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Doctor follows higher calling all the way to Africa

This is the story of a baby who delivered a doctor.

The rebirth of Dr. John Hobbs began when he lifted into the rush of history a premature infant who defied the odds and survived. It continues Wednesday, on the other side of the world. 

Hobbs, 46, an African-American associate professor of obstetrics and gynecology at Rush-Presbyterian-St. Luke's Medical Center in Chicago, flew to Africa Tuesday with his wife, Zoraida, on a mercy mission: He will spend eight days providing free medical care in a hospital in Dakar, Senegal, that was named for former Chicago Mayor Harold Washington.

In this prickly age of managed health care, most insurance providers would balk at much of what this good doctor does. Saving lives in far-flung countries is only part of it. Hobbs saves souls too. And his story is also a quiet incongruity in an age when many busy professionals bemoan a lack of time.

Hobbs has virtually none he can call his own--but that's by design. He is a rarity: a doctor and a minister rolled into one, with a third identity--college student--thrown in for good measure. Ordained three weeks ago, he is associate pastor at the Progressive Community Center, a non-denominational church on Chicago's South Side, and is working toward his master's degree in divinity at McCormick Theological Seminary.

His trip to Africa, the type of journey a number of doctors take at some point in their careers, is another layer of commitment on what some might say is an overcommitted life.

He agonized about going into the ministry. "I denied it and fought it as much as I could," Hobbs said, "because I would have to relinquish a lot of the worldly desires." Finally he chose to give up the night life and social schedule of a prominent doctor in a big city and followed his heritage. Hobbs, a Tallahassee, Fla., native and grandson of a Southern Baptist preacher, is one of six men in his family who have entered the ministry or who are preparing to.

Carole Norton, administrative assistant with the masters program at McCormick, said Hobbs is the only doctor she has seen go through the program in her nearly seven years with the college.

"Here's a driven person," said Dr. Sebastian Faro, chairman of the department of obstetrics and gynecology at Rush, whose hallways Hobbs has roamed since he was a resident at the hospital, one of the few blacks in 1976. Few doctors choose to take on a second career as demanding as the ministry--especially if their practice is successful, Faro said.

Hobbs is a preacher with the pager. "Some people thought I was seeking a change of careers," he said. "That's not it at all. It's more of an expansion."

Ironically, it was his second career--the one that might have stolen from the first--that made him a more complete doctor. Entering the ministry finally convinced Hobbs to venture forth on a mission that required he have six immunizations and that causes him anxiety and some fear: HIV and AIDS are prevalent in Senegal, and Hobbs is in for some bloody work.

But he might never have entered the ministry had it not been for babies like Diene, the girl he delivered almost six years ago who taught the doctor a humbling lesson: Playing God is for actors, not surgeons.

"Medical school teaches you the God syndrome," he said. "But I realized I don't have control over life. I realized it wasn't me."

The truth is, some who should live, die. And some who should die, live. So it was with Diene, the fragile baby to whom all those women Hobbs will help in Senegal owe a debt of gratitude.

Almost six years ago, Diene set in motion a series of changes that led Hobbs to Africa--a country he had never visited.

Diene was the baby of a nurse who gave birth prematurely. Red and tiny, Diene weighed only a pound and a quarter at birth. But in that fragile baby girl was the power of a band of angels. "That one incident has stayed with me," he said. "It told me I wasn't in control," Hobbs said.

It's a lesson that translates well to the South Side, where the choir at Hobbs' church sometimes has its rendition of the Lord's Prayer punctuated by the gunfire of street gangs.

Inside the Progressive Community Center, a block from the Robert Taylor Homes, Hobbs ministers to a congregation with a "very high population of the rejected, infected, dejected and neglected," he said.

The church stays open 24 hours a day. "It's a refuge for a lot of children," Hobbs said.

The church is a long way from Hobbs' North Side home, with its shiny grand piano and sheer curtains. But though the two lives of John Hobbs might seem light years apart, they will converge Wednesday in Dakar.

Senegal has too many people and too few doctors, and many women who have given birth without benefit of medical attention now suffer the consequences: lingering complications and the stigma attached.

It was a former member of Harold Washington's administration, Sally Johnson, who asked Hobbs last November if he would consider the mission. Johnson, who served as Washington's liaison to Africa, has maintained ties to that part of the world through a Chicago group.



Dr. Leonard Lawson, Hobbs' partner for 10 years and his companion on the mercy mission to Senegal, said it didn't surprise him when Hobbs entered the ministry in addition to practicing medicine. "They're both involved with helping people," he said.

But Lawson cannot name another physician who also is a preacher. The demands of the job are too great.

"Here's a guy with a busy practice," Faro said. "People who have a busy practice have little time for anything else--even their families."

Hobbs makes a point of keeping dinner at home in his schedule: He's at the table by 7 p.m. And he's also taking his wife with him to Africa. The couple have no children together, though Hobbs has two from a previous marriage: Marlon, 20, a student majoring in psychology at Morehouse College in Atlanta; and Delia, 17, who lives with her mother in Mississippi.

While it isn't the norm for doctors to fly off to other countries on mercy missions, neither is it that unusual, said Dr. Jane Jackman, president of the Illinois State Medical Society. In Springfield alone, about 20 of the city's 500 doctors regularly jet across the world providing free medical care, Jackman said. Like Hobbs, many are specialists.

Given his daunting professional life, Hobbs said it's important to stick to some semblance of a schedule: home for dinner by 7 p.m.; studying from 9 to as late as 1 a.m.; up at 6 a.m.; to the hospital by 6:45; into the operating room by 7:30.

Bill Wally, a minister at the church, cannot remember Hobbs' pager ever having erupted during a sermon. "If it has, he hasn't responded to it," Wally said. "There are higher callings than pagers."

But Hobbs is not scaling back his medical practice. He is too much in demand. "John is an outstanding physician," Faro said. Perhaps the greatest testimonial to his skill is the number of nurses who have chosen him for their doctor, Faro said.

So enamored of Hobbs are his patients that 11 of them asked him to induce labor before he left for Senegal. Neither Hobbs nor the hospital approves such a procedure lightly, or the number might have been higher.

Sherone Mayes was adamant about wanting Hobbs to deliver her baby. Standing 5-foot-3 and weighing 115 pounds, Mayes is haunted by the memory of giving birth 16 years ago to a big baby boy. Hobbs had to use forceps to pull her son Jerone into the world.

When she became pregnant again, Mayes turned to Hobbs. "I liked his character," she said. "He seemed to be very caring. And he was funny. He calmed me down and worked with me."

In the last two weeks, Hobbs nervously officiated at the wedding of a patient and baptized a baby he had delivered.

"The impact of that was incredible," he said.

Now, on the other side of the world, he will experience another first, though he hopes to make his mercy mission a yearly ritual.

"I could have gone about a year ago," Hobbs said, "but the transition into the ministry this past year finally pushed me to say, 'Now you must go.' "

That, and the memory of a girl named Diene--now 6 and living in Atlanta.

