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PRAISE FOR THE CALLING





“GORDON AND CHRIS CHEN tell the amazing ChenMed success story of providing care to the most vulnerable among us. More importantly, they share their ‘only in America’ journey guided by their faith and family love.”


—JEB BUSH, former Florida Governor and presidential candidate


“THE CHENS have taken the concepts of service, hospitality, and excellence and done the impossible—turned healthcare delivery into a world-class, scalable, concierge-level experience for their patients. The Calling is a must-read for anyone interested in the future of healthcare and a brighter, healthier, tomorrow.”


—HORST SCHULZE


cofounder, former president, and COO of The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company and author of Excellence Wins: A No-Nonsense Guide to Becoming the Best in a World of Compromise


“A fascinating story of a remarkable family who have overcome great obstacles building a world-changing company. You will be inspired!”


—BUCK MCCABE, retired EVP and CFO, Chick-fil-A Inc.


“I FIRST MET DR. CHRIS CHEN when he joined a small group of the most innovative health providers in the country to meet President Obama and discuss what the future of great healthcare should be. Currently, I have the opportunity to see the patient impact of the better medical care delivered at a lower cost to very vulnerable seniors whose lives are improved every day by having access to a ChenMed physician.


The Chen family of providers are working hard to erase the inequities of our current health system. Their goal—and their calling—is to transform care delivery so that better care at a lower cost is available to the more-vulnerable Americans. The mission is both inspirational and meaningful, and The Calling is an important book for anyone interested in better healthcare in America.”


—KATHLEEN SEBELIUS


former Secretary of the US Department of Health and Human Services, 2009–2014


“A WONDERFUL READ. Chris and Gordon share a deeply moving story of their family’s mission to change the course of healthcare in America by making it kinder, simpler, more personal—the kind of care everyone wishes for their loved ones. What makes their story so compelling is they’ve brought this mission to life, making personalized, empathetic, and holistic care a reality for hundreds of thousands of people. Our country is better off for their persistence and passion for the cause.”


—BRUCE D. BROUSSARD


president & CEO, Humana Inc.


“A MUST-READ for every American, The Calling details how we as a nation can build a more compassionate and affordable healthcare system for all. In fact, they’ve already started changing the lives of millions of people—a model that continues to blossom across the country. It is winning people over and challenging the status quo medical establishment.”


—DR. MARTY MAKARY, Johns Hopkins professor and New York Times best-selling author of The Price We Pay


“THE CALLING tells the inspirational story of the Chen family, which over two generations not only completed the American Dream but also transformed American medicine. Their narrative shines a bright light on the problems of the current healthcare system and the power of purpose, focus, and faith to solve them. It is a must-read for anyone who has lost hope in the medical profession.”


—ROBERT PEARL, M.D.


Stanford University School of Medicine and Business and author of Uncaring: How the Culture of Medicine Kills Doctors & Patients


“THE BOOK is an amazing story of two brothers, their wives, and the family’s commitment to service and excellent patient care for the most underserved. From Taiwan to Miami, the family’s story shows what faith, purpose, setting high expectations, and family can achieve. The ChenMed model of care stands out as a beacon to move the country from sick care to truly meeting a patient’s needs. My hope is that there are many followers. Patients are waiting.”


—RON WILLIAMS, former chairman and CEO of AETNA, Inc. and best-selling author of Learning to Lead


“THE LIFE EXPERIENCES that shape not one but two generations of innovative leaders in healthcare compel this inspiring story of how ChenMed came to be one of the beacons of value-driven care in the nation. In this refreshingly honest family business memoir, Chris and Gordon Chen pay tribute to their parents, Dr. James and Mary Chen, as well as their wives, friends, and all who have guided them. The Calling shows how their unwavering compunction to serve those in the greatest need like their own family, together with their deep faith, have guided their decisions and led to their success. This is their origin story, and we eagerly await the sequel.”


—DR. VIVIAN S. LEE


author of The Long Fix: Solving America’s Health Care Crisis with Strategies that Work for Everyone


“THIS BOOK OFFERS guidance on faith and family, personal and business development, dealing with setbacks, and making the most of opportunities. If you let it, The Calling: A Memoir of Family, Faith, and the Future of Healthcare will challenge you and also help you find your unique place in your family and in the world. Along the way, you’ll be called to make your relationships at work and home stronger and more centered on a vision of a better future. For those of us called to heal healthcare, we’ll see that only a company informed by thousands of years of family and spiritual wisdom is up to that monumental task—and you’ll want help!”


