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Hello Rochester! Wow, thanks so much for inviting me here. 34 years ago I was on your side of the room - it never occurred to me that I’d make it up to the podium. University of Rochester has been SO important to me, it’s an amazing honor to be back.

Standing in front of you all, I feel a bit like Senator John Warner of Virginia. Senator Warner was Elizabeth Taylor’s 7th husband. Can you imagine that? On his wedding night, he said “I know what I have to do tonight, I’m just trying to think of a way to make it interesting.’

I’m the only thing standing between you and your diplomas. I’ve been a doctor for 34 years – over half my lifetime.

So let me give you a few ideas, and try to make it interesting.

In the late 1970s, when I was looking at med schools, Rochester stood out – I had to submit a hand-written application, have 3 long interviews, and hear, for the first time, the word “biopsychosocial.”

You may be wondering why I was asked to speak to you. I have a degree in geography. I lived in Alaska for several years before med school. Medical school was a huge ordeal.

Now I probably work longer hours, and get paid less, than anyone in my class. I have not published much. I never wear a white coat. I’ve never seen an electronic medical record.

How many of you were AOA? Congratulations, really. You folks are stars.

But for the rest of us - you too can be graduation speaker.

In medical school, I thought a lot about my field. I decided that the fulfilling thing is to have long-term relationships with patients. And I love to think. So internal medicine was natural.

I trained in medicine for 3 years. In 1985 I got a Fulbright Fellowship and ended up teaching in Ethiopia.

25 years ago, I moved into the aid world, to work for the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee. 25,000 Ethiopian Jews sought to emigrate to Israel. I became their doctor. I have also been in charge of the health of 50,000 Rwandan refugees, and thousands of others in Somalia, Zaire, Tanzania, and Albania.

Now I work at Mother Teresa’s Mission and a city hospital. I wanted to make a difference, so I went into 3 underserved fields: pediatric cardiology, pediatric oncology and spinal deformities. I never trained in these areas.

In life, sometimes 1 event can cause profound changes. In 1992, I met a boy named Bewoket. Bewoket was a sick 12 year old with rheumatic heart disease. His family, living in a mud hut in Gojjam, 50 miles from electricity, hospitalized him several times without success. They had exhausted their money. He overheard his dad say “it would be better if he died.”
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Bewoket collected food, which had fallen on the roadside and sold it. And one day he hopped on the roof of a truck and ended up in Addis Ababa. For an illiterate, sick kid to cross Ethiopia by truck – that’s like me going to Beijing – the opposite side of the world.

He landed in the hospital. His nurse asked me to help.

As an internist, I think in “problem lists.” Bewoket’s problem list included valvular heart disease, congestive heart failure, atrial fibrillation, chronic hepatitis B, and malnutrition.

Any of those can cause death. But amazingly, he turned the corner, and his heart rhythm reverted to normal.

He was discharged to Mother Teresa’s Mission. I followed him, and started volunteering there. When the nuns got worried, they’d phone me and ask me to drop everything to come treat him.

It was easier for me to have him living in my house, so I moved him onto my living room couch. That way, I was guaranteed to see him twice a day. It was painful to lie in bed at night, and hear him sitting up, coughing from heart failure.

Then he began dying of hepatitis B. In 1995, a Boston physician published a study using one of the AIDS drugs, lamivudine, for hepatitis B. I started it. Within 2 weeks, Bewoket was improving. Within a year, he went from being too weak to walk up the steps in front of my house, to looking like a normal kid. Using this “off-label” drug saved Bewoket’s life. Then I sent him to America for heart valve surgery.

My goal was to help this one very sick boy. In the course of it, I opened my home. And changed how I practice medicine.

In 1999, I was working at Mother Teresa’s Mission. I met 2 abandoned orphans with tuberculosis of the spine

– they had 100 degree angles – looked like they had tents growing in the middle of their backs. Without treatment, they’d become paralyzed and die. I could not get them free surgery, so I legally adopted them and brought them to Texas for surgery. Another spine patient came along. I adopted him. Serial adoption is probably not the answer to spinal deformities. Eventually I met Dr. Oheneba Boachie-Adjei, a super spine surgeon, and now I work with him to get surgery from his group in Ghana.

Fast forward – I’m the only spine doctor in all of Ethiopia – 100 million people. When we started our program in 2006, I got 20 new spine patients, and we did 11 surgeries. Last year I got 445 new patients, and 128 surgeries. It’s the largest collection, of the worst spines, in the world. I have a bunch of patients with deformities over 200 degrees. We’ve described new deformities: alpha spines, zig-zag spines, and saxophone spines.

You are probably getting the sense by now that I don’t put much of a boundary between myself and my patients – don’t try this at home! I’ve adopted 5. When my home got too crowded, I opened a second. Now I have 4 homes and over 30 kids, mostly orphans with medical problems. Funny things happen. I got a brilliant idea – I’d get a satellite dish so they could watch CNN and improve their English. Well, I walked into my house, and they were sitting around, eyes glued to the TV set. “What are you watching?” I asked. One girl looked up, and said in perfect English “pimp my ride.”
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***

I love medicine. I love being a doctor. I love having to think, I love doing research on treatments. I love putting things together, like Sherlock Holmes. It’s humbling – every year I learn about new diseases. A kid with bad hands? Ollier’s Disease. A hole in the face? Noma. Another hole in the face – it’s a hyena bite. Tricuspid valve problem? Not Ebstein’s, it’s Uhl’s syndrome.

