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Providing Hope
A s a nephrologist in Santa Barbara, California, Michael 

B. Fisher, MD ’68, had spent more than 40 years  
caring for patients with chronic kidney disease when he 
was diagnosed with serious lung cancer in 2013. Although 
he’d always prided himself on his approach to patients and 
patient care, it wasn’t until his own illness that he truly 
understood how cold and impersonal being a patient can 
feel. “I suddenly found myself on what I call the ’medical 
conveyor belt’ where you feel as if you have lost control 
over your own life and are moved from test to test, from 
procedure to procedure,” Dr. Fisher recalls. “ It can be 
overwhelming and confusing and sometimes you feel 
more like a number than a human being.”

Fisher says he was inspired to fight back and get well 
by the heroism of his most challenging renal patients. In 
his recovery, Fisher set out to pay tribute to his patients 
and their incredible stories of courage as well as help oth-
ers understand and take greater control over their health-
care. His book, Surviving Kidney Disease: True Stories of 
Love, Courage, Hope, and Heroism, was published in April. 
The book provides a primer to complex and serious kidney 
diseases with their pathologies described in 
layman’s language. He also addresses the psy-
chological and emotional issues of chronic dis-
ease in an attempt to provide patients with the 
hope to face whatever challenges lie ahead, 
and shares stories of individual patients who 
overcame a variety of kidney ailments. 

“I didn’t want it to be a typical clinical 
book, but something that people could identify 
with,” says Fisher, who practices at Cottage 
Hospital in Santa Barbara, which is affiliated 
with the University of Southern California’s 
Keck School of Medicine. “I wanted to share 
how human beings are able to deal with the most chal-
lenging, daunting problems. The ingredients to overcom-
ing them are the same—when there is a ’why’ to survive, 
people will find almost any kind of ’how.’ When there is 
hope and love, people have the capacity to rise above 
even the most daunting situations.” 

That was a lesson Fisher first learned as a Peace Corps 
physician in La Paz, Bolivia, from 1969 to 1971. “One of 
the key lessons I learned in Bolivia was how much we all 
have in common,” he says. “People want to live healthy 
lives and they want the same for their loved ones. Most 
importantly, it was clear to me that having loved ones 
around during surgery or sickness was powerful medicine.”

Although genetics play a major role in 
determining disease, Fisher says he realized 
many of the patients he wrote about had 
severe emotional trauma resulting in chron-
ic stress. “Their illnesses manifested during 
this timeline, and ultimately, lead to kidney 
failure,” he says. “My own observation over 
the course of 50 years was that there was a 
pattern of chronic stress followed by organ-
ic disease. The immune system is weakened 
by chronic stress.” 

During his own recovery, Fisher discov-
ered for himself the powerful connection between lifestyle 
and health, as he reduced stress, made dietary changes, 
and got regular exercise. He felt better and began to delve 
more deeply into research on the mind-body connection. 
“If we can spend a little more time on prevention and 
wellness, we could prevent a lot of chronic diseases that 
are the scourges of the 21st century and destroying our 
medical care system,” he says. “The people around the 
world who live the longest have used this simple formula 
as the core value for their lifetime.”

— Renée Gearhart Levy
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Michael Fisher, MD ’68, has 
cared for patients with kidney 
disease for more than 40 years.


