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"You can take care of anybody, but you can only heal the people you love." 
 
This simple truth dawned on Alberto Reggiori as a result of a personal 
tragedy. His oldest son, Giulio, spent four weeks in a coma after a car 
accident. 
 
After six months in the best rehabilitation center in Milan, he was 
discharged. Psychiatrists said he had achieved all that could be expected. 
That was not enough for the boy's mother and Reggiori's wife, who 
continued rehabilitative efforts at home until the child was able to walk and 
act as he did before the accident. 

 
Love made him whole. 
 
Now a surgeon in Milan, 
Reggiori spends his vacations 
on medical missions in 
developing countries. But 
stories of his decade of living 
in Uganda and his more 
recent work in Central and 
South America opened a two-
day conference, "Medical 
Care and the Person: The 
Heart of the Matter."  
 
Together with five other 
physicians, Reggiori braved 
one of the bloodiest African 
civil wars, risking his life and 
refusing to abandon his 
patients in their time of dire 
need. He delivered babies, 
performed emergency 
surgery, rehydrated the 
suffering, fed the starving 
and mended war wounds with 

bullets whizzing outside (and sometimes inside) the hospital. 
 
After the war, the Association of Volunteers in International Service sent 
Reggiori and his family to a different corner of the country where a hospital 
existed in name only. No patient had been admitted or surgery performed 
for more than a year. 



"The man with the key has gone." This was the answer he received 
whenever he asked for access to the operating room, pharmacy or even to 

the kitchen. 
 
When he left five years later, the hospital, staffed 
by African physicians and nurses, had 250 
operating beds, more than 500 major surgeries 
and more than 1,000 deliveries performed every 
year. 
  
This also was a miracle of love, the Reggioris 
realized. Once people felt loved, they felt worthy 
- they felt important, sacred, unique and ready 

to share their talents with other people. In other words, they were healed. 
 
At the conference, the grand finale was the story of Vicky, an African AIDS 
patient who was abandoned, along with her three children, by her husband 
and left to die. She was rescued from death by an organization devoted to 
caring for AIDS patients in Africa. 
 
What was it that convinced Vicky to receive treatment? 
 
"Remember that your value as a person is stronger than the virus in you," 
she was told. 
 
Vicky travels the world to share that spirit of love with others who think 
they are doomed. 
 
The conference's purpose was demonstrating that healing transcends cure 
and is always possible, even in the face of terminal diseases, and that 
healing is achieved by love. 
In this case, love is 
altruistic, or agape, in which 
people share their unique 
talents, their sacredness, at 
the service of each other. 
 
As St. Augustine taught us, 
"Only by being loved you 
learn how to love." Agape 
transcends feelings and 
emotions: It is a living experience emanating from the decision to serve. 
We are made whole - that is, we recognize our sacredness, our unique 
place in history - when we realize that other people may be made whole by 
us. 
 
For a long time I have contended that the seeming proximity of death does 
not prevent healing. If death is the ultimate enemy, we all are doomed to 



failure because we all will die. Only by discovering the meaning of death as 
part of our own sacredness can we defeat death and be made whole. 
 
Though I work in one of the most advanced cancer centers in the world, I 
felt very humbled by Reggiori and the other speakers. 
 
The developing world can teach us an important lesson about healing: Even 
in the absence of advanced technology, love is the universal healer for 
patients and providers alike. 
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