Mother Teresa said “I alone cannot change the world. But I can cast a stone across the waters, to create many ripples.” I can’t do this without a lot of help.

8 years ago, I needed pathology assistance. I turned to Rochester. I sent a letter to a Dr. Dan Ryan, chief of pathology. I explained that I’m in Ethiopia, and asked for help. Dan wrote back and said “Sure.”

The pathology department here has done well over 100 samples for me, allowing me to make precise diagnoses and plan care.

An 11 year old with a swollen knee travelled 500 miles to Mother Teresa’s Mission. His x-ray suggested osteosarcoma. I started chemotherapy. We amputated and I sent a biopsy to Rochester: Turns out we were wrong – it is Ewing’s Sarcoma. David Korones of the peds department here helped us design a chemo regimen, using Indian generic drugs. Tilahun endured 17 cycles of chemotherapy, loss of hair, vomiting his guts out. He became homeless. I moved him into my house. He needed an artificial leg – high school kids from Rye NY did fundraisers, now Tilahun walks on 2 legs.

ChinTo Fong of the peds dept here was visiting me, and we interviewed him.

“What do you want to do when you get older?” I asked. Tilahun burst into tears. I was wondering if the process of cancer treatment brought out this emotion. The he looked up and said:“I feel so bad when I see blind people, I want to start an organization to help them.” It was the Rochester diagnosis, which allowed us to plan effectively. Thank you, Dan Ryan and team.

And sometimes, an angel above does the work. I was on a domestic flight from Gondar to Addis Ababa. The plane filled up, and a tall white guy sat down next to me. He started taking photos. “Are you a tourist?” I asked. “No, I work for a Christian group. I’m here helping orphans.”

“That’s nice,” I responded. “You do this full time?”

“No,” he said, “I’m a doctor.”

“Me too,” I said. “What kind of doctor?”

“Internal medicine,” he answered.

“Me too,” I echoed.

“Where’d you go to med school?” I asked.
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“University of Rochester,” he answered.

“Me too,”

We looked at each other, wondering “what’s going on?”

Then he turned to me, and said “Can I ask you a question?

Do you know anything about bad backs? I just met a kid who has the worst back in the world.”

“Actually,” I said, “I probably know more about spines than anyone else in the country.”

Brad was unable to describe the spine effectively. But he had a crazy story – his team was in a remote village where a woman had obstructed labor. She needed a C-section. Brad had the only car. He loaded her into the car, drove her 2 hours to a hospital. Brad was walking around the grounds, and an orphan boy came up to him and said “You must be a doctor. I have a terrible back, can you help?”

Well, 6 months later, we all met in Addis Ababa. I diagnosed Pott’s disease, TB of the spine. I sent this fellow to Ghana where he had vertebrae resected and his spine reconstructed. I moved him into one of my homes. Now he’s about to graduate from nursing school.

***

You graduates have a huge challenge. 90% of Americans have health insurance, a great improvement. But we have a system where economics often runs the show, not patient needs. One of my classmates emailed me recently:

“the practice of medicine has become increasingly reduced to metrics, computer systems, encounter numbers, and satisfaction scores. How different were the ideals when we at Rochester. It’s my fantasy to be able to practice medicine solely to care for the patient.

It’s your challenge to stay alive in this system.

I have my own problems - I have the advantage of never charging patients, but lack of money is MY limiting factor. I can cure Hodgkin’s disease for $1200, get a mitral valve replaced for $5000 in India, and get 6 months of spinal traction and surgery for $20K. But I have to balance patient care with fundraising.

***

You’ve learned medicine by the organ systems approach. The heart the circuluation, the immune system, the nervous system.

Keeping this in mind, here’s some ideas, garnered from half a lifetime of doing this every day:

1) EARS AND HANDS:

Rick Hodes, MD

Graduation Speech Prepared for University of Rochester School of Medicine May 2016

CONNECT WITH YOUR PATIENTS – listen to them, touch them - appropriately, examine them.

Recently I had some abnormal labs in Africa. When I got to NY, I went to an internist, and explained that I was worried, that the labs showed my kidneys were abnormal, my iron is too high, and my sugar was high. I wanted a doctor to look at me, to touch me, and say “Wow, I understand you’re worried. How are you feeling with this?” Instead, he said “OK, let’s open a chart. He turned his back, typed into his computer, and started asking me my address and social security number. I felt like I was applying for a mortgage.

So listen to your patients. Use your 3rd ear. Let them express themselves. Not only what they’re trying to tell you, but what they tell you without trying. Make them feel like their doctor really cares.

Always give them some encouragement. The other day a Moslem man, single dad, brought me his 9 year old daughter who has no arms. She writes with her feet, she feeds herself with her feet. Nobody on this planet can give her arms. But I turned to the dad, and I told him what a wonderful father he is. He started crying. “Nobody ever told me that,” he said.

