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Ladies and gentlemen, friends and colleagues, 

I am deeply honored to be introduced this evening by Ray Sawaya, who is always too generous with me.  
Ray is among the people I most admire, a surgeon’s surgeon and the finest brain tumor neurosurgeon in 
the world, but also a rare individual who always does his best to help any and all who seek his 
assistance, doing it for the greater good and never for personal gain.  When I was invited to come to 
Houston, it was in the midst of two other US trips, but how can you say no to two such fine men as Ray 
Hachem and Issam Raad?  Finally, it is a special pleasure for Lamya and me that our MC for tonight’s 
event is Lina Jazi, who we love and who is one of our closest friends in the world.  Of course, it is 
wonderful to be here as a guest of the American Lebanese Medical Association, in Houston where two 
of our three children were born. Although I must admit to being a little perplexed, because I do not 
consider myself old enough to receive a lifetime achievement award; after all, it was just 4 years ago 
that I was recognized by the AACR with the top award for scientists or physicians under the age of 51! I 
may have passed through no fewer than five exceptional institutions for my college and medical 
training—the American University of Beirut, Yale University, Columbia University, the Boston City 
Hospital, and Tufts New England Medical Center—and I have spent lengthy periods on the faculty of two 
magnificent institutions, the University of Texas M.D. Anderson Cancer Center and the Emory University 
Winship Cancer Institute, before my return to the American University of Beirut, or AUB, in 2015 to 
serve as its 16th president. But I still hope to achieve much more in this lifetime, if I am lucky enough that 
my health and intellect remain intact for a few more decades!  Finally, I think it is only fair to 
acknowledge the person who had the greatest influence other than my late father on going into the 
field of oncology, the great Hagop Kantarjian, the finest leukemia doctor in the world, a former chief 
resident under my late father, and a real role model for me. 

I am going to take this wonderful occasion as an opportunity to review some of the themes which have 
emerged during my medical career, and as this is a staunchly Lebanese and American audience I would 
like to say a few words about my major life decision to leave behind the creative tranquility of US 
academia, and to seek out the daunting challenge of leading AUB at a time when the conditions in 
Lebanon and at AUB itself have been far from promising.  

I was asked recently about my contributions to the treatment of cancer patients through the research 
that I have done, and my answer is: Well, all my experiments seemed to show surprising results, and 
nothing ever turned out quite the way we expected! This may sound flippant, but it is not too far from 
the truth. My colleague and friend at M.D. Anderson, the late Professor Reuben Lotan, of the 
Department of Thoracic/Head and Neck Medical Oncology, used to say to me, “Your data should always 
trump your hypothesis, never the other way around”. So that is how we came to the conclusion about 
the role of Vitamin A receptors as protective in lung carcinogenesis, but surprisingly promoters of 
aggressive behavior of tumors once they were formed, after being initially surprised by data in clinical 
trials, showing the opposite of what we had been expecting. And I had a similar experience at Emory, 
with a completely different experiment, where we discovered a paradoxical feedback loop in which 



 

suppressing a cell-survival signal actually led to over-dependence on that survival signal, so it provided a 
therapeutic opportunity; a moment to reflect on our basic therapeutic principles for combinations of 
targeted therapies.  

In such instants of discovery lies the very essence of one’s life as a researcher, whether in clinical, basic 
or translational scientific research. It reminds me of my father's favorite quote from the Alfred Lord 
Tennyson poem Ulysses, “This grey spirit yearning in desire/To follow knowledge like a sinking 
star/Beyond the utmost bound of human thought”. That desire never goes away, nor does your thirst 
for knowledge, your thirst for being a lifelong student of the academy, of science and of man.  

My father, the late Raja Khuri, was really one of the most original and high impact scientists in the 
history of AUB and around the Arab world. He made major discoveries which led to better 
understanding of the diseases related to potassium secretion and chloride transport, through the 
implications of his work on hypertension and other diseases, outstanding work which stands on its own. 
My mother, Soumaya Makdisi-Khuri, also is an accomplished mathematician. My mother made me a 
feminist, but I always used to think that I would wind up leading a basic science lab like my father. But 
when I spent most of my senior year at Columbia P&S medical school in the lab, I didn't quite love it the 
way the way I expected to. I enjoyed it but on the other hand when I was in the hospital and the clinic at 
the epicenter of the AIDS epidemic as an intern and as a medical resident, the need to serve really 
touched me. Even in my fellowship, I found that I enjoyed patient contact even more than bench 
research.  

Our treatments for HIV/AIDS at the time were so inadequate given the suffering that was going on, all I 
could do was sit by the bedside and care for patients who were literally asphyxiating, choking to death. 
We had terrible medicines back then; we had not yet had the revolution that was highly active, 
antiretroviral therapy, which was a combination of several existing and new treatments. So we 
comforted patients, we gave them oxygen, and we gave not very effective antibiotics.  

