
Acceptance Speech Cowan Service Award  
 

I would like to open my acceptance  speech  for the Cowan  award for Service with a quote from 
our newest Nobel Laureate in Literature, Bob Dylan. When the Nobel Selection Committee was 
queried as to the appropriateness of a Literature Prize for a song writer and performer, they 
answered, “The Times they are a‘changin”. So…Move over Kipling, Camus and Yates. Because the 
times they  a changing. The nice thing about preforming a Bob Dylan number is that no matter 
how bad your singing voice is, it may be better than Dylan’s . . . 

“You may be an ambassador to England or France,  

You may like to gamble, you might like to Dance’ 

You may be the heavyweight champion of the world,  

You may be a socialite with a long string of Pearls 

But you’re gonna have to serve somebody. Yes  

Indeed you’re gonna have to serve somebody, 

it may be the Devil or it may be the Lord 

But you’re gonna have to serve somebody.” 

Hopefully no one here is in the service of the devil, but what Dylan is saying is that no matter 
what walk of life you come from, in order to be truly fulfilled you’ve got to learn how to serve 
others . . . Shirley Chisolm, the Congresswoman from New York said, Service is the rent we pay 
for living on this earth. It’s the very essence of life and not something we just do in our spare 
time. 

Why do I go to Nicaragua every year? The first time I went it was a Lark. I have returned annually 
for the last 25 years because it touched me to be a member of this mission and this community 
of dedicated people. 

Do we need to go to Nicaragua to find satisfaction in service? No, there are plenty of 
opportunities for service back home in the States. These include Big Brothers and Big Sisters, 
Loaves and Fishes, and Habitat for Humanity and many more. Tulane has a whole curriculum of 
service opportunities for its students  

In a way it’s easier to travel to Central America to find a place to serve. After all, there is no 
Electronic Medical Record there nor are there any of the distractions of everyday life as there are 
in New Orleans. Another reason we travel to serve is to work in a community of Likeminded Souls. 
It’s the love and support that exists within this group! Indeed, it’s the interpersonal relationships 



that we develop by serving the needs of each other that only magnifies the rewards of serving 
those less fortunate in Central America. 

I’ve often thought, would it not be easier to meet as a group on vacation in Florida or Colorado, 
and enjoy the community experience without the trouble of traveling to the third world, waking 
at 5:00am and spending the next 12 hours traveling and working in the field? 

It would not be the same. There is something about service to others and shared adversity that 
join to make the experience REAL. Years ago we jokingly put together a list of THE TOP TEN 
REASONS TO GO ON A MEDICAL MISSION. Again, high on the list was’ “it’s like summer camp for 
adults” There is a quote from  Bob Dylan’s Brownsville Girl  that sums up this thought about 
shared adversity , “Strange how people who suffer together have stronger connections than 
those who are most content.” 

Tulane’s moto ‘Non Sibi Sed Sui’s - not for one’s self but for one’s people, defines service to others 
or Service before self . . . The opposite of service is stagnation. Stagnation is a place lacking in 
oxygen and motion. It’s a place where dying souls reside. Leonard Sweet said, “Stagnation is 
death. If you don’t change, you die. It’s that simple. It’s that scary.” At Tulane since Katrina, 
initiated under Dr Cowan’s guidance, there has been a service requirement that must be met in 
order to graduate. 

Albert Schweitzer the great German Theologian and Missionary doctor was fond of saying. “I 
don’t know what your destiny in life will be. But, one thing I do know is those who are the 
happiest are those who have found a way to serve” 

In Nicaragua we are on Kairos Time, God’s Time, and conversations have no end. Scott Kellerman 
winner of the Tulane School of Public Health award last year, my friend from 2nd Grade and I have 
had an ongoing conversation since childhood and it continues to this day in Nicaragua. What is a 
Kairos time or a Kairos Moment? It is a moment of unexpected grace. Sometimes we don’t 
recognize it until years later.   

Years ago I was asked to see the wife of one of our Nica Patron’s servants. She had an advanced 
cervical cancer which I confirmed on examination. I felt that her proposed treatment in Nicaragua 
of chemotherapy without radiation was suboptimal. I dutifully took a biopsy of her cervix and 
transported it to New Orleans in a bottle of rum as I had no other preservative. I sent the biopsy 
to the pathologist and without making a snarky comment about the rum preservative, he 
confirmed the diagnosis. I then presented the case to a Gynecologic Oncologist. She reminded 
me that her father had been a missionary and agreed that chemo without radiation was a death 
sentence for this lady,” And Oh, by the way,” when can I get her to New Orleans to start 
treatment. I was speechless, this really wasn’t what I had had in mind. I called a friend whose 
brother was our US Representative in Washington, Tulane Grad. Bob Livingston, and within days 
we got her a Visa. We got her an airline ticket on frequent flier miles, it seemed that every time 
I considered a possibility, a door would swing open. I was living in Kairos time.   Vivian came to 
New Orleans and got the care she needed at Charity and University Hospital. She had Chemo, 



Radiation and surgery and at the end of 3 months she was declared cancer free. I have to say it 
was a long 3 months trying to provide emotional support to this poor woman of the Nicaraguan 
countryside. During this time we had a hurricane scare and the city lost electricity. It was like 
bringing her from the third world to Third world New Orleans. It was a joyful day when we put 
her on the plane returning her to Managua and her young children. She continues to be well 10 
plus years post treatment and greets us each year. A few months after Vivian’s return to 
Nicaragua, and Mary Margaret and I had resumed our normal life, we got a bill from Charity 
Hospital for $27,000 for Vivian’s care. No Good deed goes unpunished. This we weren’t expecting 
but of course someone had to be responsible for the bill. We decided to hunker down and pay a 
little each month on Vivian’s bill. I appealed to a fellow Ob/Gyn who was on the board which 
administered Charity Hospital at the time. After a few months of receiving bills, I received official 
notice that the bill had been forgiven. Another moment of unexpected grace, A Kairos Moment! 

When we reach eternity may we all hear the words from Matthew, ‘Well done good and faithful 
Servant.” 

I’d like to close with another Bob Dylan Lyric: From” Forever Young” 

“May God bless and keep you always,  

May your wishes all come true 

May you always do for others and let others do for you 

May you build a stairway to the stars 

And climb on every rung and  

May You Stay Forever Young.” 

and I humbly thank you Tulane, for this award. 

 

- Dr. John Hevron, 

 

   


