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Dear future colleagues and members of the latest group of stellar AUB scholars to be 
inducted to the illustrious Alpha Omega Alpha Society, welcome to your AOA induction 
ceremony. You are here to celebrate a major accomplishment in this transformative journey 
that you have embarked upon, one that has shaped, inspired, and changed every one of you 
here today.  You are the beneficiaries of support from your parents, family, and friends, and 
of inspiration from the variety of experiences and people that you have encountered in your 
lives.  The honor you are receiving today shows that you possess many of the essential 
qualities needed for excellence in this field and the potential for meaningful servant 
leadership. Each of us is faced with the choice of many professions. In all honesty, you have 
chosen one fraught with challenges, an artful science that is perpetually evolving. You will 
come to see why medicine is not a profession, but a calling like no other. It will present to 
you a series of opportunities and challenges unlike those in any other profession, some that 
you will cherish and others that you may dread. But you must face all of them head on.  
 
We have all taken different paths to arrive here today. To mark the occasion, I have been 
asked to impart to you some crucial truths that will serve you well in the years to come. 
These truths should ideally come from an individual so accomplished that he or she radiates 
wisdom from the stage, and blazes the path before you, making it clearer.  Sorry.  No sale.  
When Dr. Ghazi Zaatari asked me to speak to you today, I pointed out to him that he was 
giving me an honor that arguably I did not fully deserve.  I was quick to point out to Ghazi 
that I myself have an unenviable record of taking compounds from pre-clinical or early 
clinical development all the way to failure in large, expensive, national/international phase 
III clinical trials.   
 
Let me explain. Perhaps the most dubious compliment that I received during my career was 
that I was destined to be the Charles Moertel of lung cancer.  Charles Moertel, you see, was 
a famous colorectal cancer medical oncologist at the Mayo Clinic who, somewhat less 
famously, conducted almost twelve negative randomized phase III trials, trying to prove the 
benefit of chemotherapy to patients with colorectal cancer.  The one successful trial he led, 
which became the basis for adjuvant chemotherapy for colorectal cancer, was completed 
after he died, ironically, of tobacco-related lung cancer.  It seems that while Dr. Moertel’s 
many unsuccessful trials may have initially failed to improve the standard of care for his 
patients, they tended to increase his smoking habit, as frustration mounted on frustration.  I 
assure you, being called the Charles Moertel of lung cancer was not intended as a 
compliment, great man that he might have been.  However, I took it as one, as his ideas and 
his tenacity, if not his drugs, have outlived him.  After all, his obituary in the New York Times 
described him as a man universally acknowledged for his scientific rigor. 
 
As you are all aware, Alpha Omega Alpha (AOA) was founded in 1902 by William Webster 
Root and five other medical students at what was then the College of Physicians and 
Surgeons in Chicago, later renamed the University of Illinois College of Medicine. The  
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impetus for AOA’s formation was most likely the generally poor quality of American medical 
schools and students at the time; Root and his colleagues were determined to promote  
excellence among these groups.  Root pitched his idea to nearby schools, and soon the 
University of Chicago's Pritzker School of Medicine and Northwestern University's Feinberg 
School of Medicine had set up chapters too. Ten years later, there were seventeen chapters. 
As more medical schools became interested, the national organization was able to become 
more selective in the standards a school had to meet in order to be eligible. Soon, it became 
a mark of prestige to have an ΑOΑ chapter at one's school. Typically no more than 10% of a 
medical class is inducted into AOA.  Today, 12 new members are being inducted, including 
four students from the class of 2016, two from the class of 2015, three physicians in training, 
one faculty member, and two alumni. 
 
So what wisdom can I impart to you on this occasion about on a career that can be 
described as a study in questionable persistence, or, in less euphemistic terms, a study in 
stubbornness? Let me start by sharing an anecdote with you. After taking three drugs and 
one oncolytic virus all the way from pre-clinical data through to phase III trials that 
ultimately failed to gain approval, the fourth trial that I helped start failed to complete 
accrual in the United States and Europe. This was due to the difficulty of injecting an 
oncolytic virus with a limited half life directly into tumors in the neck.  Finally, scientists and 
physicians in China, unimpeded by international patent and copyright laws observed in the 
rest of the world, completed a randomized phase II trial with a knockoff of this same virus in 
China, making it the first approved oncolytic viral treatment in the world (albeit only in 
China).  However, even in that one successful enterprise, victory was undermined. The 
Chinese equivalent of the FDA commissioner who approved this virus was subsequently 
condemned to death due to a conviction of severe corruption! 
 
