. A 5.4 magnitude quake struck at 8:20 a.m. local time, closely 

followed by a slightly heavier 5.6 magnitude quake at 9:06 a.m. 
 

Also on Monday, a woman in a public hospital died because the hospital had no oxygen. No one 

was charged with a human rights violation. A patient who could afford treatment in a private 

hospital would never die from a lack of oxygen.  
 

Monday was not a good day. There was a new protest for higher pay at the factories not far from 

us. The police opened fire on the protestors wounding two people and killing another, a 

journalist. All accounts said the protest was calm when the police began to fire from within a car. 

Maybe they had no pepper spray so they just used bullets.  
 

And last week, the Dominican Republic began building a wall stretching approximately 122 miles 

along its border with Haiti to keep Haitians from walking across. The 20-centimeter-thick 

concrete wall will be topped by a metal mesh and will be 12.8 ft high. The structure is being built 

with high-spec technology and will also have cameras, movement sensors, radar, and drones. The 

project also includes the construction of 70 watchtowers and 41 access gates for patrolling. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U5LMFdZIYOg

