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A Better Angel of Our Nature: Hanna Michel “Jean” Khoury, MD
(April 24, 1967-May 22, 2017)

Fadlo R. Khuri, MD
Editor-in-Chief

Figure 1. Hanna Michel “Jean” Khoury (April 24, 1967-May 22, 2017).

Jean Khoury was a man full of passion, full of life, and resplendent with the courage to take life on in all its complexity. He
was the physician’s physician, the mentor’s mentor, a wonderful father and husband, a man in full in the best sense of the
phrase. He was an incredibly close friend, and always seemed to be the epitome of cool.

Try explaining to yourself when you're trying to simply color coordinate your jacket, tie, pants, and shirt, or getting
through a day when you have 25 patients in a clinic, how a man with such infinite grace could glide through life and seem
to never ever break a sweat, and see 50 patients in just over half the time. Except that Hanna never glided through life, and
that impression frustrated him. He was smart, thoughtful, kind, athletic, patient, analytic, loving, precise, and absolutely
possessed of a remarkable judgment, especially with regard to people. Here was a tremendous difference with Hanna that
so few people can contemplate, much less achieve. Hanna took his time with people, and sought to extract from them their
greatest qualities. He used his generosity of spirit and analytic will to turn their weaknesses into strengths, their hopes into
dreams. He even sought to turn their nightmares, such as those we face with the dreaded disease that we treat and that he
ultimately succumbed to after a ferocious battle, into meaningful moments of rare grace.

Hanna attended the Jesuit Facultés Universitaires Notre-Dame de la Paix in Namur, Belgium, for his undergraduate
degree, and the Université catholique de Louvain in Brussels, where he received his medical degree. He completed his resi-
dency in internal medicine at Memorial University Medical Center in Savannah, Georgia, and his fellowship in
hematology-oncology as well as a bone marrow transplantation fellowship at the Washington University School of Medi-
cine in St. Louis, Missouri.

I first met Hanna in December of 2003 when he was serving on the faculty at Washington University. Ned Waller,
the head of Emory University’s Section of Blood and Bone Marrow Transplantation, had come back from a visit to St.
Louis absolutely convinced we had found our future Chief of Hematology. So I attended the annual American Society of
Hematology meeting for the first time since my fellowship, and was quite impressed with the person I met. His track
record on paper and clinical references were impressive by themselves, but what was even more startling was the quiet
demeanor, the courageous but humble mien, the nuanced but decisive responses to the real challenges academic medicine
faced with mentoring high-quality individuals in the physician-scientist mold without sacrificing the quality of the patient
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Figure 2. Dr. Khoury with his wife Angela (center) and children (from left) Mikhail, Iman, and Alya.

encounter. I recognized by the end of our meeting that I
had rarely been so quickly convinced by anyone. Emory
University, and I, had found our transformative new
Chief of Hematology in this still 36-year-old man, barely
4 years after he completed his training.

After coming to Emory University, Hanna led and
completely revitalized the Division of Hematology and
the Leukemia Program of the Winship Cancer Institute.
Hanna loved people, but he lived to push them out of
their comfort zones. An incredible athlete, both mentally
and physically, he would occasionally back off after dis-
rupting to a certain degree, and come over to my office
almost apologetically to ask if he was causing too much
trouble. But he always went back for more. He designed
the physical space of the Division of Hematology;
recruited folks for the division from young stars to senior
leaders; and was an equal opportunity mentor to nurses,
staff, medical students, residents, fellows, junior faculty,
senior faculty, and especially his always beleaguered chair,
who would repeatedly be lulled into thinking that the
great Jean Khoury was coming by to ask for help in solving
his challenges, when all along he was coming to solve my
own challenges.

His extraordinary skill and compassion as a physi-
cian, as a clinical investigator, and as a mentor led to
many accolades and awards, including being selected as

the first holder of the R. Randall Rollins Chair in
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Oncology, and election to the Alpha Omega Alpha Honor
Medical Society. He served with distinction in several
major international leadership roles at the American Soci-
ety for Blood and Marrow Transplantation and the Amer-
ican Society of Hematology, and was Section Editor for
Hemarologic Malignancies for Cancer for the last 5 years.
He won the teacher of the year award at both the Wash-
ington University and Emory University Schools of Medi-
cine, in the first case outcompeting top senior faculty
while he was still an instructor of medicine, an unheard-of
feat of mentorship. And the equal opportunity mentor-
ship would continue: nurses and nurse practitioners,
senior and junior faculty from all departments, fellows,
medical students, physician assistants, and even under-
graduates all came under his matchless tutelage.

