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Edgehill clinic offers lesson in holistic care
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The Siloam Family Health Center began as a dream, sketched out during a boring church service more than 20 years ago.
Today, the faith-based clinic in Edgehill has a staff of 30 professionals and more than 400 volunteers who care for patients of 100 nationalities, most with no insurance and little income. Siloam specializes in looking at a patient and all of his life circumstances, not just his medical condition, said Morgan Wills, a staff physician.
Wills and other Siloam staff hope to pass that approach on to medical and nursing students through the new Siloam Institute of Faith, Health, and Culture. The institute recently received a $125,000 grant from the Nashville-based Baptist Healing Trust to expand its training program for students.
The program will teach clinical skills and a more personal approach to medicine, said Siloam board member Rebecca Swan, a pediatrician and associate professor at Vanderbilt School of Medicine.
“Medical schools have so much to teach that compassion and whole person care sometimes get lost,” Swan said.
Siloam operates out of a 12,000-square-foot clinic that opened six years ago. It has 12 exam rooms, and outside of each room is a happy photo and flags from countries around the world. The children’s waiting room is decorated with colorful dots that say “hello” in a dozen languages.
The new clinic is a long way from Siloam’s humble origins in a pair of rented apartments on 12th Avenue South in Nashville.
The clinic got its start during a Sunday service at Belmont Church on Music Row in Nashville.
David Gregory, who worked at Nashville General Hospital, had been thinking about starting a clinic to help poor residents of Edgehill who needed medical treatment. He passed a note during a 1989 church service to his friend, Donna Finto-Burks, daughter of Belmont’s then pastor, Don Finto, asking her if she thought such a clinic was possible.
“I still have the note that I passed when I should have been listening to the sermon,” said Gregory, Siloam’s founder.
Two years later, the clinic opened one day a week with Gregory and other volunteers. Early on, they found a niche serving new immigrants.
From the beginning, Siloam relied on the help of medical students. One was Wills, who started volunteering as a student at Vanderbilt and came on staff in 2000.
Gregory said Siloam teaches students how to do quality care on a budget. “At Siloam, they see primary care being practiced in a practical, frugal way,” he said. “We expend our resources thoughtfully. We can’t have an MRI on every sore knee.”
The clinic has helped train medical, nursing and pharmacy students from Belmont, Lipscomb, Meharry, Tennessee State, Trevecca and Vanderbilt universities.
Compassion taught
Charles Terry, a second-year Vanderbilt medical student, said he learned how to be compassionate toward patients by watching the staff at Siloam while volunteering there for a class.
“As I watched clinicians sit with their patients and listened to the profound silences that passed between them, the white coat wore thin, and what was left was the catharsis of one person truly listening to another’s grief,” he wrote in a paper reflecting on his experience. “If there is a greater privilege afforded to doctors, I have yet to see it.”
Because it was started by a church, all the staff at Siloam are Christians. The clinic’s name comes from the New Testament book of John, in which Jesus heals a blind man and tells him to go wash in the pool of Siloam in Jerusalem.
But volunteers and students come from every faith background.
Wills said the clinic’s mission is to bridge the gap between academic medicine, the faith community and the medically underserved. He sees the new program as a way to improve health care in the United States.
“American health care does great at treating body parts. We have subdivided the human person into organ systems, and we are masters of specializing how to manage and control and cure defects in those organ systems,” he said. “The big hole in American medicine is how to put the whole person back together.”
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