—DAVE LOGAN, PHD, New York Times best-selling co-author of Tribal Leadership, cofounder of three businesses including Care4th, and professor at the USC Marshall School of Business


“WHAT A FANTASTIC STORY this is! A family-run business trying to improve healthcare for some of the most underserved populations in the nation. They have managed to finance the enterprise on their own and are now poised with a great foundation of successful clinics to expand rapidly. This is truly a story that deserves to be studied and better appreciated.”


—HERBERT FRITCH, founder and CEO of HealthSpring


“THE CALLING shows how the stories of a great immigrant family and a transformational healthcare organization begin with strong values and simple commitments—e.g., respect your parents and see every patient every month. While the stories are intertwined, the authors have learned over time of the distinction between unconditional family relationships and conditional business relationships. Their insights can help organizations of all types thrive through the performance of noble work during our tumultuous times.”


—THOMAS LEE, M.D., chief medical officer, Press Ganey Associates and author of The Good Doctor


“THIS BOOK CHRONICLES the trials and successes of a family that have their priorities straight. The Chens put faith and service first. This book is about everything that’s right in healthcare.”


—A. MARC HARRISON, M.D.


president and CEO, Intermountain Healthcare


“THE CHEN FAMILY have created a national model for high touch, efficient, and effective healthcare serving the most vulnerable seniors. Clinically-led and patient-centered, value-based care models are the road map necessary for a sustainable high quality care system for all of America.”


—ROBERT MARGOLIS, M.D.


founder of the Duke-Margolis Center for Health Policy and current advisory board chairman


“THE CALLING is an inspiring chronicle of the Chen family’s ‘American Dream,’ which is to build a national healthcare company where love is the best medicine and physicians are incentivized to focus not on CPT codes but on answering the question, ‘What would you want for your own family?’ As told by Drs. Chris and Gordon Chen, the story of their remarkable family’s immigration from Taiwan and rise from poverty is fast-paced and funny, and God’s light shines through on every page.”


—NANCY-ANN DEPARLE managing partner and cofounder, Consonance Capital Partners
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WE DEDICATE THIS BOOK TO OUR PARENTS, WIVES, AND CHILDREN


Mom and Dad, we thank you for your endless love, timeless wisdom, and persevering faith.


To our precious wives, thank you for being our biggest supporters. We deeply love you and appreciate how you make us better husbands, fathers, leaders, and men of faith. We thank God for you every day.


To our dearly loved children, you are so special both individually and together. We pray you invest in and pass our values down to future generations.













FOREWORD JOHN C. MAXWELL



WHEN I WAS ASKED to write this foreword for Drs. Chris and Gordon Chen’s book, I was intrigued. They are doing something in healthcare that is remarkable and courageous.


Not many healthcare professionals have the expertise, faith, and determination to take on the multibillion-dollar industry in which they operate. But that’s exactly what the Chens are doing, and in the process they are accelerating the transformation of healthcare in America. They are also touching many people in a deep and personal way. It is inspiring.


Their book The Calling: A Memoir of Faith, Family, and the Future of Healthcare is a story of how a family of deep faith persevered through trials and challenges to emerge stronger, more passionate, and more focused. They are leading a healthcare revolution and transforming a broken healthcare system. Their story must be shared.


I have always said leadership is influence—nothing more, nothing less. As Chris and Gordon have grown personally and professionally, so has their influence. They have used their influence to improve the health of their patients, help doctors to achieve a greater purpose, and improve their healthcare culture to achieve scalable outcomes.


Chris and Gordon have embraced my book The 5 Levels of Leadership, and The Calling will be their Pinnacle level calling card. They are developing a leadership culture at ChenMed with the goal of providing something better for clinicians and the underserved senior citizens in communities across America. Their vision is to be America’s leading primary care provider, transforming care for the neediest populations. They are well on their way to achieving this goal.


