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| Pébple.everywhere”are concerned with.health Everf

culture has a body of bellefs connected to dlsease and 1n3ury
czhese folk medlcal bellefs are handed down from eeneratlon to
.oeneratlon In our soclety many health related matters are
_connected with rellclon Many tlmes folk medlclne and academlc
medlclne come 1nto confllct with each other

I- recently had the opportunlty to w1tness thls flrst— K
,hand On’the'weekends I work ﬂpart—tlme as a nurse’ ‘assis-
tant at Owensboro- Dav1ess County Hospltal Owensboro, Kentucky
One night we had a. badly 1n1ured woman admltted to the Intens1ve
Care Unlt-where I was worklng Qhe .had- received severe abdom—
_1nal injuries and a, fractured femur in 9n automoblle a001dent
The doctors felt it was v1+al for her to recelve two unlts of

blood to ralse her hemoalobln counmt When her husband was,f

1}confronted with thls,.he refused He stated that it was agalnst )

their religion. The couple ‘were both members of the Jehovah S
Witness' Church. The medical staff: trled to no avail to- reason
with this man. HlS w1fe was unconsc1ous - Tnerefore, it was
hlS'decllen. As word got out he?was soon supported by a.large
group of his fellow church members A few of the patlent S
family were not members cf thls church Thev knled repeatedly

:_to conv1nce the husband of the sermousness of the s1tuatlon

‘hutthe wa's adamant on his stand:




His belief as well as other Jehovah.Witnesses}his

based on a verse from the Blble—."Flesh with-its-soul— its

o blOOd you must not eat " Gene51s 9: 4 They feel Jehovah B

-entered 1nuo a covenant with manklnd If anv human: soul ate

blood kllled anlmals w1thouc cause,'or murdered another man_._'
he would be breaklng the ralnbow covenant " Since thls eternal

covenant is blndlng upon all manklnd no one is. free +to dlsobey

it. Thls 1s ithe chlef reason why the Wltnesses oppose blood
-transfu51ons. -They 1nterpret eatlng-blood elther_by mouth,.

_or bv velns

: The woman's llfe was at stake Therefore;”the doctors

felt 1t was mecessary to get*the court to intervene. With—-

- - in twenty-four hours. the case was flnally resolved by one'

of the dlstrlct court Judges ' He proceeded to make the paulent.

a ward. of the state and as- such, cleared the way for the blood

_transfus1on to’ be glven

To the lamlly members who were Jehovah Wltnesses, receiv-

;_1ng a blood transfus1on was a health taboo. ThlS went agalnst

their body of beliefs on treatment;of disease and-anurles.

They felt they-had failed in trving.to protect-this woman frbml:‘
-,belng contamlnated bv the world through the blood. A"part of
“their ‘belief. is that the p01sons that produce the 1mpulse to..
.-commlt sulclde, murder or to steal are in the blood To the .
famlly members.who d1d not'share this’ bellef,_lt was.a necessary

procedure to-save the. 1ife of their loved one.




The Medlcal Staff reaoted in a‘varlety of ways ?p&f
the doctors ‘who dally try to save lives, 1t was the cof@eot
thlng to do, even- though1 1t went agalnst the couple s re-
}1g1@u§ beliefs. The nurses responded d1fferen+ly There'
was only one nurse on duty who would even hang the two. unlts
_of blood The others felt 1t was V1olatlng the rlghts of the
patlent _ | . 1_

This procedure savedthe 1ife of the patlent When'ehe'
“1ater regalned conscmousness, she was very ‘upset’ to learn
‘about the transfu81on. Whenesnepwaseablen$oss$ate her oplnlon,
Shenseid she_wodld'nave refused the transfusion. Then she
further=said that if the eituation e%er camé_ﬁp again and
she needed blood, she would refuse it, .even.if it wouid

mean the dlfference 1n llVJnv or dylng _ ,
I asked onetof mheunurSEngroaperV1sor31f fhey had ever‘

‘had 2 similar 31tuatlon ;nvolv;ng Jehovah's Wltnesses. She .
t0ld me about a WOman who had an eﬁtobic pregnanacy end'lost
_ a_eonsiderable amopnt'of bldod¢ _Sne needed'a:transfusionebut
Irefused»it“becausefof'her re}igioﬁn.“'Her doctor did net»force
the'iésue -‘_ | | e

- . For about forty—elght hours the doctor did not belleve ;
she would survive.: Durlnﬂ 211 thls tlme, the patlent re-

mained conscioue’and‘repeatedly refused theftransfu51on.'-




She dld surv1ve but her recovery was very lengthvh She
1ater had compllcatlons Wthh the doctor felt was a resuls
of her not rece1v1ng blood when she needed it.

Like any group or sect, the Jehovah s Wltnesses have

a folk system of bellefs deallng with health These beliefs

are non aoademlc and tradltlonally learned They are relig=c

iously based on a.verse 1n the Blble Members'accept these
beliefs - because they have come from an authorlty flgure such
as. a parent or church elder ~These bellefs fit the facts as
they are precelved throughwthe eyes of the Jehovah Witness.
Many may have been vadidated by oral tradltlon passed down
through the years. The Witnesses are motlvated by fa;th £0
take a stand against'biood transfusion. They are‘peopie who -
consciously reject scientific medicine.j-Whenﬁmedicine come
petes with re11U1on, medicine loses. |

It 1s my belief that thls group has taken a . verse of

the Blble out of context. Only by deflnltely mlsapplylng

the Scrlpture can they be construed to forbld der1V1ng

"benefit from the very humane appllcatlon of medical science.

Because of this'misinterpretation concerning blood, many of
thelr members are denled llfe sav1ng treatment However,
they are not as strlct as some groups who refuse anv type of

medlcal treatment.




In our communlty the Jehovah Wltness is a mlnorlty group
" This partlcular case recelved w1de spread pub11c1ty . It was

discussed at great length 1n the newspaper and on teleV181on
" Prior to this 1n01dent, many people had not been aware of this
partlcular belief. There was.a. 1ot OL drscuss1on and conuroue_
versy centered around thls 1n01dent

Belng 80 closely assoc1ated w1th this made me keehly a

aware of the confllct that can- ex1st between folk medlclne-
and ecademlc medlclhe- It caused me to pause and think abouu
whet I might do if'I were in thls partlcular.81tuatlon. If
I pursue a career in medlclne I may some day find myself 1n
Just such a dmlemma¢We are.taught 16 pr otect the sanctlty of
life and to do.Whateuer is necessary to save a life. Yet, we
'must respect the W1shes of the patlent as much as poss1b1e.'
Wheh the patlent is no longer able to make these de0131ons,_
the next of kin has, thls respons1b111ty But in the final

analys1s, who does have the rlght to make thls v1tal de01s1on°




