
BY RAFAEL HERNÁNDEZ COLÓN

We celebrate this week 
three capital events 

in the life of Christ:  the 
Last Supper when He in-
stituted the Eucharist, the 
Crucifi xion and the Resur-
rection. When I was grow-
ing up a solemn atmosphere 
descended upon the island 
when Holy Thursday ar-

rived. The churches were full in the afternoon, 
when we attended Mass. There were long lines 
for Holy Communion. The stores and the bars 
were closed. Normal radio programs (there was 
no television) were taken off the air and the 
stations carried only sacred or classical music.

On Good Friday we fi rst paid a visit to 
the “monumentos” in seven churches. The 
monumentos were small altars set up after Mass 
on Holy Thursday upon which an ark was placed 
resembling a sepulcher which contained the 
second host or wafer consecrated that day to be 
reserved for the offi ces of Holy Friday.

After visiting the monumentos we went to 
the procession. In my hometown, Ponce, the 
procession started in La Cantera, in the northern 
part of town, and ended up 20 blocks downtown 
at the cathedral in the city center. Somber crowds 
lined the sidewalks, whole families dressed in 
mourning. The full-body images of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary and of the saints, the painful image 
of Christ upon the cross and of Christ laying 
inside a glass coffi n were carried by the faithful 
through the streets and fi nally to the cathedral 
where they would repose until the following 
year.

After the procession we went to church to hear 
the sermon of the “7 palabras” or we gathered 
in our homes to listen to it on the radio. The 
most passionate and moving preachers were 
selected for this sermon which is based on the 
seven utterances of Christ upon the cross: “Father 
forgive them for they know not what they do; 
my God, my God, why have you forsaken me; I 
assure you that tomorrow you will be with me in 
paradise (to the good thief crucifi ed with him); I 
am thirsty; Woman, there is your son; son, there is 
your mother (to his mother, the Virgin Mary, and 
to his disciple, John the Evangelist); everything 
has been brought to completion; Father, into thy 
hands I commend my spirit.”

At midnight Saturday church bells rang all over 
town, ushering in the Resurrection which took 
place on Easter Sunday.

Today we commemorate the events that 
occurred in Jerusalem some 2,000 years ago 
with less solemnity but with the same faith of 
our fathers. Faith is a gift bestowed to them and 
to us by God. It allows us to believe in what we 

cannot see, feel or touch. But it is not opposed 
to reason; it complements it. It allows you to 
perceive a reality that is beyond reason, but not 
against it.

Faith comes from the spirit, but reason can touch 
upon the frontiers of the spirit and arrive at faith. 
This happened to C. S. Lewis, the most brilliant 
lay expositor on Christianity that I have come 
upon. Lewis, a professor of literature at Oxford 
University in England, was an atheist. During 
World War II he was called upon by the British 
Broadcasting Company (BBC) to provide a series 

of messages for the listeners of that station. At 
that time, the BBC was the voice of hope and 
of truth that reached the British people, and the 
peoples in all the nations of Europe threatened 
or occupied by the brutal onslaught of Hitler’s 
armies. When Lewis was called upon to provide 
his messages to this audience, he had converted 
to Christianity. The messages he delivered were 
later turned into a book which he titled “Mere 
Christianity.”

This book is worth reading for atheists, 
agnostics, skeptics and also for believers. 
In it, Lewis traces the thinking that led to his 
conversion. Basically, it involves refl ections on 
nature and its laws. Then he goes on to explain 
brilliantly, with powerful logic but with great 

simplicity, the nature, characteristics and beliefs 
of Christians. His explanations are revealing of 
our faulty notions on these matters and I am 
talking now about believers.

In 200 pages he takes up issues such as: 
is Christianity hard or easy?; morality and 
psychoanalysis; the Trinity; forgiveness; charity; 
hope; faith; and so on. This book has been 
translated into 30 languages and is continuously 
being reprinted.

I would like to end my column on this Holy 
Thursday by quoting one of Lewis’ many 
challenging paragraphs, because today and 
tomorrow we are being challenged.

“Why is God landing in this enemy-occupied 
world in disguise and starting a sort of secret 
society [the church, in irony] to undermine the 
devil? Why is He not landing in force, invading 
it? It is that He is not strong enough? Well, 
Christians think He is going to land in force; 
we do not know when. But we can guess why 
He is delaying. He wants to give us the chance 
of joining His side freely. I do not suppose you 
and I would have thought much of a Frenchman 
who waited till the Allies were marching into 
Germany and then announced he was on our side. 
God will invade. But I wonder whether people 
who ask God to interfere openly and directly 
in our world quite realize what it will be like 
when He does. When that happens, it is the end 
of the world. When the author walks on to the 
stage the play is over. God is going to invade, 
all right: but what is the good of saying you 
are on His side then, when you see the whole 
natural universe melting away like a dream and 
something else—something it never entered your 
head to conceive—comes crashing in; something 
so beautiful to some of us and so terrible to others 
that none of us will have any choice left?  