So what can a man whose track record to date ranks him among the elite in the annals of 
noble failure in the cancer research field teach you today?  What can my 15 minutes of 
imparted wisdom add to the far more concise, precise, and frankly useful things that you 
have learned and excelled at to date, and that you will yet learn from your teachers in the 
years to come?  Well, in keeping with the desires of Drs. Zaatari and Sayegh that you may 
learn from my personal journey, I will talk to you about a few of the many people who 
shaped my career, both those individuals who directly influenced my life through their 
presence in it, and a fictional character who has haunted it!  
 
Like many of you, I have been inspired by the example of the people who were closest to me.  
Foremost even among these remarkable individuals was my late father, who remains, in so 
many ways, the role model and ideal that I have never come close to achieving.  My late 
father—like you a proud and deserving member of AOA—was a physician scientist whose 
voyage from Lebanon to the United States included winning the Penrose award twice, as an 
undergraduate and as a medical student, graduating at the top of his medical school class 
while serving as class president at AUB, completing a residency in internal medicine and a 
fellowship at Brigham and Women’s Hospital, and earning a post-doctoral fellowship in 
biophysics at Harvard Medical School.   
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Some years ago, one of his classmates, Dr. Wadih Suki, who helped raise funding for the 
endowed chair that bears his name at the American University of Beirut, showed me their  
graduation yearbook.  The quote underneath a picture of my parents spoke in eerily 
accurate terms of my late father. It said simply “A nightingale dies for shame if another bird 
sings better.” This quote captures perfectly not only his idealistic pursuit of excellence but 
also that continuous, lifelong striving that lies at the heart of the medical mission. My father 
served the American University of Beirut with great distinction as chair of the department of 
physiology, starting at the age of 32 and becoming dean of the AUB medical school at the 
age of 43. More importantly for his family, and perhaps most remarkably, he was an 
omnipresent father and husband.  He left an example that inspired my younger siblings and 
me, and the deanship at the American University of Beirut is named in perpetuity in his 
honor.  So, not such small shoes to fill. 
 
Small wonder, then, that as a child I was determined to diverge from my father’s path and 
set different, though no less lofty, goals. My inspiration was a certain fictional character, 
one whose dark and sullen demeanor led me on many idyllic flights of fancy. Yes, my friends, 
unfortunately for you, they chose as your keynote speaker someone who grew up wanting 
to be the Batman!  I openly admit it.  However, upon realizing that the role of Batman was 
taken, and being subjected to non-stop laughter by all the children in the neighborhood 
when I would walk around in a mask and cape in the suburban town of Hamden, CT in the 
late 60s, I explored other possible positions in life. Later, as a teenager growing up in war-
torn Beirut, I considered a variety of professions that I could not achieve.  One by one, I 
eliminated those possibilities as well.  Astronaut (Lebanon has no space program), Pope (a 
somewhat difficult position to obtain if you are not Catholic), and Godfather (let’s face it… 
everybody in Lebanon had weapons, so that made that option less appealing).   
 
As I was trying to decide what I could possibly succeed at now that I was growing up, my 
otherwise impartial father and great uncle conspired to buy me a pair of microscopes for my 
18th birthday, a not-so-subtle hint that perhaps my spirited/exuberant personality, my love 
of biology and chemistry, and my attachment to people indicated that rather than being 
Batman, perhaps I could aspire to be Batman’s psychiatrist! 
 
In 1982, I left Lebanon and moved to New Haven for what I thought would be one year 
abroad at Yale University before I returned to the country of my origin. But that return 
never took place.  As the great Arabic poem by Al-Mutanabbi goes, “The winds blow in 
directions the ships may not desire.”  Nonetheless, I embraced Yale, particularly the medical 
school where I learned to love not only the science but also the art of caring for others.  I 
was fortunate to go to one of the oldest medical schools in America, and equally fortunate 
that it was in New York, the Columbia College of Physicians and Surgeons. There, in the 
midst of many inspiring experiences, I had an uncomfortable episode, where after a long 
night on call, one of the attendings fixed my poorly tied tie and unbuttoned shirt.  “Son,” he 
said with more than a trace of condescension, “your attire is not worthy of a P&S student.”   
 
There were also many far more positive events that awaited me in medical school.  Most 
importantly, it was during that period that I met my inspiring and remarkable wife, who was  
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in the process of studying for her Masters and later PhD in Nutrition while fending off the 
amorous advances of a literal fleet of suitors. Her qualities of intelligence, temperance,  
generosity, beauty and good judgment were for me unmatched, though her judgment is 
called into question when one considers her choice of life partner!   
 
It was at Columbia that I also met one of the most significant mentors of my career.  The 
late I. Bernard Weinstein was the Cancer Center Director at Columbia University.  He was a 
man of great wisdom, humor, and natural kindness.  He was also one of the greatest 
scientists I had the great fortune to be associated with.  When Bernie died in 2008, following 
a brief and terminal illness, he had just submitted at the age of 78 a grant that would go on 
to be scored exceptionally well.  While that did him little good, it spoke volumes about the 
character of a remarkable and generous man whose influence on me and on generations of 
physicians and scientists will long outlive him. During my training as a house officer at the 
Boston City Hospital I discovered that the bedside appealed to me more than the bench. 
When I informed Bernie of my stunning realization—stunning to me, at least, if not to my 
parents--he simply said to me: “Always follow your heart.” 
 
