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The sTream of Traffic on norTh monroe is relenTless, 
with cars, city busses and delivery trucks moving at a nonstop pace throughout 
the day. as the drivers in the vehicles fight their way through traffic, switching 
lanes and honking their horns, feet dancing between the gas and brake pedals, 

little attention is paid to the two non-descript buildings on the northeast corner of 
monroe and carlisle with the signs christ clinic and christ Kitchen out front. for the 
people on the road, their sole focus is making it to their destination; for the people in 
these two buildings, their sole focus is healing the body and soul. 

not sure what christ clinic and christ Kitchen are? The quick answer is that christ 
clinic is a medical home providing primary health care to spokane’s uninsured, low-
income residents, and christ Kitchen is a café, and retail and catering company. how 
they are linked and the work they are doing takes a little longer to explain. for that, we 
must go to the “Keeper of the story,” Dr. scott edminster, the medical director for the 
spokane fire Department, and previously an er doctor at Deaconess medical center. 
one of the founding physicians of christ clinic, today edminster is at the clinic half a 
day per week, a big change from the numerous hours he put in getting the clinic started. 

The Beginning
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, a group of spokane doctors formed a group called 

the christian medical society that gathered together for support and fellowship. “We 
began to realize we should be doing more than just getting together and making one 
another feel good about our shared faith,” says edminster. “We felt that there ought to be 
some ministry component to our association.” 

Healing Bodies, 
Healing Souls

christ clinic
 caring for 

spokane’s vulnerable
by Blythe Thimsen
photos courtesy of christ clinic

Jan Martinez, right, is a mental health counselor, as well as the founder of Christ kitchen
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each of the 30 doctors in the organization 
contributed $1,000, providing seed money 
for a low-income medical clinic, which 
opened in a 1,300 square foot room in 
Westminster Presbyterian church. 

While the contributions came from 
many, it was four doctors, scott edminster, 
frank otto, Jeff o’connor and sam 
Palpant, who took on the responsibility of 
running the clinic. “To be honest with you, 
initially, the four of us were sort of carrying 
the whole thing, so it could really get 
burdensome. in a lot of ways it was like a 
tag team wrestling match,” says edminster, 
a former wrestler, describing what it was 
like for the doctors to manage what they 
started. one would be in “wrestling” with 
things for as long as he could, and just 
when it felt like he couldn’t last any longer, 
one of the other doctors would jump in 
and relieve him. it required a great deal of 
time and dedication from these doctors 
who were juggling the clinic along with 

their demanding full-time jobs. 
another reason the work was so 

exhausting was because there was—and 
still is—an incredible need for healthcare 
in the spokane community. “There 
is a huge working poor population in 
spokane, including people who work 
in the service industry, hospitality and 
positions that do not pay a living wage, 
nor do they offer benefits,” says Kristine 
ruggles, executive director of christ 
clinic. “The clinic wanted to provide 
a primary family care practice, or a 
primary healthcare clinic, where these 
people could go and receive the same 
quality of care as someone who had 
insurance.” 

christ clinic describes itself as, “a 
christ-centered, non-denominational 
medical clinic, providing for the 
physical, emotional, mental and 
spiritual needs of uninsured individuals 
in the spokane area.”

Christ Kitchen
from the very beginning, the board wanted to make 
sure mental health care was part of the services 
offered at christ clinic. Jan martinez was one 
of the original volunteer counselors who worked 
with patients. it was through her work at the clinic, 
that she had the vision to open christ Kitchen, 
the catering company and retail store, from which 
many people recognize the famous bags of soup and 
cookie ingredients, sold at river Park square each 
christmas. 

“i was the therapist at christ clinic beginning 
in 1993, and as i listened to my patients’ heart 
and stories, i realized how isolated the women 
were,” says martinez. “most were very hesitant to 
join helping communities or attend church. i knew 
that money was highly motivating, so i thought 
we could draw the women into a healing, spiritual 
community through work. Thus, our job-training 
ministry began in 1998, with two patients from 
christ clinic and a bag of pinto beans. God began 
doing his big work of changing lives through our 
little business of selling beans.”

learning to become stable emotionally, 
spiritually, physically and financially is 
the underlying challenge for the women 
who grace christ Kitchen’s doors. “some 
are recovering from addictions, some from 
abuse, others from medical problems. most 
are getting by on very little,” says martinez. 
“all are becoming new creations.”

When christ Kitchen began, they hired 
any woman that walked in the door. “We saw 
hundreds of women during those first eight 
years while we rented the church facility,” 
says martinez. “some weeks we have over 40 
women show up for work. When we moved 
into our facility on monroe, our overhead 

Christ Clinic medical staff offer to pray with each patient. nine out of ten times, patients accept, regardless of their faith. 