I’ve spent time getting to know Chris, Gordon, and their families. I am inspired by their faith and devotion to the senior citizens they wholeheartedly serve. They talk about building a multigenerational healthcare ministry that will transform healthcare and bring light to the underserved. I have no doubt they will succeed in record time.


Their book will make you laugh, cry, and call you toward a brighter future for American healthcare. It will also touch your heart in a deep and meaningful way and draw you toward their family purpose, to glorify God by spreading more love and better health in all whom they encounter. From their near-death experiences and business struggles to a brighter future where everyone wins, you will be glad they shared their journey with you.


—JOHN C. MAXWELL


Best-Selling Author and Founder Maxwell Leadership®
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A NOTE from YOUR AUTHORS


OUR FAMILY HAS BEEN called on a mission. We received our calling through our faith, and this calling has put us on a path to change how healthcare is delivered in America and transform lives among the neediest populations.


We start our story where it must: with our parents and family. Our parents came to this country with nothing except their dreams and values. Without them, we would never have created the company we did. So we’ll introduce Dad, Mom, our wives, and even our children. We’ll tell you stories that not only give you a sense of who we are, but also show how we became people capable of executing such a revolutionary vision for healthcare in America.


There are three components of our story—family, faith, and a commitment to make a positive impact on healthcare for the most vulnerable among us. All three components are inextricably intertwined in who we are as people and how we live our lives.


The Calling is a story of healthcare transformation. Far too many people experience decreasing healthcare results that cost more money and increase inequity. As a family, we’ve created a proven solution that addresses both issues—our system delivers improved health for less money and rectifies inequities at the same time.


You can read our book as another great American success story or you can read it as the story of two sons who honor their parents as role models and who are committed to extending their legacy from one generation to the next. You can even read it as the story of two daughters-in-law who have embraced their roles as members of our family and as agents of healthcare change.


But no matter how you read The Calling, please read it as our story: a family of doctors whose lives are intertwined as parents, siblings, in-laws, business partners, and people of faith. We, Chris and Gordon, just happen to be your guides through the Chen family journey.


Telling this story together presented us with a funny, and interesting, challenge.


The funny part is that people already mistake us for each other all the time. We are two very tall Chinese brothers born a few years apart who both happen to be doctors. People say we even sound alike. So if people who know us often are confused about who they’re listening to, what chance do you have? That was our challenge.


We didn’t want to write an entire book saying, “Hey, this is Chris talking,” or “I’m Gordon telling this story.” So when we could we used the pronoun “we.” Of course, when one of us had to plan a wedding in twenty-four hours or the other got COVID, for example, we refer to each other in the third person. That way there’s no doubt who was involved in the event. But for less specific events we opted for an approach that’s easier to read.


Perhaps you’ll get a kick out of just how inextricably intertwined we are. Not only do the two of us work together as Chief Executive Officer and Chief Medical Officer of ChenMed, we live with our wives, Stephanie and Jessica, along with our eight children (each of us has four) and our parents on the same street in three houses in a row—lot line to lot line to lot line. We’re one family, sharing one faith, on one mission, and we love living life to the fullest together.


Now, here’s our story.










CHAPTER 1 ONE WEDDING and an (ALMOST) FUNERAL



“I NEED YOU to pick me up,” our dad said.


It sounds like such a simple request—to have Dad ask either one of us for a ride. Gordon, at that time a third-year medical student serving a clerkship in psychiatry at Jackson Memorial Hospital in Miami, received this call on September 29, 2003. Under normal circumstances, it would be an innocuous and relatively easy request to fulfill. But for our dad to make that call, and for the reason he needed to make it, it was generationally life-changing for our family, our medical center, and potentially millions of patients whose lives will be positively influenced by what followed.


One week prior, our father had visited with Chris, the older of us and already a doctor, and his wife, Stephanie, in New York City. Chris was in the first year of his fellowship in cardiology at Cornell University Medical College. Dad casually mentioned that he was experiencing some numbness in his face, particularly just above the left side of his mouth. It didn’t seem like too big a deal, but Chris encouraged him to have it checked. At the time, Chris thought it might be a condition called hypocalcemia, a calcium deficiency. Calcium disturbances are known to cause numbness around the mouth.


