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Executive Summary

I traveled "out west" for the summer to Gallup, New Mexico, a small town on the border of the Navajo reservation. I spent most of my time at Gallup Indian Medical Center, a 99 bed hospital administered by the Indian Health Service, which is the division of the federal Department of Health and Human Services which provides free health care to Native Americans. While at the hospital, I worked in the internal and family medicine clinics, the emergency room, intensive care unit and on the general wards. I also assisted with outreach and case management visits to patient homes on the reservation.  Although I could not perform direct patient care, I learned an enormous amount by simply being and talking with patients. My most intense experiences were perhaps  with patients in the HIV clinic. Many of these patients were battling stigmas associated with the disease,  terminally ill, or had been unwittingly infected by a spouse. HIV clinic combined my passion for science with love for those who most need it. When I wasn't at the hospital, I spent time at Casa San Martin, a homeless shelter and soup kitchen run by the Missionaries of Charity (better known as Mother Teresa's sisters). While at San Martin, I was put to work by the sisters cutting vegetables and doing laundry. I lived with Carson Wright (a fellow Sewanee student) at the Lexington Hotel, a former flophouse which is now a half-way house for recovering alcoholics.
Dr. Jonathan Iralu, an internist who specializes in infectious diseases, served as my mentor in Gallup and quickly became a good friend. He made my time in Gallup some of the most intense, yet peaceful, weeks of my life so far. Despite being incredibly busy, he would make time for us to simply sit down and talk about everything from the biochemistry of antibiotics to Coltrane’s jazz songs to how to best serve the poor. Jon and his wife Tammy opened their home to Carson and myself, literally giving us a key to their house.  We ate meals at with their family and friends, washed dishes with their daughters, worshipped with them at church, went hiking in the nearby mountains,  and stayed up late on their patio drinking tea and watching the stars drift throug the desert sky. There's a Spanish word - acogida - which simply does not have an equivalent in English, but it means something along the lines of a profound hospitality. The Iralus practiced acogida in a way I have never seen before.

Although the long days at the hospital often drifted into long nights as well, I was rarely exhausted. Initially, I thought my energy was from occasional trips into the desert and mountain wildernesses near Gallup where I had time to rest and reflect in the beautiful desolation of the natural world. Yet my time in Gallup itself was incredibly fulfilling and life-giving as well. Nearly every hour - both asleep and awake - I was surrounded both by the poor and by people who had dedicated their lives to serving Christ's church by helping those most in need. Even when all seemed hopeless - it's easy to become despondent on the reservation where 50% of the people lack running water and nearly half are unemployed - I was incessantly inspired not only to do more, but, in the words of Oscare Romer, “to be more,” by the hundreds of people who served their communities in a variety of ways, whether as physicians, security guards, pastors or mothers.