“For this time it will be God without disguise; 
something so overwhelming that it will strike 
either irresistible love or irresistible horror into 
every creature. It will be too late then to choose 
your side. There is no use saying you choose to 
lie down when it has become impossible to stand 
up. That will not be the time for choosing: it will 
be the time when we discover which side we 
really have chosen, whether we realized it before 
or not. Now, today, this moment, is our chance 
to choose the right side. God is holding back to 
give us that chance. It will not last for ever. We 
must take it or leave it.” �
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The island’s health insurance 
industry is embracing national 

healthcare legislation that will allow 
Puerto Rico to shore up fi nancing for 
its own public health program and 
dramatically expand local medical 
coverage so that universal access is 
now seen as an achievable goal.

While the legislation carries in-
creased burdens as well as opportu-
nities for all sectors of the healthcare 
industry, the new business it will 
generate for insurance companies 
will allow them to meet the new 
mandates without much pain, in-
dustry offi cials said. 

“It’s going to be great for Puerto 
Rico,” said Héctor Mújica, president 
of the Puerto Rico Association of 
Insurance Companies (Acodese by 
its Spanish acronym). “This guaran-
tees that everybody will get access 
to healthcare.” 

Puerto Rico is already a lot closer 
to achieving universal healthcare 
than the United States, with an es-
timated 350,000 to 500,000 people 
on the island not covered, about 10% 
of the population. The new legisla-
tion will push these people into get-
ting coverage, creating a whole new 
market for insurers, government and 
industry offi cials believe. 

“It’s good for the industry, and 
everybody from the government to 
the hospitals to the physicians to the 
insurers got involved to try to win 
parity for Puerto Rico. This is the 
fi rst big step,” Mújica said. 

For decades, Puerto Rico has 
struggled against inequities in fed-
eral healthcare funding. Puerto 
Rico’s share of Medicaid funding 
has shrunk to 0.13% today from 
2% some 40 years ago. While the 
poorest states get up to 83% of their 
healthcare funding expenditures 
covered by Medicaid, Puerto Rico 
gets only about 14%, according to 
Fortuño administration offi cials. In 
2006, Medicaid funding equaled 
$565 per capita in the States and 
just $54 per capita in Puerto Rico, 
according to the U.S. Government 
Accountability Offi ce.

The new national legislation 

markedly improves the Medicaid 
funding situation. The legislation 
triples the federal contribution to 
the island’s Health Reform program 
with a big Medicaid funding boost 
slated to begin in July 2011. Under 
the plan, annual Medicaid funding 
to Puerto Rico increases by $5.5 bil-
lion, or 182%, with the island slated 
to receive a total $8.62 billion over 
nine years. The island currently re-
ceives $354 million annually, which 
has been increased for the past two 
years under the American Recovery 
& Reinvestment Act from its current 
cap of $272 million. 

“There’s no question that Puerto 
Rico’s healthcare system has been 
very underfunded for a long time, 
and it speaks to the credit of that 
system that it has been able to do 
so much with its limited resourc-
es,” said Health Secretary Lorenzo 
González. “This will make things a 
little easier.”

The increased Medicaid funding 
will be used to expand the Health 
Reform program for the island’s poor 
by loosening the eligibility standard 
to the federal poverty level, from the 
current level, which is 80% of the 
federal poverty level, González said. 

That will allow nearly 200,000 more 
island residents to join the nearly 1.5 
million benefi ciaries currently cov-
ered by the Health Reform program, 
he said. Insurers would benefi t from 
this because they provide the insur-
ance coverage to the Health Reform 
benefi ciaries through government 
contracts. 

The national reform also provides 
Puerto Rico and the other territories 
limited access to a national health in-
surance exchange, which will begin 
operating in 2014. The island will 
get $925 million over six years, or 
$154.2 million per year, to subsi-
dize insurance for uninsured work-
ers and their families. The funding 
pales in comparison to subsidies that 
stateside jurisdictions will get un-
der the exchange, but it still adds up 
to about an $800 per person annual 
subsidy to buy insurance for those 
still uncovered.

The federal subsidy, plus the in-
creased competition between in-
surers that will result from the cre-
ation of the exchange, will work to 
get most other islanders coverage, 
government and industry offi cials 
believe. 

“The subsidies will foster compe-
tition among the insurance compa-
nies and this will work to provide 
some kind of coverage to everyone,” 
Mújica said. 

The Health secretary also believes 
even the limited funding for sub-
sidies will help. He pointed to re-
cent health insurance proposals for 
coverage as low as $75 per month. 
Beyond that, however, Mújica, said 
much would depend on the details 
surrounding the operation of the in-
surance exchange in Puerto Rico, so 
it was still too early to gauge its full 
impact. 

INDUSTRY RESTRICTIONS AND 
LOST GROUND

The increased Medicaid funding 
won’t kick in until July 2011 and 
the insurance subsidies until 2014, 
but new restrictions on insurers and 
consumer protections will take ef-
fect within six months, Resident 
Commissioner Pedro Pierluisi said. 
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Health insurance executives believe that federal subsidies and increased 
competition among insurers will push Puerto Rico towards achieving universal 

healthcare coverage.