In his clinical and research work, he was a pioneer in
the molecular targeting of leukemias. His focus was in the
areas of drug development in bone marrow transplanta-
tion, leukemia, and myelodysplasia. He worked at the
intersection of the laboratory and the clinic on new
approaches for the prevention and treatment of acute
graft-versus-host disease, and the identification of genetic
markers that predict outcomes in patients with hemato-
logical cancers. He established the leukemia tissue bank at
Washington University and the hematology tissue bank at
Emory University. He published as first, senior, or coau-
thor more than 140 peer-reviewed articles in high-impact
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Figure 3. Pictured from left: Dr. Matthew Meyerson (Harvard University/Dana-Farber Cancer Institute), Dr. Haian Fu (Emory Univer-
sity/Winship Cancer Institute), Dr. Jean Khoury (Emory University/Winship Cancer Institute), Dr. Taofeek Owonikoko (Emory Univer-
sity/Winship Cancer Institute), Dr. Otis Brawley (American Cancer Society), and Dr. Suresh Ramalingam (Emory University/Winship
Cancer Institute) on January 26, 2016, in front of the Mediterranean Sea on the Beirut Corniche. Photo by Dr. Ruth O’Regan.

journals such as The New England Journal of Medicine,
Cancer Cell, Nature Communications, the Journal of Clini-
cal Oncology, and Blood (see selected list below). He con-
ducted more than 50 phase 1, 2, and 3 clinical trials. He
was leading an absolutely stellar new group focused on
chronic myelogenous leukemia (now and forever named
the H. Jean Khoury Cure CML Consortium) along with
the best and the brightest thought leaders in the field at
the time he became ill, and continued the work to within
aweek of his death.

When I finally accepted the job as president of the
American University of Beirut (AUB), Hanna was among
the very first to know. This was not only because he is,
was, and always will be one of the closest friends that I
have ever made. But I knew the anxiety that this would
provoke in him. You see, Jean had grown up under the
shadow of the Lebanese Civil War, and would spend days
on end in the bomb shelter of their building. One thing
that could provoke anxiety in this serene man was the
prospect of moving back to Lebanon now, especially
when he, Angela, Mikhail, Iman, and Alya had found a
delicate but durable slice of peace, prosperity, and creativ-
ity at Emory University, in the rolling hills of one of
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America’s most beautiful cities. He was incredibly proud
of and attached to everything that we as a family of physi-
cians, scientists, nurses, trainees, staff, and yes, especially
patients, had built at Emory University and the Winship
Cancer Institute. He was going to change the world from
Winship, from Emory. So I talked to him at length and
reassured him that now was not his time to come back to
Lebanon: “One day,” I said, “but not now. You are doing
too much good. Unlike me, or almost anyone else here, or
anyone else anywhere, you are simply too irreplaceable in
too many people’s lives.”

Jean came to my inauguration in Beirut. Less than 6
weeks after he had proudly given our AUB, Emory Uni-
versity, The University of Texas MD Anderson Cancer
Center, University of Colorado, Harvard/Dana-Farber
Cancer Institute, and University of Wisconsin crowd a
tour of the history and beauty of Beirut, culminating in a
precelebration dinner soirée in his apartment, I got a mes-
sage from him that filled me with dread. Always polite,
my friend, the erudite and poised professor, asked me to
call him as soon as possible. As soon as I saw the message,
I called him, and he and Angela told me he had esophageal

cancer.
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Over the next 14.5 months, Hanna Khoury, 4-Dan
black belt in Taekwando, musical cognoscenti, master
physician, scientist, teacher, and scholar, fought back with
everything he had. The ultimate physician, scholar, and
mentor, a man given to provoking, coaching, and produc-
ing the very best from everyone, bore his challenges with a
smile and, remarkably, until his last day, set about to con-
sole all around him with his grace, humor, and the shining
example of a man who really was, in the immortal words
of Lincoln, one of those rare “better angels of our nature.”

Hanna Michel “Jean” Khoury passed away at 9:00
AM on May 22, 2017, with his wife Angela and his chil-
dren Mikhail, Iman, and Alya beside him. But his words,
actions, and ideals will long outlive him. I will remember
him always smiling, occasionally sarcastically, pushing,
prodding, and enabling people to live their dreams, to tap
their potential. Celebrate the beauty of life, he said so
often, and leave a real piece of yourself behind. He defi-
nitely did, with each and every one of us and with thou-
sands of people more. He really was a master physician,
and a matchless friend.

Last year, when Bob Dylan won the Nobel Prize,
Hanna excitedly texted me. Did you hear, he asked? Yes,
Jean, T heard. A part of Jean is now permanently embed-
ded in each and every one of us, and his magical, mischie-
vous, infinitely gracious smile is permanently engraved in
my heart and that of thousands of other sincere hearts.
And the Dylan song that will always evoke my undying
memory of my undying friend is:

May God bless and keep you always
May your wishes all come true

May you always do for others

And let others do for you

May you build a ladder to the stars
And climb on every rung

May you stay forever young

Farewell, my faithful and farsighted friend.
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