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THE NUN' S STORY

by
Robert A. Fink, M D.

Although I am in U S. term nol ogy, a "neurol ogical
surgeon", | have al ways considered nyself a clinician as
expressed in the British sense, a "surgical neurol ogist".
This is acutely borne out by the epitomal experience, in ny
early nedical life, that led to ny choice of the specialty

in which | have practiced for 37 years.

In my freshman year of medical school, | was
privileged to have as a Professor of Neuroanatony, one of
the "greats". He was Dr. Walle J. H Nauta, the devel oper

of the Nauta stain for nerve cell activity, a Dutch
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survivor of World War |1, and a consunmate teacher. At the
Uni versity of Maryland School of Medicine, where | went to
school, there was al ways a hi gher-than-normal percentage of
each class which settled on one of the neurol ogical
sciences as a career, this clearly the result of Dr.
Nauta's inspirational teaching. Thus, it was no

coi ncidence that |, after participating in Dr. Nauta's

Neur oanat ony cl ass, decided on a career in Neurol ogy.

In the summers between ny freshman and sophonore
years, and between nmy sophonore and junior years, |
participated in a Sumrer Fellowship in the Division of
Neur ol ogy under the tutel age of another great teacher, Dr.
Charl es Van Buskirk, Professor of Neurology. | worked on a
proj ect studyi ng Parkinsonian trenor, but also spent many
| ong hours on the wards exam ning patients with virtually
all fornms of neurological illness, many of which were

i ncurabl e and had fatal outcones.

In my junior year of nedical school, | was assigned,
as part of my Internal Medicine rotation, to the Medica
Service at Mercy Hospital, a well-known Catholic hospita
in Baltinmre, and the institution where I, as a child had
under gone several surgical procedures which left me with a

very warm and positive feeling towards the nursing nuns who
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were still supplying the majority of the nursing care

services at that hospital.

One day, while wal king down the hall, | encountered
one of the attending internists, Dr. Saul Smth who
approached nme and said, "Hey, Bob, you are interested in
neurol ogy, aren't you?" \When | responded in the
affirmative, Dr. Smth told nme, "I just admtted a 35-year-
old nun for a urological procedure on her bladder neck for

i nconti nence; she is paraplegic and in a wheel chair and has

a classical case of nmultiple sclerosis. | amsure that she
wouldn't mind if you exam ned her, and you will |earn
sonething." | eagerly accepted the suggestion.

| respectfully entered the nun's room and asked if |
coul d exam ne her. She readily agreed, and | proceeded to
perform a careful neurol ogi cal exam nation on her. At the
end of the exam nation, | had docunented the parapl egia and
the incontinence; but | had found a troubling sign; the
patient had a sensory level at the nipple line (T6). This,
to nme, was an unusual finding in a "classical case of

mul ti ple sclerosis”.

| sought out Dr. Smth that afternoon and told him of

my findings. Fortunately, Dr. Smth, another wonderf ul
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"teaching doctor”, was willing to listen to a nere junior
nmedi cal student, and he asked, "Wat do you think we shoul d
do?" | responded, "I think that we should call the

neur osurgeons and get a consultation.”

That afternoon, the neurosurgical people came and
exam ned the patient, confirmng nmy finding of a sensory
| evel . A nyel ogram was done that very day (this was |ong
before CT or MRI scans were available), and a mass | esion
was found at T6 in the spine. The patient was taken to

surgery that evening and a beni gn neningi oma was renoved.

Over the next several days, the patient experienced a
virtually conmplete recovery of her neurological function.
She never had the bl adder neck procedure for which she had
been adm tted, because she recovered normal bl adder
function. She literally discarded her wheelchair and | eft
t he hospital about a week | ater wal ki ng under her own

power !

Thi s experience was, for ne, the nost powerful
occurrence in ny young nmedical career. While |I remained
deeply interested in the function and pat hol ogy of the
central nervous system the notion that I, as a

neur osur geon, could possibly bring such results about, nade
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it inperative that | seek training in neurosurgery as a
specialty; and fromthat point on, ny career was directed
on that pathway. After spending the final sumer in

medi cal school (between the junior and senior year) as a
"sub-intern” on the neurosurgical service, and a rotating
internship the followi ng year; | conpleted a residency in
neurosurgery at the University of Chicago Hospitals, and
have practiced as a neurol ogi cal surgeon ever since. |
have not forgotten ny "roots" in nedical neurology, as |
still place great enphasis on a careful clinical
neurol ogi cal history and exam nation; but the ability to
deal with certain neurol ogical diseases and injuries in the
"direct" way that is "special" to surgery, is very

i nportant to ne.

When | was about 10 years old, ny parents took ny
younger sister and nyself on a trip up the Hudson Valley in
New York State. We spent a week visiting the beautiful
French- Canadi an city of Montreal; and one of the sites that
we visited in Montreal was Saint Joseph's Oratory. This
edifice, a very special church, had a large flight of
mar bl e steps |leading up to the entrance of the Basilica;
and inside the door was a huge collection of crutches,
wheel chairs, and other nedical appliances which had been

di scarded by pilgrins after their clinb, often on hands and
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knees, up the steps of the church. Saint Joseph's Oratory
was, at that tinme, considered as a Western Hem sphere

Lourdes; and, to my know edge, is still recognized as such
When | participated in the "mracul ous cure” of the young
nun at Mercy Hospital in 1959, | was experiencing sonme of
the sanme thoughts that | suppose nmany who had visited Saint
Joseph's Oratory had experienced over the many decades that

this place had exi sted.

Certainly, for me, that young nun was mnmy "mracul ous
cure", and this set me on the path which I have foll owed

for the rest of ny professional life.

The End.
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