Joy is one of the key ingredients at Christ kitchen

increased dramatically and we held the 
number of employees to 30. We developed 
a stable, reliable work force that enabled 
production to increase. currently, we’ve 
added some part-time positions so that more 
women can be exposed to a healthy work 
environment.”

it is not just the women who work at christ 
Kitchen who are benefiting financially; 
christ clinic receives about 12.35% of its 
total budget from net kitchen sales at christ 
Kitchen. “christ clinic, our admin staff, 
and the christ clinic/christ Kitchen Board 
are the foundation of the christ Kitchen 
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ministry,” says martinez. “Together we pray 
that we will glorify God in our organization’s 
overarching principles, underlying 
foundations and mundane details.” The two 
entities are inextricably linked in the goal of 
providing affordable healthcare to the most 
vulnerable of spokane.

as bags of beans were being assembled 
and patients were being seen, christ clinic 
began to outgrow the room at Westminster 
congregational church. “There were so 
many people who needed the services,” says 
ruggles. “The board and leadership took 
time to prayerfully consider ‘do we do the 
best we can with this space, or do we grow 
and know that we can serve more people?’”

The answer was to grow 
in 2008, christ clinic completed 

construction on a new building, at the 
current location on monroe and carlisle, 
and opened its doors. The building is debt-
free, a testament to those who support this 
organization, freeing it from the strains of a 
mortgage, allowing them to use their finances 
to tend to those in need. The majority of the 
financial support comes from individuals, as 
well as revenue generated by the clinic and 
the product sales at the kitchen. strategically 

located in the West central neighborhood, 
the clinic serves those who live around it.

many of the patients who come to 
christ clinic rely on the bus system for 
transportation, which is a major reason the 
board of directors selected the current site 
when it came time to build a new facility. 
Being located on an arterial allows patients 
to use the bus system to access the clinic. 

and access the clinic they do! in 2012 there 
were 1,345 patients served through 5,846 
patient visits, with 1,200 hours volunteered 
by spokane medical professionals. in 
addition to the rotation of ten to twelve 
volunteer doctors and nurse practitioners 
who see patients, there are volunteer nurses, 
chiropractors and physical therapists, as well 
as two anchor providers who are always in 
the clinic. 

“The model works because these are 
volunteer providers who have different skill 
sets,” says Danielle riggs, a nurse practitioner 
and the medical director of christ clinic. 
“With our volunteers we are able to keep our 
costs lower.”

Who is served, and at what cost
The qualifiers for patients to come to 

christ clinic are that they do not have health 

insurance or a primary health care provider, 
and that they are in the low-income bracket, 
usually within 200-300 percent of poverty 
level. That number, sadly, continues to 
climb. according to a statement by spokane’s 
community indicator initiative (cii), 
“We are facing a crisis in this county – the 
number of people without health insurance 
is at an all time high. having no health 
insurance affects access to needed medical 
care, leaving individuals more likely to suffer 
dangerous health consequences of untreated 
medical conditions, and also threatens a 
family’s financial security with high amounts 
of medical debt.”

The demographic that christ clinic 
serves is mainly 18 to 65 year-olds. children 
under 18 usually have health insurance 
through state programs, and around age 65, 
medicare and medicaid begin to kick in. 
There are occasionally patients outside of 
that age range, but that is the bulk of who is 
seen in the clinic. 

“This is not a free clinic,” says raelene 
Vogelsang, development director for christ 
clinic. “all of our patients have some skin in 
the game, if you will. They all pay something 
akin to a co-pay. That is a huge component 
to the dignity of the relationship. The clinic 
and patient are both getting something.”

Though they don’t have a pharmacy, Christ Clinic offers their patients medication assistance. 509.467.1117208.773.4579
Erin Elliott, DDS | Post Falls Robb Heinrich, DDS | North Spokane
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Payment, usually $15 to $20, is based on a 
sliding scale determined by a patient’s income 
level. The concept of a patient contributing 
to their care is very important. “The clinic 
wants to be here and providing a service, but 
they also wanted to the patients to have some 
responsibility. it’s not a free walk-in clinic, 
you have to call and make an appointment; 
you have to show up for your appointment,” 
says ruggles. “We work with our patients. if 
they’ve lost their job, or nothing is coming 
in, we won’t turn them away, we will take care 
of them.”

Though patients pay something, it is very 
small compared to typical medical costs. “i 
was walking through the lobby the other day 
and i heard the receptionist say to someone, 
‘that will be $6,’” says Vogelsang. “We’re not 
talking a lot of money, but we’re talking an 
amount that is more than a cup of coffee, but 
much less than a typical co-pay.”

“What we find is that eventually, when 
they are able to pay, they will come back and 
oftentimes, when they get back on their feet, 
they become supporters of the clinic,” says 
Vogelsang of past patients. 

