
 

The Power of Transparency 
By Kalpana (Rose) M. Kumar, M.D. 
 
Every physician can look back over their years of medical training and remember an experience that sealed their desire 

to become a healer.  The stories we carry in our hearts are timeless reminders and a constant source of inspiration and 

love for our work.   

I did my medical training in New York and San Francisco in the early 1980’s.  A new virus was emerging in frightening 

numbers and increasing numbers of patients with opportunistic infections were occupying hospital beds. The cause of 

these infections was not yet clear.  The U.S. government refused to fund research to study this new plague that was 

claiming thousands of lives. 

My first glance at AIDS was on the medical ward at Montefiore Hospital in New York.  I remember dressing in what 

looked like a space suit to examine my infected patients.  The unknown contagion that was damaging their immune 

systems was poorly understood.  We needed to take all precautions to protect ourselves from becoming the next host. 

I was 22 years old and overwhelmed with empathy for these patients.  How must they feel to have people enter their 

room dressed in space suits because they were infected with something so virulent, they could put a person in their 

proximity at risk?  (At that time, it was unclear how HIV could be transmitted).   

Maybe it was because of the way these patients were marginalized, feared, cast aside, and discriminated against that a 

special kind of love and compassion was evoked in me.  When I began my internship at UCSF, I requested that most of 

my rotations be at San Francisco General where a special ward was created for patients with AIDS. 

On the AIDS ward in the 80’s, a majority of patients were dealing with intense fear of death with extraordinary courage.  

The majority of my patients were highly creative and intelligent artists and musicians who contributed an extraordinary 

amount of beauty and love to their community.  On the ward, I felt more like their student rather than their doctor.  I 

felt I was there to learn about courage and compassion, and broaden my perspective of life.   I knew this experience 

would profoundly impact my journey as a doctor and a healer.  My patients here were transparent with their feelings, 

and with the wisdom they had gained through their profoundly difficult journey with AIDS. 

In the wee hours of the morning when I was on call, tired from shifts that lasted up to 2 days with no sleep, I would sit in 

the piano room on the ward, close my eyes and soak in the energy.  This was my meditation time.  I would absorb the 

energy from the ward, where life and death were different sides of the same coin and where the ‘razor’s edge,’ the 

sublime experience of living and dying, was acutely palpable. The overriding feeling here was love.  Many of my patients 

were confronting death.  I felt that midwifing this would not only make me a better physician, but a better person.  It 

would open my heart to a deeper level of care and force me to confront my own mortality, a rare experience in one’s 

twenties.  I remember checking one of my patient’s vital signs on a foggy San Francisco morning.  He asked me how I 

was doing.  I replied that if only it was sunny, I would be doing better.  He said to me, “Rose, there is no such thing as 

bad weather when you have AIDS.  Every day is precious.”   

This statement never left me.  It still reverberates within.  I hear it when I awaken every day.  It was a precious gift, one 

that I always carry - a medicine in my heart, and helps keep my perspective in check when I feel down or negative about 

the ‘small stuff.’    

My time on the AIDS ward was a gift I will cherish forever.  There, my patients were my teachers.  The nurses who 

tirelessly cared for these patients were also my teachers.  They took me under their wing and taught me how to be a 

good physician, how to love and feel, and most importantly how to become transparent with my feelings. 



Transparency is a gift we often suppress.  Many believe that showing our feelings is a sign of weakness. On the contrary, 

it is a sign of our humanness.  It makes us trustworthy.  It offers safety to those who rely on us for their healing.  During 

my residency, I was told that as a physician it was my obligation to hide my feelings.  This always felt counter-intuitive to 

me.  I was unable to adapt to this injunction.  The nurses on the AIDS ward reinforced the power of transparency.  They 

were unafraid to show their feelings, love their patients and care for them in ways that defied the disconnected rules of 

the physician-patient interaction. .  They were my true heroes and mentors.  I watched them care for patients with such 

openness, compassion, and love that I vowed to keep my heart open this way in my work. 

When my patients share their deepest struggles and sorrows with me, I receive them with love and transparency, and 

they feel witnessed and validated.  This is deeply healing for them.  I always end my day grateful for the privilege to be 

able to serve this sacred contract of witnessing and healing, where the mutuality of process between doctor and patient 

adds depth and richness to my life. 

Last but not least, I always give thanks to the patients who were my teachers on the AIDS ward in San Francisco.  They 

will remain forever in my heart with their eternal gifts of courage and transparency. 
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