2) IMMUNITY

DON’T BECOME IMMUNE TO PEOPLES SUFFERINGS. In a month, you’ll be dealing with the worst thing that happened to a family in 2 decades. Don’t let it become simply 1 more item on your clipboard. Think of Mr. Diaz with the stroke. Not “the stroke in room 235.”

3) HEART

CONSIDER THE LIMITS OF YOUR ACTIVITIES. A bad hospital will kill you – we all know that, but a good hospital MAY allow you to die.

I say this because I feel bad about keeping a couple of patients alive who perhaps deserved a bit shorter life and a bit kinder death. It’s a tough area, but you’ll have to consider this.

4) YOUR BOWELS

You all have to choose fields.

ASK YOURSELF WHAT YOU REALLY WANT TO DO.

In my tradition, there’s a Hassidic story: "A Rabbi named Zusya was dying, and before his death he said: "In

the next world, I won’t be asked, "Why were you not Moses?" I’ll be asked: "Why were you not Zusya?"

Don’t be Rick Hodes. Be Hana Niebulski. Be Melanie Braun. 2 of your stars.
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How do you make decisions? One day in Vienna in 1912, Theodore Reik was walking the ring road and he came across his friend Sigmund Freud. He asked Freud for advice about choosing a field.

Freud replied: “When making a decision of minor importance, I’ve always found it advantageous to consider all the pros and cons. In vital matters, such as the choice of a mate or profession, the decision should come from the unconscious. We should be governed by the deep inner needs of our nature.

So, Listen to your guts, your bowel sounds.

One of my close friends is a 73 year old doctor from Florida. Motivated by his sense of adventure, and his Christian faith, he closed his orthopedics practice and moved to Ethiopia. What does he regret? “Rick,” he said, “I should have done this a decade ago.”

I hope you won’t have a lot of regrets, and say “You know, I should have really done rural medicine, when you end up in Los Angeles for decades instead.”

Dr. Babineau used to tell us: “Medicine is a mansion with many rooms.” You don’t have to stay put.

5) YOUR BRAIN:

HOPEFULLY, YOU’LL GET SOME GOOD IDEAS. I have colleagues who are convinced that deworming Africa will decrease the AIDS burden. Or that increasing the levels of Vitamin D will help world health. I don’t necessarily agree.

But if you get a good idea, stick it out. Don’t be afraid of criticism. You are your ultimate critic, so don’t be dissuaded. There are bright people who are not visionaries, and there are visionaries who are not terribly brilliant.

John Hickham, the chief of medicine in Indiana, used to tell his residents “Everyone has the right to be crazy in his lifetime.” Harvey Feigenbaum took that to heart and put cardiac echo on the map, against a lot of criticism. He had a department head who would not let cardiology trainees work with him because the boss considered cardiac echo a waste of their time.

6) YOUR SPINE

HAVE ONE. Don’t be afraid to take risks. Wayne Gretzky, one of the best hockey players of all time, said “You miss 100% of the shots you never take.” So take your shots, and be strong, be curious. Be compassionate. And be ethical.
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7) GRATITUDE

THANK PEOPLE WHO HAVE HELPED YOU GET HERE. You’re here because a lot of people have helped you along the way. This week, send out a bunch of cards to people, telling them what you’re doing, and how they helped you. It means the world to them.

8) YOUR EDUCATION:

In 1974, as a senior in college, I walked into the office of the top high-altitude physiologist in the world, and told him I’d like to work with him. That started a relationship, which lasted 34 years. I visited Charlie Houston every year until he died at age 96. He had a wonderful view of medicine.

MEDICINE IS AN APPRENTICESHIP. Find some good mentors. Older docs have unique perspectives, make sure you get some advice and wisdom from them. And keep learning.

9) MEMORY:

REMEMBER WHY YOU WENT TO MED SCHOOL. Some med students have written great essays on what they want to do, then by the time they graduate, they want to do anything except take care of patients. When I spoke at Harvard, the person who introduced me – a hospital administrator, said “Rick Hodes is doing with his life what I wrote about in my med school essays.”

REMIND YOURSELF, EVERY DAY, THAT THIS IS A PRIVILEGE. You have a chance to touch peoples’ souls and, in some small way, heal the world.

10) YOUR SOUL:

HAPPINESS IS ENJOYING WHAT YOU DO. We all get tired, and discouraged. But try to see the bigger picture, recharge yourself, your soul, your family, and your journey.

In my tradition, we have words wisdom called Avot.

Rabbi Natan asked:

Go and see – what is the good way a man should go?

Rabbi Eliezer said “a good eye.”

Rabbi Yosha said “A good colleague.”

Rabbi Jose: A good neighbor, a good inclination, and a good wife.”
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Rabbi Elazar: the good heart towards heaven and a good heart towards one’s fellow creatures.”

Rabbi Yohanan commented - I prefer the words of Rabbi Eleazar – his words include all the other’s words.

Graduates: Go out today with a good heart towards heaven, and a good heart towards your fellow creatures.I wish you great success and great happiness, I wish you a lot more than luck, and may the God of your choice bless you all. Congratulations.