Another mentor was the great Korean-American cancer clinical trialist, Waun Ki Hong, with 
whom I worked while at the MD Anderson Cancer Center. Bernie Weinstein, Ki Hong, my 
wife Lamya, my parents, my brother and my children have all been the great positive 
influences in my life, and it was largely due to their guidance, unvarnished belief and 
constant support, that in 2006, I returned to the American University of Beirut to receive 
one of the most meaningful awards that I will ever have the opportunity to earn, the Nagi 
Sahyoun Memorial Award.  This award is named for a brilliant Palestinian-Lebanese 
neuroscientist, an AOA member, who died of sarcoma of the pelvis, and whose meteoric 
rise is still legend at AUB. This award is bestowed for accomplishments in biomedical 
research that will one day impact medical care. I was again humbled by its significance when, 
in 2012, I learned that the recipient 6 years after me was the great Peter Agre, the 2003 
Nobel Laureate in Chemistry who discovered aquaporin. Agre’s friendship with my father 
gave me award even more meaning for me. 
 
And then there is my mother, a brilliant mathematician whose family was the model of 
open-minded intellectualism that defied convention in modern Lebanon, in that they 
believed that  educating their women was at least as important as educating their men. My 
mother taught me to be comfortable with people of different ethnic, religious, and political 
backgrounds.  So when asked to speak at the dinner to commemorate my receiving the Nagi 
Sahyoun Award, I felt no hesitation about what to say. Overcome by the occasion, I began, 
“I was born a Lebanese, but raised intellectually by Koreans, Chinese and Americans, by 
Christians, Moslems, Jews, atheists and communists alike.”   
 
That is one of the wonders of medicine.  All barriers of race, ethnicity and religious 
difference melt away.  We are all together in the service of one another in this most noble 
of professions. I can assure you that whatever prejudices you might have will melt away 
when you see the integrity of your remarkable colleagues in the years to come.  No bigotry,  
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against gay or straight, black or white, Jew or gentile, will survive your immersion in this 
most magnificent of callings.   
 
You see, I believe in the core of this mission and have my own theories as to what makes for 
the finest work in the field, work that is far more extraordinary than anything I myself will 
achieve in my career.  I have long held to the belief that incentivizing talented and dedicated 
individuals to develop new knowledge, to engage in the discovery of the truth through 
science, is the key to progress not only in biomedical research, but in human empathy.  I am 
convinced that with the right motivation, people can work wonders for the greater good 
that this University stands for, as embodied by the motto engraved on the walls of Main 
Gate: “That they may have life and have it more abundantly.”  Those for whom we seek to 
provide a more abundant life include our patients, who are indeed those less fortunate than 
ourselves.  One thing you learn from taking care of cancer patients is that your worst day is 
almost always better than your patient’s best day.  Keep that in mind the next time you are 
suffering the pain of some form of rejection or disappointment, and have to talk to and care 
for someone with a life altering or life ending illness. 
 
I am a true believer in this kind of approach, which is at the heart of what I call Academic 
Exceptionalism.  I believe that when the diverse peoples that comprise our medical and 
research communities share in both the responsibility and the rewards of generating 
knowledge, more people can step up and be truly exceptional.  It isn’t about the money for 
these remarkable individuals.  Empowering them is the name of the game, in my book.  Such 
a system generates more resources and more ownership from all the best folks.  It’s the 
opposite of trickle-down economics, a philosophy I call Empowering Academic 
Exceptionalism.  That is what I truly believe drives achievement in academia, and progress in 
medicine.  
 
Going back to the Batman, on whom I could have written a PhD to go with my MD, there are 
several lessons I could impart.  The first is in the fundamental nature of clinical and basic 
investigation.  You will find, as I have over the years, that your data trump your hypothesis.  
In those moments when your data impede your ability to provide a sound and simple 
biological rationale, the moment of doubt, which one must never ignore, lingers. During 
those periods, I have comforted myself with the words of the fictional Thomas Wayne, who 
said to the young Bruce “not yet the Batman” Wayne, “Why do we fall, Bruce?  So that we 
can pick ourselves up.”   
 