As it turned out, however, it was a very, very big deal. After getting evaluated by both his dentist and his ear, nose, and throat (ENT) physician, a subsequent CT scan changed everything. Resilient and strong, a stoic survivor never shaken by anything life threw at him, our father was so upset by the news he received that after reviewing the preliminary results of the CT scan, he called Gordon to drive him home.


“Gordon, I have a big mass behind my nose, and I can’t drive. I need you to pick me up.”


For Gordon, time slowed down. There was an immediate shift from carefree medical student who only had to worry about upcoming exams to a concerned son scrambling to figure out the next steps to help Dad survive. He and his fiancée, Jessica, took the CT scan images to be reviewed by top neuroradiologists at the University of Miami and found out the tumor was enmeshed in very sensitive tissue, growing back toward Dad’s brain, involving vessels and muscle. This tumor was impinging on one of his nerves, causing the numbness on his lip. A subsequent biopsy revealed that the mass growing behind his nose was a squamous cell cancer, an insidious form of cancer treated in just one way—it must be cut out. No chemotherapy, no radiation. But this wasn’t a nicely formed, easy-to-remove tumor. Only a very dangerous operation could remove it. And even if Dad survived such a surgery, given the nature of what the oncologist and pathologist had discovered about the size and location of the tumor, the prognosis was grim.


Dad also called our mother, Mary, and told her about the cancer. She knew it was serious, but because she didn’t have the medical knowledge her sons and husband possessed, she didn’t understand the full impact of what we were facing. Dad did not tell her the prognosis: he had been told this was a terminal mass. He probably only had two months to live. Still, she called Chris in New York to tell him the news.


“Chris, your father has cancer,” she said. “You need to come home and take care of your family.”


We’re not sure how much of her words and Chris’s response is based on our Chinese cultural heritage and how much is simply our unique family dynamic. Both of us were raised to honor and respect the wishes of our parents, and both our mom and dad have proven to be two people worthy of honor and respect. In this particular situation, Chris had total faith that Mom would never ask anything of him that wasn’t necessary and best for all of us.


A whirlwind of activity and strategies for dealing with the situation ensued. First and foremost, our entire family turned to prayer. We determined to take it one day at a time, one step at a time, trusting God to lead and guide us. As soon as he could, Chris met with his cardiology fellowship director. In Chris’s mind, there was no other decision to be made—he intended to resign from his fellowship and return home sooner than expected to learn how to run the medical center that our father and mother had worked so hard to build. In that meeting, however, the director refused to accept his resignation.


“Don’t do anything rash, Chris,” he said. “Go home, get a full assessment of the situation, do what you need to do for your family, and come back. I do not want you to resign. We will make this work.”


Chris learned later that his mentor had recently gotten a diagnosis of prostate cancer and, as it turned out, had just two years to live himself. He was extremely empathetic with Chris and the family situation, and he was willing to do whatever he and the program could to accommodate our needs.


Stephanie, in her second year of law school in New York, immediately went to discuss the family’s situation with her dean. She asked for a year’s deferment to be able to go back to South Florida to help with Dad’s care. After Stephanie explained what she wanted to do, the dean seemed surprised and questioned her.


“This isn’t even your father,” he said. “Are you sure you want to do this for your father-in-law?”


“I’m sure,” Stephanie explained. “This man is no ordinary father-in-law!”


After that meeting, she called Chris from a cab on the way to the airport. She had gotten her deferment, would not lose any of her grants or scholarships, and was on her way to Miami to do whatever she could for our family.


“I’ll meet you there when you finish your rotation and can get a flight out,” she said.


Chris stayed in New York one more day to complete his Wednesday responsibilities at the hospital, then flew out the next day.


Meanwhile, he started looking for the best person in the world to turn to for a second opinion and to perform the surgery. After reaching out to everyone who might be able to help among his Harvard, Beth Israel, and Sloan Kettering connections, Chris identified an ear, nose, and throat oncology surgeon at MD Anderson in Houston, Texas.


