Journa of
28

Biblicd Ethics in

Medicine -

Volume 2, Number 1

Expectations. What Can Y our Doctor Do For You?

Robert Maddox, M .D.

Dr. Robert Maddox isin his second year of Family Practice Residency training in Florence, SC. Heisaruling

elder in Faith Presbyterian Church, PCA.

Frudtration is often a result of expectations that reman
unmet. We expect a product to work for a certan
number of years and it fals to do so. Or the people in
our church just won't work as hard as we expect them
to work. Or the promotionwe expected did not come.
Expectations. They say a lot about our vaues, our
beliefs, our desires.

Most people have expectations of ther doctor. The
personal pronoun "my" that generdly precedes "doctor”
reveds one expectation. He is expected to be available
to that individud in the time of need. He will not
abandon "his' patient. There is a contract not well
defined by law, but which carries much weight, evenin
a court of law. For example, a doctor may be guilty of
abandonment if he withdraws from the rdationship
without timey provison of a auitable dternative source
of medica care for his patient. Very rardy, though, is a
contract explicit between the doctor and the patient.
And the implidt contracts of both the patient and the
doctor contain expectations that oftenlead to confuson
or frudration.

When asked their expectations, few patients verbdize a
complete contract. Most state they want competence
and compasson, in some ratio. Almogt dl expect,
perhaps unawares, complete relief from ther suffering, if
not the remova of the cause. Ultimady, a person
wishes that he could be restored to his pre-sickness
condition. And al of this would idedly be accomplished
without any effort. In short, most patients expect the
doctor to cure them.

Traditiondly, the role of the doctor was more of a
teacher. This is the meaning of the word "doctor." The
"physcdan® was one who could understand and
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manipulate "naure’ or "physcs' to cure a person.
Magical cures were expected of the latter, whereas the
former was looked to for a better understanding of
what one would undergo as the disease took its course.
Medicine today, with its technological wonders, is
generdly expected to produce cures. Few patients are
satisfied Smply to know how long it may take for them
to get better.

Can the professon meet these expectations? Certainly
there has been progress in curing some diseases (usudly
andioraion, rather than cure). Some cancers can be
stopped, <some infections eradicated, some
mdformations fixed. But the limits of medicne are
rapidy being redized, both by those within the
professon and those without. The medica profession
has made very little impact on the survivd or hedth of
the population in generd. People live longer and are
hedthier now manly because of improved living
conditions and sanitation, not because of the megic of
medicine. High technology helps only a few people to
gain afew useful years, in generd.

Even when medicine has an effective intervention, most
patients expect the doctor to work the magic and
expect to do little or nothing themsdlves. Thisis manifest
in many ways. the man who continues to smoke, ever.
during hospitdizaions for shortness of breath; the
workman who breaks a leg and wants to be back to
work in a day or two; the diabetic who keeps getting
bad infections on his feet but will not wear shoes to
protect againg the minor injuries which lead to infection.
Such mutud falure to meet expectations is a mgor
source of frudtration for both the doctor and the patient.

So what can a patient expect from the doctor? To



Journa of
29

Biblicd Ethics in

answer this, it is necessary to review why we are ill.
There is illness due directly to our sn (e.g., sexudly
trangmitted disease in someone who fornicates). In
these cases, we can expect the doctor to show us the
link so that we can repent of that an. Other times,
illness is due to our neglecting good habits, such as
proper deep and diet. Hefe we can expect that doctor
to remind and teach us how to stay hedthy. Some
illiness is brought on us smply to display God's glory.
The doctor can be expected to comfort and console
through this illness In each of these Studions, the
patient can reasonably expect the doctor to use
whatever <ills and medicines migt rdieve the
symptoms or consequences (except perhaps when one
is unrepentant of the Sn causng illness). Expect aso
that the doctor teach you regarding not only the cause
of your illness, but the nature of it. Y ou are reponsible
for your body and its functioning and it is you that must
gve an account to God. Seek to understand what you
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can about your illness.

Remember that the contract is two-sided. The doctor
can expect you to follow through with the treatment
agreed upon. He can dso expect you to tdl him the
truth. If you want him to make responsible and hdpful
suggestions to you, you cannot tdl him you have been
taking the medicine as prescribed, if you have not. Also,
when you are actudly afraid you may have cancer, tdl
the doctor this, rather than only mentioning a symptom.
Tdling the doctor draight out makes his job much
esser.

Make it a practice of taking to your doctor about what
you expect of himand what he expects of you. This will
lead to a more profitable relaionship, in your best
interests. And if your doctor is not a Christian, ether
seek one who is, or use these discussons about your
expectations to proclam the gospel of Christ, And may
God grant you good hedlth, to the praise of hisglory.



