Compassion conversations 13: Choosing an attitude
Today I’m the maternity anaesthetist on-call for epidural pain-relief and Caesareans. I could not imagine a more privileged and joyful role.

I didn’t always see it that way. I work a 24-hour shift and a busy night leaves me exhausted and sleep-deprived. I’d often feel grumpy and sorry for myself after the third or fourth call in the night. I carried my grumpiness into work and was intolerant of difficulties, delays or missing equipment. The relationship with midwives was uneasy and I wasn’t always welcome in the labour room. It was sometimes an uphill struggle to get the job done.
One day I decided to choose a different attitude. This wonderful lesson in life was taught me by one of my surgical patients, an old lady called Jessie. I was afraid of administering her anaesthetic because I feared she might die on the operating table. She sensed my vulnerability and so she said that I needed cheering up! So she told me a VERY rude joke. When I think of Jessie’s selfless courage, compassion and extraordinary humour, in the face of life-threatening illness, it makes me ashamed to ever be grumpy.

Now, whenever I’m called to attend a woman in labour, I think about the extraordinary privilege of being invited to take part in an intimate and life-changing event. I take great care with the spirit and presence I bring into the room. My caring extends to the midwife as well as the mother. I do the epidural with the minimum of fuss and then witness the miracle of pain relief. It is a joyous experience. I don’t care how tired I am. I go home with love and joy in my heart.

I used to think that midwives resented my coming to do an epidural. Now I feel like an honoured guest. I am greeted warmly. I sense that my praises have been sung to the mother even before I step into the labour room. The midwives anticipate my needs and epidurals are done quickly and easily. The pain relief is more effective and complications are reduced.

For most of my career, I considered the relationship with midwives as a problem out there. Now I know that the problem (and certainly the solution) existed in my own head. I just had to take responsibility for my attitude.

Sometimes we have to change “me” to change the world.
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