In the meantime, problems had arisen with the doctors back home. First, we were told that the earliest appointment with an oncologist was six weeks away. Considering that Dad had been given a prognosis of two months to live, we were incredulous that anyone would think that acceptable. Six different oncologists offered us uncoordinated, conflicting responses. Frustration hit an explosive level when we were stonewalled by the pathologist, whom we considered a family friend, after we asked for a tissue block, a biopsied sample from the mass, to send off to MD Anderson for testing. It seemed that the local pathologist was offended and didn’t want us to get a second opinion. We were united, however, and refused to take “No” for an answer. Finally, on Friday, after Chris exerted great pressure, a block was released and sent overnight by FedEx to Houston, where Dad had an appointment with the surgeon on Monday morning. Together we decided that Dad and Gordon would fly out on Sunday afternoon.





GORDON AND JESSICA, who was in her second year at the University of Miami Miller School of Medicine, had planned their wedding for later that same year during the Christmas break, on December 20. They had gotten to know one another through a faith-based medical association, and on a medical mission trip to Nicaragua in the spring they really had begun to connect. When they had gotten back home, they had been practically inseparable, studying together for medical school exams, exercising together daily, and praying together every night. Gordon told her four weeks later that he planned to marry her. Her response?


“I know.”


When they had talked with our mom and dad about their plans to get married, Mom had asked Jessica, “Do you want a traditional American wedding, where the bride’s family covers the costs, or a traditional Chinese wedding, where the groom’s family foots the bill?”


Jessica had made a quick decision. “I like the Chinese approach!”


Our mom, the most generous person you will ever meet, had given them a budget of $30,000 for the wedding, which they could spend any way they wished, and they could keep whatever they didn’t spend. The news about our dad, however, required flexibility.


In talking with the ENT surgeon at MD Anderson, Chris learned that the surgery involved removing Dad’s face, including taking out his eyes and eye orbit, his nose, part of his jawline, and then recreating his face using bones from his legs. In all likelihood, even that extreme surgery might only buy him six more months. And if he survived the operation and lived until the wedding in December, what sort of shape would our father be in, and would he ever look like himself again? Chris remembers seeing a hospice pamphlet on Dad’s desk. Was he seriously considering not going through with the surgery? How long would he have to live without it? Gordon and Jessica, and of course, Mom and Dad, desperately wanted Dad to be at their wedding. With Dad’s encouragement, Mom spoke to Gordon about the situation on Thursday evening, October 2.


“Gordon, considering what we as a family are facing with your father, we don’t want any ambiguity,” she said. “December 20 is too far away—will your father be with us then? How will his recovery process go? We have no idea what life will be like in December. We know it’s asking a lot, but would you talk with Jessica about moving the date up? And could you make it this weekend?”


On Friday morning, Gordon called Jessica and asked if she would get married the next day. She didn’t hesitate. That allowed them twenty-four hours to get both families in town from all over the country (plus one of Jessica’s sisters, who was on vacation with friends in the Bahamas), secure a marriage license, the church, the officiant, tuxedos, bridesmaids’ dresses, and a wedding dress for Jessica. The bridesmaids’ dresses and wedding dress had been ordered but weren’t supposed to be ready until much closer to the December 20 date.


Impossible, right? No. A miracle happened.


Our family’s spiritual home, First Baptist Church of Fort Lauderdale, a large church with weddings booked almost every weekend, just so happened to be available Saturday, October 4. On Friday morning, Jessica called the boutique where she had ordered the bridesmaid dresses to learn they were not in yet.


“Please, check again. I’m getting married tomorrow,” Jessica implored the owner, who was a longtime family friend.


They called back shortly after to say the dresses had arrived—much, much earlier than they were expected. Jessica already had her wedding dress, but it hadn’t been altered yet. Countless phone calls produced booked flights that would get almost everyone from both families to Miami in time for a Saturday afternoon ceremony. Jessica had no idea where her sister was staying in the Bahamas or who exactly she was with. She went to bed Friday evening thinking her sister would not make it in time, but the next morning one of her brothers phoned to say that he had tracked their sister down at 2:00 a.m. and gotten her a flight that morning to Miami. Everyone would be there.


Stephanie’s mother spent Saturday morning arranging flowers from a local supermarket and ordering a beautiful wedding cake for the reception. Jessica’s mom spent the day with a needle and thread, putting darts in the wedding dress and bridesmaids’ dresses to keep them up, using double-sided tape to hem them. Our pastor, Larry Thompson, helped Gordon and Jessica get their marriage license in time for the ceremony. He also said that the pianist and a Grammy Award–winning vocalist were performing for free, and there would be no charge for anything the church could provide for the wedding and reception afterward.


