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There were almost 220 of them. As they walked into the auditorium in single file, I 
wished for majestic music to be playing, as I recalled another parade. That parade was in 
Royal Albert Hall in London, England when as a surprise to everyone at the conclusion 
of the tenth anniversary performance of Les Miserables, the tenors who had sung the role 
of Jean Valjean in different countries and in different languages marched into the hall 
under their national flag. I never hear this music without being challenged to pursue a 
noble cause. That parade was thrilling but this one was no less so. This parade was no 
less challenging. As the applause waxed and waned for the full ten minutes it took them 
to enter the auditorium and to take their seats, you knew that they and that we would 
never forget this moment. 

 
Bright, eager, young – how very young they appeared; I wanted to ask if they had 
finished high school.  They sat there with a white coat draped over their arms and with 
the back of the auditorium filled with family and friends. Each had been chosen for past 
academic achievement and for future intellectual promise; but, they also were chosen 
because they had demonstrated a desire to serve others and because they had a practice of 
“making a difference in the lives of others.” 

 
As our national debate on healthcare reform continues, one cannot experience the quality 
of healthcare education in America’s Schools of Medicine; one cannot know and read the 
work of medical researchers and scholars in these institutions; one cannot look into the 
eyes of the medical school class of 2013 at a prestigious school like the University of 
Texas Health Science Center School of Medicine at San Antonio, without knowing that 
however the current debate is resolved, medicine is currently and shall in the future be in 
good hands. 

 
As the President of the Alumni Association of the UT School of Medicine at San 
Antonio, I was invited to give a greeting to these young scholars who were taking their 
first step in becoming physicians. Below, you will find my comments to this class, but 
more importantly, you will find the text of the address of Dr. Michael Lichtenstein, MD, 
MSc, who is Professor of Medicine and Chief, Division of Geriatrics, Gerontology, and 
Palliative Medicine at San Antonio. Dr. Lichtenstein is the 2009 Leonard Tow 
Humanism Award. His address should encourage you about the state of medical 
education and also should make you hopeful about the future of healthcare delivery in 
America. 

 
First, my comments to the freshman class on Sunday, July 26, 2009 in San Antonio: 

 
“Forty years ago next month, I stood where you stand today. As I on that day, so you 
today begin to incur a debt of gratitude to the state of Texas, your School of 



Medicine, your professors, your colleagues, and your family. That debt is for the 
privilege and honor of being a physician. From now, your life will be a collage of 
your efforts and of those who will contribute a part of their lives to yours. Make 
certain that you are a good steward of that investment. 

 
“The debt of gratitude which you will incur over the coming forty-eight months and 
the years thereafter, can only be satisfied by the living of a life of honor, of nobility 
and of service to others 

 
“All of you have the ability to succeed in medicine. Some of you have the ability to 
excel. Only you, with your diligence, devotion and determined persistence will 
determine into which group you will fall. Today, you would do well to remember the 
words which Charles Dickens put into the voice of David Copperfield: ‘Whether I 
shall turn out to be the hero of my life or whether that station will be held by any 
body else these pages must show.’ 

 
“In regard to your medical career, you are a kind of tabula rasa, an empty slate, upon 
which you will write a story which will reflect credit upon your school, your teachers, 
your profession, your family and upon yourself. Only you can write that story. Write 
it well. 

 
“Today, I charge you as the Master of Caius College, Cambridge University did the 
freshman class almost 100 years ago; he said: ‘Let me exhort you. Examine 
yourself. Let each of you discover where your chance of greatness lies. Seize this 
chance. Rejoice in it and let no power or persuasion deter you in your task.’ 

 
“In four years, I or my successor will welcome you to the Alumni Association and to 
the opportunity for you to serve your School of Medicine with your reputation, 
achievement and with gifts of your monetary resources. 

 
“Congratulations in being here today. Wear your white coats with dignity and pride. 
I and 6,000+ of your alumni colleagues wish you God speed.” 

 
Dr. Lichtenstein’s address which is reproduced below should encourage and reassure all 
of us that the future of medicine is indeed in good hands. His address’ eloquently simple 
wisdom is compelling and reassuring, as it is challenging. Dr. Lichtenstein said: 

 
“Good morning … and a warm welcome to the Medical School Class of 2013. What 
an extraordinarily exciting time this is to be entering the medical profession. One 
reason is the continued exponential growth in knowledge and opportunity. For those 
of you who are coming to medical school straight from college, you were middle 
school students 9 years ago when the Human Genome was fully coded. As science 
moves forward, genomics and the promises of personal and regenerative medicine are 
driving changes in how we practice. 