I have experienced, just as all of you will experience, challenges like you have never seen in 
this wonderful and inspiring field of medicine.  My first day on the clinical wards, as a third 
year medical student at Columbia Presbyterian, I was entrusted with caring for a rabbinical 
scholar. His family expressed to me that he was the kindest man in the world.  He was dying 
of pancreatic cancer, and his diagnosis and death consumed my five weeks on the surgical 
rotation.  “How,” his family asked, “how could such a good man have such a cruel and 
unkind death?”  I searched for meaning in this painful event, which ultimately drove me into 
the field of cancer research. The answer resounded in the words of Joe Semaan, my father’s 
long time friend, associate dean and collaborator. At my father’s memorial in 1996, he was  
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asked a similar question about the injustice of losing a loved one to a neurodegenerative 
disease at such an early age. He responded by quoting the Book of Job: “Shall we indeed 
accept good from God, and shall we not accept adversity?”  
 
And so we come to the mystery and power of medicine.  In medicine, you will do great good 
at times, but failure will also occasionally find you. You will experience great frustration as 
those whom you labor to heal suffer nonetheless.  You will learn anew, as many of us have, 
the clinical insights that you acquire not only with knowledge and experience, but in the 
very fabric of life. These insights are immersed in fascinating new data about the DNA and 
RNA and proteins that determine the factors behind an individual’s illness and its ultimate 
outcome.  All of these will give you only partial answers, and you will learn to accept that for 
all our enhanced knowledge, all our faith, or lack thereof, in science, God, technology or 
whatever it is we hold dearest to our hearts, medicine remains an art. It is an art that is 
predicated on one’s sense of responsibility to others, and the great privilege of caring for 
those less fortunate than ourselves.  
 
Art and science, history and roadmap, medicine provides a career in which every day is 
worthwhile; every challenge is meaningful; every task important; and every lesson 
invaluable.  If life as a perennial student of the biological and social sciences appeals to you, 
you have chosen well.  You never stop learning in medicine.  The lessons you learn and 
those that you in turn teach acquire great significance. And make no mistake, in medicine, 
being a good person and a good student is necessary, but it is not sufficient.  As the Batman 
says in the midst of his voyage of self-discovery, “It is not who I am, but what I do that 
defines me.”  This is what medicine is. As you put on this white coat today, remember that 
the responsibility may occasionally weigh you down, but it will ultimately illuminate your 
own, personal voyage of self-discovery. 
 
I will end with a few final thoughts about my relationship with the Batman and a quote from 
Corinthians 13:11: “When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought 
as a child, but when I became a man I put away childish things.” And yet, as we grow older, 
and hopefully wiser, as you are all doing before our very eyes, we see and better appreciate 
different facets of the things we love and admire.  This is the beginning of wisdom and of 
judgment, and the ultimate tool in the physician’s toolbox.  I told you about my innate love 
of biology and chemistry.  What I haven’t told you is that my first love was always history.  
My favorite historical character was also my late father’s favorite, and I have come to 
appreciate Abraham Lincoln more and more as I grow older.  After all, he too was a healer.  
And in this year of yet another hotly contested American presidential election, occurring 
alongside the seemingly endless fire of the Arab Spring, Lincoln’s phrase “Nation of the 
People, by the People, for the People,” resonates on our own shores. Our people’s 
aspirations for freedom and self-government are no less determined and heartfelt as those 
of Americans and Europeans.   
 
So it was with even more than my customary awe that I visited the Lincoln memorial, 
reading again on my way there both the Gettysburg Address and the Emancipation  
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Proclamation.  I was in Washington, DC attending a conference held by the Institute of 
Medicine on ways to better understand the biology of the modern scourge that is tobacco-
related disease. After giving my lecture and participating in the IOM committee’s 
deliberation on the matter, I stole away with a college friend to once more read the words 
that my father had shown me almost 4 decades ago, to acknowledge the debt that we, as  
human beings, all owe to Abraham Lincoln, the Healer of our Nation.  The words above his 
statue are simple and surprisingly powerful. “In this Temple as in the hearts of the people 
for whom he saved the Union, the memory of Abraham Lincoln is enshrined forever.”  
Lincoln was indeed the healer of a nation, and he felt an obligation toward his people 
irrespective of the color of their skin.  A man apart from his time, as several of you young 
men and women will grow to become. 
 
Members of the AOA inductees from American University of Beirut School of Medicine Class 
of 2016, today we celebrate your accomplishments. We celebrate the fact that you have 
navigated soundly, with skill, accomplishment and sound judgment, the first four years of a 
voyage deep into the science, magic, and mystery of medicine.  You are chosen from a 
group of gifted peers, and you join in your induction with generations of great scholars and 
scientists, humanists and heroes.  You were selected not only for your brilliant academic 
accomplishments, but for the innate spirit of servant leadership you demonstrated when 
you applied for this most demanding, and ultimately most inspiring of professions.  
Remember to enjoy the voyage.  It is a long one, but I can think of none more challenging, 
more meaningful, or more rewarding.  Some of you will discover and receive powerful new 
scientific knowledge, but all of you will heal, and be yourselves healed by the journey. 
Congratulations and best wishes moving ever forward into the heart of this great calling! 