Mom likes to laugh now at the financial deal the Lord worked out for Jessica and Gordon!


We were a rather somber group, however, as we gathered at the church to prepare for the ceremony. While Gordon was thrilled to be marrying his partner for life, he was also trying to prepare mentally for what would happen at MD Anderson two days later.


Pastor Thompson pulled Gordon aside shortly before leading him and the groomsmen into the church. “Gordon, you have a choice to make right now,” he said, “and you only have one chance to make that choice.”


Gordon looked at him, wondering what he meant. Pastor Thompson continued.


“There are two doors in this room. You can go out that one”—he pointed to the door that led outside the church—“and continue with your life as a single man. But if you go out this other one with us”—and here he pointed to the door that led into the church—“there’s no turning back. Your life will never be the same.”


Gordon knew he was half serious and half kidding.


“I’m going with you, Pastor,” he said.


While they were having this conversation, we received our second miracle of the week.


Chris, who, along with Dad, was one of Gordon’s best men, felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He looked and saw it was a Houston number so he took the call. The physician in charge of head and neck cancers at MD Anderson, who specialized in the type and location of Dad’s cancer, had gone into work that Saturday morning. He went down to the FedEx dock and sorted through two hundred boxes, found the one with Dad’s cell block (the biopsied tissue), and rushed to put the sample under his microscope. He couldn’t wait to give Chris the news.


“Chris, Chris, let me tell you something!” Of Greek heritage, he had a strong, dynamic, wonderful personality, and Chris could tell he was excited about what he had found.


“I got your slides,” he said. “I’m looking at this right now, and I know what the other pathologist told you. I can sort of see why they might have thought this was squamous cell. But I don’t think so. I have to confirm it, but I think this is a weird kind of B-cell, non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma that we’ve seen before. I’m pretty sure I’m right!”


Chris knew what it meant if he was right. He grabbed Dad and hugged him.


“Dad, there’s hope! He thinks it’s lymphoma!”


“Oh, thank God! Thank God!” Dad said. A doctor himself, he also understood immediately the difference this could make.


As Pastor Thompson started to lead us into the church, Dad leaned forward to whisper into Gordon’s ear.


“Gordon, the doctor in Houston thinks it’s B-cell lymphoma!”


Gordon could barely take in what Dad was saying. He had just finished a part-funny, part-challenging conversation with our pastor about one of the biggest decisions he would ever make in his life, and now he was hearing that our father may have a more hopeful prognosis.


“Praise the Lord!” he said as the news sank in, understanding what it meant, and hugged Dad.


We got the news to Mom, and it spread quickly throughout the wedding party. We knew that a mass like Dad’s, if squamous cell, was terminal. But if it truly was lymphatic cancer, then it would be treatable with chemo and radiation. While lymphoma grows extremely fast, that rapid growth also makes it more susceptible to chemo. The chemo poisons the cancer cells, and they “eat up” the poison faster as they spread and grow.


This new diagnosis wasn’t a guarantee of a much longer life, but if correct, it gave us what we desperately needed—hope. And we were more than happy and thankful to God to grab on to that hope with everything we had.


For Gordon and Jessica, that news was the best wedding present they could have imagined. Yes, we all joyfully celebrated God’s blessing of their union as husband and wife that day, but we had much more to celebrate as family and friends on a beautiful fall Saturday. The church was filled with members of the congregation who were praying for our dad, along with almost the entire medical school that had heard what was happening with Gordon and Jessica. The newly married couple’s “honeymoon” was to last but one night—Gordon left his bride the next day to fly out to Houston with Dad.


Before the newlyweds left that Sunday afternoon, all the family gathered at the church to worship together. Pastor Thompson invited Dad to the front of the church and anointed him with oil, asking God to fulfill a biblical promise of healing. The whole church prayed over Dad and sent Gordon and him off to Houston. Pastor Thompson didn’t stop with prayer. He flew to Houston and spent the first few days with Dad and Gordon, making sure they were settled in and well taken care of. What an encouragement and blessing this man of God was for us throughout this ordeal!