The same was true of cancer when I went into oncology—the average person with advanced lung cancer 
survived three to four months. Now they survive between 16 and 18 months with advanced disease and 
we cure twice as many as we cured when I started. But these clinical improvements should be 
celebrated for the benefits they have brought to our patients, they should never be enough for the 
medical profession to give itself pats on the back. Rather, they are a reminder that medicine is much 
more about learning from our many, many defeats rather than dwelling on our few victories over 
disease. Indeed, this is the history of medicine over many decades or centuries—we administer initially 
marginal but increasingly effective therapies while trying to develop better cures—and it should guard 
against our becoming arrogant about our treatment options. 

Indeed, I have continued to do bench research in collaboration all the way towards the end of my Emory 
career and of my last two senior author publications, one came out this month, February 2017 and one 
was accepted this month, both in high quality journals. But I always found that understanding science 
was aligned with a certain immediacy in the clinic, and understanding science, I was able to translate my 
understanding of biological data, diseases and otherwise, towards the clinic and to try to apply it both in 
clinical trials and in individual patients. The skills of a clinician are honed over many years, and you 
continue to hone them throughout your career, indeed throughout your life. 

I feel very proud that we built solid institutional bases at Emory. My last grant, which was a mentorship 
grant through the American Cancer Society Institutional Research Grants, received a perfect score, and I 



 

was able to transfer it wholly to a colleague. In the last few weeks, the three major grants that I either 
led or co-led while at Emory, all will likely be renewed with a tight cluster of scores of 21, 22 and 24, all 
solidly in the outstanding range, on the cusp of the exceptional range.  

But inevitably the further along one gets in one’s career, the more that the cancer physician’s 
interactions with patients become a vital part of one's life. I had clinics at both MD Anderson and Emory. 
But I now spend 90%, or possibly 95%, of my hours on institutional leadership, leaving time for about 60 
new patient visits in the past year.  By agreement with our Board of Trustees, all my consultation fees 
are deposited in a needy patient fund to support those who are least fortunate. 

Although the challenges of my current office have reduced my patient encounters, I stay busy and have 
always felt a strong obligation towards servant leadership. “To whom much is given, much is expected.” 
Even as a child, I felt the duty to try to lead by example. I never particularly enjoyed the spotlight and I 
still dislike the microphone, but I have learnt to live peacefully, to co-exist with it. It was easier when I 
was in high school, because I was such a terrible singer that I could write the lyrics and some of the 
music and other people could get on stage! But it gets to a point where, as a leader, your voice needs to 
be heard publicly, and you have to stand up for what you believe in. I came to peace with being a leader 
while at MD Anderson after fighting that obligation, for much of my life. In that I must thank Dr. Waun Ki 
Hong, who was my mentor there, who said bluntly to me, “Look, you are a leader, stop fighting it; you 
need to do that which is consistent with your character”. But how you lead is also important. There are 
leaders who love the credit and the limelight, and leaders who prefer to do their work as much as 
possible in the background, recognizing that their voice can resonate even more powerfully through 
someone else's words. I've always been more comfortable with the latter style. I am not here to say that 
either approach is superior, but the motto that I have lived my life by is also drawn from Tennyson, 
"Man comes and tills the field and lies beneath/And after many a summer dies the swan." from his 
magnificent, dark poem Tithonus. The key is sublimating one’s ego for the greater good and not drinking 
too deeply from the potentially intoxicating elixir of personal legacy, the wisp of immortality, something 
I have always tried hard to avoid. 

That sublimation of one’s ego for the greater good must seep into our societal roots in Lebanon and the 
Arab world. The pursuit of glory has been a fool’s paradigm for us as peoples.  The vision which I have 
articulated for AUB is for the University to model a fairer and more just society, not just for its own 
students, faculty and staff, but as an example for the whole of society. From my perspective, one of the 
most important aspects of a fair and just society is not making it about the ego or the accomplishments 
of the leader. One day, when my work is done at AUB, just as when my work was done at M.D. Anderson 
and at Emory, I shall disappear and will never come back to ask, “What are you doing?” or “Where is my 
statue?” I will go back to clinical medicine and research, to serving those less fortunate. I think in doing 
so, I am trying to set the basis for future generations, to avoid that cult of the leader that has 
accelerated the failure of our societies. Very few leaders exit in a manner befitting their office. One of 
the few was General Charles De Gaulle of France, who resigned the presidency in 1968 and disappeared, 
staying wholly out of politics, after losing a plebiscite and sensing instinctively that his time at the top 
had passed. Good leaders must move aside when the time beckons, they should not agitate and 
undermine their successors. In the Arab world, only very rarely do we see leaders having successors at 
all, at least not ones to whom they cede power by constitutional or legitimate means.  At least Lebanon 
has former Presidents.  What other Arab nation can boast that? 