 
“A second reason for excitement is that for the first time in seventeen years our 
Nation is having serious meaningful conversations about healthcare reform – our 



current system simply fails to meet the basic health needs of our entire population. 
From my perspective, we must train more primary care physicians and specialists in 
Geriatrics and Palliative Medicine to successfully meet the challenges ahead. We 
must re-emphasize the relational aspects of medicine – the joy, satisfaction, and 
quality-of-care that comes from serving as a patient’s physician over long periods of 
time. Whatever changes are implemented in the next few years will directly affect 
each of us as consumers of health care and how, as physicians, we work with our 
patients. 

 
“Over the next four years, as you build your foundation of medical knowledge, you 
will find that the Health Science Center is a great place to study, learn, and work. As  
I was preparing these comments, I wanted most of all to convey concisely some 
things that will be useful to you in your medical school careers. So here is a list of 
seven actions you can take that will help you succeed: 

 
• One: Learn how to learn. There is simply too much information to master 

and it is constantly and rapidly changing. It will be essential for you to 
identify and develop strategies for finding information, evaluating its validity, 
and effectively incorporating it into your practice. Work on those learning 
strategies. 

 
• Two: Make peace with not knowing everything. It is impossible to know  

all the facts and have answers to every question you will encounter.  Avoid  
the tendency to make educated guesses about subjects you know little about 
and presenting them in assured answers as fact. When you don’t know the 
answer to a clinical problem, especially when the question comes from a 
patient, admit it. You will be respected for your honesty and recognition of a 
knowledge gap. When these gaps occur, and they will, assure the patient that 
you will tirelessly investigate the topic and get the information for them. Do 
not be afraid to ask for help when you need it, especially when the welfare of 
a patient is at stake. The most valuable skill you can hone is the capacity to 
ask good questions. 

 
• Three: Deal with mistakes constructively. You will make mistakes; we all 

do. Perhaps the major difference between you and me is that I’ve made more 
mistakes than you. When you make mistakes recognize them, acknowledge 
and take responsibility for them, learn from them, and don’t repeat them. I 
don’t mind honest mistakes, but I hate making the same mistake twice. 

 
• Four: Pay attention to what resonates with you. Medicine is an  

increasingly diversified endeavor. Some areas will excite you, others will  
bore you. Some will feel natural, others will feel alien. As you participate in 
class and work through your rotations, when you find something that you 
really enjoy, something you can’t get enough of, embrace that feeling. When 
your personality, temperament, and skills match an area and you feel fulfilled, 
pay close attention. That’s likely to be a specialty that you can feel passionate 
about; a specialty that can sustain you across the span of your careers. 



• Five: Take care. This operates on three levels. The first is simply  the 
‘Golden Rule of Medicine’ – take care of your patients the way you would 
want to be taken care of.  Do your very best for them and never forget that  
one day you may need the skills and services of a physician to help you deal 
with illness. Second, take care of each other. Medical School is a formative 
experience and you are all in this together. This is not a competition – you 
don’t get a Yellow Jersey at the end of Medical School - you get a diploma. 
Support your classmates and help each other out. Third, take care of yourself 
and your family. You will be physically and emotionally challenged by 
Medical School – you will work really hard, however you must be sure to 
sleep, eat, exercise, and have fun. 

 
• Six: Don’t be seduced by the dark side of the white coat. The white coat is 

a symbol of scientific knowledge, compassion, and professionalism.  
However, the white coat can also be a symbol of authority. Never use the 
white coat to become authoritarian; never let it become a barrier between you 
and your patients; never hide behind it and let it be a refuge when you are in 
difficult situations. Your uniform should always represent hope, trust, and 
honesty for the people you serve. 

 
• Seven: Express Joy. Your professional lives will be crammed with human 

sights, sounds, smells, and experiences – many of them will be difficult, many 
will be uplifting. When something good happens, share your joy – take that 
positive energy and pour it back into your work and life.  Patients  and 
families need their doctors to stay engaged and to sustain them through life 
threatening times – even when the odds of recovery are long. You may not be 
able to cure someone; you still have the responsibility to care for them, and 
thus help them heal. 

 
“Remember that each member of the faculty is intensely invested in your success; we 
all look forward to learning with you in the years ahead. Let me leave you with this 
haiku for your time in medical school and your careers as physicians: 

 
 

Attempt with patience; 
Achieve with humility; 

Enjoy Medicine! 

“Godspeed to all of you.” 
 

I cannot re-read this without hearing it in the voice of its author and being challenged and 
encouraged by his words again and again. As my career in medicine enters its late 
autumn, if not early winter, Dr. Lichtenstein’s address makes me remember that day, 
forty years ago when I received a short, white coat and set out upon a journey which has 
been thrilling, fulfilling and still promising the opportunity to believe and dream that as 
physicians, we can make a difference in the lives of others, every day. 