THE FRIDAY BEFORE the wedding, Chris had spent all day with Dad, a composition notebook and small recorder in his hands, trying to get a crash course on how to run the medical center. It had been the plan since Chris was a young boy. Dad had come home from medical school one day and said, “Chris, you’re going to go to Miami’s six-year medical program, go away for more schooling, then come back so we can work together.” Chris was five years old at the time.


That had been the family dream for decades. We had no idea how that dream would become a reality much quicker than planned, and on that Friday, the dream seemed more like a nightmare. Given the risk we were facing, we didn’t know if he would survive the operation. Since Dad was leaving on Sunday for MD Anderson to meet with the surgeon on Monday, Chris might have had only that one day for Dad to teach him how to run the medical center. Chris recalls writing things down that he didn’t understand and thinking, I’ll come back to this later and hopefully figure it out.


Chris begged our father to let him be the one to go with him to MD Anderson.


“No, son. Your job is here,” he said. “You take care of Mommi, my patients, and the business. Gordon will go with me. This medical center not only supports your family. It also supports and provides care for many others. It pays for what I need and for what our family needs. Let Gordon and me take care of what happens in Houston.”


That’s why Gordon went with Dad to Houston the day after his wedding to meet with the ENT surgeon, our entryway into the MD Anderson system. Once there, the pathologist in Houston confirmed that it was lymphoma, not squamous cell.


The war was far from over, however. A new battle plan had to be drawn. When Gordon and Dad went to MD Anderson, they only had the appointment with an ENT surgeon, and we had just discovered we needed a medical oncologist. Their first week there, they pleaded with schedulers, called any contacts they knew, and desperately prayed for help. Finally, they were able to get on the schedule of Dr. Jorge Romaguerra, one of the top medical oncologists at MD Anderson.


A plan was quickly put into place, and after a battery of testing and consultations, Dr. Romaguerra mapped out a regimen that included months of two forms of chemotherapy, which would be followed by six weeks of radiation. First on the schedule was a series of six three-week R-chop chemotherapy treatments. Because of the location of the mass and the fact that it had already begun to affect Dad’s cranial nerves, which was causing the numbness in his upper lip, he also needed intrathecal chemotherapy—treatments injected directly into his spinal fluid to attack the cancer there.


Gordon and Dad were incredibly busy that first week, gathering records, going from test to consultant to test, with what felt like endless waiting in between—a bone marrow biopsy, labs, a stress test, a MUGA scan, consultations with cardiology, dental, and radiation oncology, then more labs and spinal taps. Mom joined Dad and Gordon in Houston on the third day just as they were preparing to place his tunneled central venous catheter (also known as a “central line”) in preparation for his chemotherapy.


The first doctor struggled to get Dad’s central line in, likely due to Dad’s scoliosis. Dad believes his curved spine was a result of his early years in China, where his family was very poor. He was malnourished, and he had to help his mother by carrying his mentally disabled younger brother on his back.


When the third attempt to insert the central line did not work, the nurse told Mom they were going to have to discharge Dad without it. Mom was having none of that! She knew it would delay his treatment, and every moment was precious and necessary to stop the growth of this mass before it did more damage.


“We’re not going anywhere until he gets that central line,” she told the nurse who had said they were releasing him.


The nurse called Dad’s primary doctor at MD Anderson and told him that our mom and dad were refusing to leave. He called in another doctor, who happened to be Chinese, to try again. On his first try, Dad’s central line was inserted, and he was ready for chemo to begin. Everyone was so thankful that his catheter was in place for chemo. This was the access to lifesaving chemotherapy that could stop the growth of the tumor.


Mom flew back home once she was assured that the catheter was working, knowing she was the only full-time person running the family business. Gordon and Dad stayed together in Houston to complete his first cycle of chemotherapy. Once that first round was completed, Gordon and Dad returned home after ten days away. Though the family knew there were still many challenges ahead, we had reached the first major milestone toward healing. We also had a clear sign that all the prayers were being answered.