My work has never been about building a monument to self but always about building great institutional 
bases for moving forward in research. Among the highlights of my career in the US were the building of 



 

a model department at Emory, in which I was engaged in the recruitment of over 95 faculty members 
over 13 wonderful years, and the promotion of 50 individuals. My last 12 months at Emory were spent 
working to develop a state-of-the-art strategy for the sustainability of biomedical research at the 
University. If your rewards are to contribute to lasting, resonant work, in which you can impact and 
empower simultaneously the best and the brightest, as well as serving the least fortunate, you are 
greatly privileged.  But when I was asked to return to AUB as its 16th President, I never had a moment’s 
doubt that I would accept.  AUB has meant everything to our families, Lamya and me.  It has educated 
generations, including our parents and grandparents, and more importantly in these challenging times in 
the world, it represents the strongest bulwark against repression and for freedom of speech, freedom of 
thought.  After all, only three structures protect the rights of people to freedom: the great universities, 
the high courts and the free press.  And with the latter two struggling in Lebanon and the wider world, 
that makes the importance of the great universities, and Lebanon has at least three, including Université 
Saint-Joseph and the Lebanese American University, along with AUB.  SO our role is magnified. 

In that spirit, at AUB I think we have made major steps towards establishing more self-governance, 
whether it is through personally negotiating faculty contracts, negotiating a new agreement for the 
syndicate of non-academic workers, holding student elections, followed by electoral reform, and most 
recently after a decade of faculty requesting it, getting a faculty member elected to serve as a non-
voting member of the Board of Trustees’ Academic Committee. We have convinced the Board of 
Trustees to restore tenure after a 32-year freeze. Really, in the end, all that we achieved was through 
partnership and trust.  

Since my return to AUB, I have often been asked what has surprised me most since starting my tenure 
and I have consistently stated that it is the excellence of the faculty, staff and students, the main citizens 
of the University. They are committed and dedicated individuals, with different streams of opinion, from 
various walks of life, who indeed form the most diverse university community in the Arab world. 
Twenty-one percent of our students, even in the most challenging of situations in Lebanon over the last 
few years, are international students. That speaks to the overwhelming faith that peoples of the region 
and beyond have in the great educational mission of the University. So we have committed to working 
closely with the faculty and trustees to enhance our education, to develop more citizen leaders and 
more visionaries for tomorrow. That momentum is gathering with the AUB capital campaign, which we 
have called BOLDLY AUB: the Campaign to Lead, Innovate, and Serve, through which we are planning to 
raise an unprecedented sum for a university in the Arab region. We have already been able to announce 
the largest gift in the history of the University, something I am deeply grateful to the Semaan 
Foundation for, and to Maroun Semaan himself, which is a truly transformative gift to the Faculty of 
Engineering and Architecture. We have raised some really major gifts, including a transformative gift 
from the Levant Foundation to build a state of the art ambulatory care center, gifts from Dar Al 
Handasah to reconfigure the master plan and strategic plan of the university for generations.  And other 
generous gifts to come. And we are going to keep raising money until we feel we have secured a future 
of academic and research excellence, unparalleled student experience and healthcare experience, 
teaching methodology fit for the 21st century and beyond, with innovation, entrepreneurship and 
community relevance at its heart, and sustainability on our strategic path. We are doing this because we 
believe that AUB, its values, its culture, its impact, are the hope and transformation for more than 370 
million people in the Arab region and millions more beyond, the hope of people who believe in a 
brighter tomorrow in the Middle East.  This is more necessary than ever now, with public schools in 
Lebanon and the region plummeting in the quality of education that they afford young students.  Those 
who can do more therefore must.  And AUB has always been a leader in the most challenging of times. 



 

Let me conclude by accepting with gratitude this very kind lifetime achievement award. I do so on behalf 
of my wife Lamya, who has been the single most important person in my life, believing in me when 
doubts have crept across my mind.  In Houston, certainly, as elsewhere, she has always been a far more 
giving member of the community, and she is the reason really for this award.  All I ever did, all I ever do, 
is work, while she has helped and supported so many and always, always inspired, supported and guided 
me.  On behalf of Lamya, my children, parents and brother, all of whom have long understood that the 
single minded uncompromising pursuit of excellence was never an indulgence in ego or in self-
aggrandizement, I thank you. On behalf of my colleagues at MD Anderson and at Emory, whose support 
has been transformative over more than two decades. And in the name of AUB, which is 150 years 
young, and which will endure for the rest of our lifetimes and many lifetimes beyond, fulfilling the 
promise that is carved on our Main Gate. That AUB which has often made those least fortunate into 
genuinely fortunate, and must now do the same for Lebanese and Arab society as a whole. “That they 
shall have life and have it more abundantly.” 

Thank you.  

 