“We celebrate our patients,” says ruggles. 
“They may have to use us on a temporary 
basis, but when they get a job and they have 
benefits restored, we celebrate that and we 
graduate them on. a lot of times they don’t 
want to go, because when they come here 
they are establishing a relationship with one 
of the providers. it’s not like going to a walk-
in clinic; we’re really focused on a healthcare 
provider-patient relationship here.”

Faith Component
“communicating the love of christ to 

the poor and vulnerable through medical 
excellence and mental health care,” is the 
goal of christ clinic, says ruggles. This love 
is communicated through the medical staff, 
who volunteer their services, spending a 
varied amount of time at the clinic. for some 
doctors, it is one day per month, for others,  
it’s half a day per week. it all depends on what 
time availability a volunteer has. “They have 
to be committed to volunteering on a regular 
basis and have a heart for serving the lord,” 
says ruggles. 

“it is definitely a christian ministry, but 
i am surprised by how the community has 
embraced us,” says edminster. “We have a 
number of Jewish doctors who provide care 
for our patients.” 

one of the reasons volunteers must commit 
to serving on a regular basis is because the 

patients develop relationships with their 
providers, and it helps to have someone they 
can count on seeing on a regular basis. This 
builds trust, support and comfort, but at this 
clinic, it also cultivates faith. Physicians offer 
to pray with every patient, regardless of the 
patient’s beliefs. “They don’t have to accept, 
but nine times out of ten they do, even if the 
patient does not have faith. a lot of times 
they’ll drag the physician back into the office 
if they leave and haven’t yet prayed,” says 
Vogelsang. “We’re called to be the hands and 
feet of christ, here.” 

in order to be the hands and feet of 
christ, christ clinic does not accept any 
government funding. as a faith-based 
organization, true to their values, they rely 
heavily on individuals in the community 
for support, as well as groups, churches 
and numerous community healthcare 

“Twenty-two years ago, thinking about 
the uninsured was a pretty new concept,” 
says riggs. When christ clinic first 
opened, they thought they would only 
have to last for three years, before the need 
had been met and they were obsolete. 
The numbers, however, show that the 
need is steadily rising. according to the 
spokane community indicator initiative 
(cii), Winter 2011 report, “in 2010, both 
the spokane county and Washington 
state shares of uninsured people aged 
18-64 increased dramatically over 2008 
shares. spokane county’s uninsured share 
in 2010 was estimated to be 17.6%, a 
37.5% increase over the 2008 share of 
12.8%. since 2002, spokane county and 
Washington state estimated shares have 
been increasing, rising 93% and 88% 
respectively.” 

This is a trend that doesn’t sit well 
with riggs, so she is thankful for the 
opportunity to serve people in this 
demographic through christ clinic. 
“People who don’t have insurance ought 
to get the same coverage,” she says. “The 
care we provide to demonstrate God’s 
love should be the same quality as the care 
is for you and me.”

Through the hard work of the staff, 
volunteers and community supporters 
of christ clinic and christ Kitchen, the 
need is being addressed, and there is a 
resource available to the most vulnerable 
among us. “if i saw christ clinic being 
what it is now, back then, no way would 
i have thought it could be this,” says 
edminster. “it has been a big faith builder.”

That faith is needed as they go 
forth, striving to meet the needs of the 
community. That is a task edminster and 
others know is impossible to accomplish. 
“We can’t meet the need; we can never 
meet the need. We can just be faithful to 
what we’re called to do,” he says.

and faithfully, they do just that. 
faithfully, medical professionals 
volunteer, providing their time and 
talent; faithfully, patients pay what they 
can; faithfully, the women cook in christ 
Kitchen; and faithfully, christ clinic 
communicates the love of christ to the 
poor and vulnerable through excellent 
medical care. and all of this happens as 
the cars race by on monroe, unaware of 
the faithful dedication that is taking place 
feet from them, resulting in healed bodies 
and healed souls.  

organizations, including, Paml, inland 
imaging, incyte Pathology, Providence, 
inhs and Project access. The clinic has 
access to shared medical records, thanks 
to these medical organizations that have 
graciously partnered with them.

“We need to spread the credit around,” 
says edminster. “i’d like to see christ clinic 
held up, but we’ve had tremendous support 
from our partners. They’ve probably saved 
our patients not a million dollars, but 
millions of dollars. Without them, we would 
not be able to supply the orb of good care for 
patients. You can’t provide good medicine 
without x-rays and etc.”

it is not just patients who are saving money; 
edminster is confident the work being done 
at christ clinic is having an impact on 
the financial burden healthcare costs placed 
on local agencies. “i’m a hundred percent 
certain we are keeping unfunded people 
out of the local ers and hospitals,” he says. 
“We’re making a difference in people’s lives, 
but also making a public health impact in our 
community.”

an on-site lab allows for blood draws at the clinic