WHILE DAD AND GORDON were busy in Houston, Chris was able to work out a schedule with his cardiology fellowship in which he would spend four days in New York, Sunday night through Thursday, fulfilling his duties there. That phrase fulfilling his duties there meant fitting in eighty hours of cardiology rotation in four days. He would then fly home to spend Friday running the medical center and taking care of Dad’s patients, Saturday doing whatever was necessary, and then being with the family and going to church on Sunday.


During the week, Mom handled the business and administrative aspects of the medical center. Chris dove into understanding the medical and patient care components. Unlike many family businesses in which the patriarch or matriarch who starts the business has difficulty letting go of control and the next generation may or may not be interested in keeping the business going, our whole family was fully invested in making sure that we did everything we could to help Dad beat cancer and that the medical center was prepared for success. What happened during that time paved the way for what we could only hope and imagine ChenMed would eventually become.


From his days at Beth Israel, Chris had a friend, Bob Kocher, who had been at McKinsey, a top management consulting firm, before completing his medical degree. When Bob heard what was happening with our dad and that Chris was trying to learn the business side of medical practice, he called to offer his help


“Chris, I understand you’re now running your dad’s practice,” he said. “As a doctor who is also McKinsey-trained, I can help. Just let me know what you need from me, and I’m there.”


He essentially wound up giving Chris the equivalent of an MBA with the business training he offered, teaching him how to think from a business perspective. Bob was also highly impressed by the business model Dad had created for the medical center; it was at this point Chris realized we had something unique to offer the medical community and their patients. The patients we serve are older, poor, and very sick—the underserved, the patients no other doctors want. Dad’s plan allowed him to take care of these patients, who were being sent to him by other practices, and still have a profitable business model.


Throughout his treatments, Dad poured his energy into surviving, first and foremost, and then analyzing the data on the medical center. How could things be run better, not only for the business aspect of what we were doing, but especially to make it the best it could be for the patients we were serving?


Dad’s concern for the well-being of his patients was not new. Chris recalls that Friday, when he thought he had but one day to learn how to run the medical center, Dad expressed special compassion for several patients.


“Chris, you must not forget to follow up on this,” Dad said. “I’m worried about what’s going on with these patients.”


Chris remembers thinking at the time—Why in the heck are you worrying about these people when you are going to die? You just need to take care of yourself! The same love for others that drove our father to damage his spine when he was a young boy in China, carrying his younger brother around on his back, motivated him to think about the care of his patients when he had gotten a terminal diagnosis himself.





THE CHEMOTHERAPY, while it was attacking the cancer cells, also wiped out Dad’s immune system. This meant he had to live in a bubble—any little thing that came in contact with his system could kill him. We put ICU filters in every room of the apartment we rented for him in Houston and constantly scrubbed everything down. When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020, taking special care with hygiene and quarantining was nothing new for Dad and the rest of our family!


Once Dad was situated and had started his treatments, Chris’s wife, Stephanie, stepped up. Having gotten a full-year deferral at her law school, she volunteered to stay in Houston with Dad during his first several rounds of chemotherapy, which had to take place there, and help with his care. After those first rounds of the six he would undergo, we were able to work it out for MD Anderson to send the treatments to a hospital near our home. Dad didn’t have to stay in Houston the entire time.


It wasn’t too long after he was back home that we had our first major setback. Mom, Dad, Jessica, and Gordon were all watching a Miami Dolphins football game. Chris and Stephanie had gone out to a restaurant for a rare date. Dad had been suffering from a really bad headache for a few days, which had gotten worse that day. Yelling at the Dolphins for their poor play didn’t help! When Dolphin quarterback Jay Fiedler threw his second interception of the game, Dad had a seizure—his arm began to shake uncontrollably and he couldn’t speak. Gordon was in the middle of a neurology rotation, and he immediately began processing what was happening with our father. He knew it wasn’t good.


They got Dad to the emergency room, where the medical team ran a CT scan and other tests to see what was going on. It turned out that he was leaking spinal fluid from a prior spinal tap, and that was causing a severe headache. To relieve the pain causing his headache, he had lowered his head. But that caused the blood around the central line in his neck to clot, eventually building up pressure in his jugular vein and causing a little blood to leak into his brain, which triggered the seizure. Chris and Stephanie arrived at the hospital to find Dad in the ICU. Chris called his friends in New York and Boston to ask what should be done.
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