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The Moment: To Do Or Not To Do?

A summer morning in 1991. A middle aged man with tight coronary lesions was posted for
bypass surgery. The patient had been wheeled into the operating room. The chief surgeon was
completing his ward rounds. The senior resident surgeon was in the operating room. On
induction of anaesthesia, the patient had a cardiac arrest. The anaesthesiologist and the senior
resident immediately started resuscitation and sent an SOS to the chief surgeon. When the
chief surgeon arrived, the team was exhausted with no sign of activity from the heart. They
were ready to give up. No surgery had been done. So it would not be considered a surgical
death. The patient had succumbed to a massive heart attack before surgery could be
undertaken. The family of the patient could be so counselled.

That was the moment, when a man’s life was hanging on a thread, the decision from the
surgeon to give up or risk his reputation. If he operated, the chances of the heart recovering
were little. The decision was made in a split second to go ahead. Between external cardiac
compressions, the sternum was opened. Tubes were put into the heart. Cardiopulmonary
bypass was on. Four coronary grafts were constructed on an arrested heart. Miraculously, the

heart came back to life. The man walked to the car after ten days, his nurse wife holding his
hand.

Thirty two years passed. An elderly couple walks into the outpatient room in Believers
International Heart Centre. “Do you remember us, Doctor?” they asked. The man is
supporting his wife this time. She has come to consult the neurologist for her movement
disorder. Memories come flooding back to the surgeon. After so many years, that moment of
split second decision making flashes before his eyes. The fraction of a second that made the
difference between life and death.

As caregivers for the sick, we will be confronted with that critical decision making moment
time and time again. When there is only a thin line between life and death, when only if you
give up, you fail. When in a dilemma, whether to take a big risk - to do or not to do - as long
as it is not immoral, illegal, or unethical, do it.

And it is moments like these that make life worth living.
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