Beyond The Casserole

In 2007, as a mother of five young children, I had a severe allergic reaction to a routine antibiotic that filled both lungs with pneumonia.  The illness quickly progressed to respiratory failure and ARDS (a condition that is often fatal).  I was in a coma on a ventilator in ICU for two weeks fighting for my life.  When I awoke from the coma I was somewhat paralyzed and was transferred to rehab to learn to walk again, feed myself, etc.  It was quite the experience.  Fortunately I had a full recovery.

As you can imagine, when a family of seven loses its mother for five weeks, the needs can be astronomical.  Childcare, transportation, meal preparation, church callings - all had to be done by someone else.  And it was.  Not only did our family rally around us, but our friends and neighbors performed countless hours of service in our behalf. 

The amount of service given was unbelievable.  But what impressed me even more was the originality of service provided. I had never seen such thoughtful and inspired acts of kindness.  Each individual who knew us stepped up to the plate to give what they had to give, according to their talents and abilities.  

Time doesn’t permit me to share all of the acts of service performed, but I’d like to share a few to inspire all of us to think outside the box when it comes to serving others.

One couple recognized that I wouldn’t be able to see my children for quite some time.  They purchased a digital frame, downloaded pictures of our family from our computer, and placed it at my bedside at the hospital.  Not only did I enjoy looking at it, but I know that I received better care from the staff because they could see me as a real person with a real family at home.

Another good friend of ours works in construction building roads.  He had helped us build our quarter-mile lane when we first built our home.  We had never gotten around to placing fine gravel on top, which would have made the ride a lot smoother.  One evening after an especially difficult day at the hospital, Doug was driving home when he noticed that our friend had covered our entire lane with fine gravel - without being asked or charging us a dime.  Doug later mentioned that he just sat in his car and cried when he realized what our friend had done.  

A gentleman in Doug’s parents’ ward plays “Santa” each year at Christmastime.  He insisted on coming to our home to entertain our children one night.  What a highlight that was for them!  Another family did the twelve days of Christmas - delivering fun gifts each day.  

My brother-in-law who felt badly that he wasn’t an expert in medicine used his computer skills to locate one of the top ARDS doctors in the country.  The information he obtained was part of the reason my life was spared.

One sister in the ward came up to the hospital and rubbed my feet with lotion.  Another friend brought over a bag of snacks that my husband could put in his car since he had to travel to and from the hospital every day.  A couple in our ward who have a special needs daughter made a poster with pictures of her to inspire me in my recovery.  Our bishop’s wife shoveled our sidewalk after a heavy snowstorm.

My cousin who lives in another city made a bright, cheerful pink blanket to brighten up my hospital room.  My aunt who is an interior decorator on the east coast sent me cheerful wrapping paper to put on my hospital walls to add a splash of color. A friend brought me a good book to read and left it at my bedside.

Our siblings who spent countless days away from their own families to care for our children helped them decorate sugar cookies, took them Christmas shopping and made gingerbread houses. A couple in our ward donated McDonalds gift certificates so the babysitters could take the children out to eat once in a while. After I was discharged, my mom gave us a cleaning service for a few months since I wouldn’t be able to clean the house myself.

Each of these thoughtful individuals simply asked themselves, “What resources and talents do I have that could help this family?” and then acted on those promptings.

Not only can we serve our family, neighbors and friends, but service opportunities arise every day in our professional lives. For example, a local podiatrist, a colleague of my husband’s, offered to help remove sutures from Doug’s patients since he knew Doug would be up at the hospital with me.  

One of my doctors, a very busy ICU specialist, noticed one morning that I couldn’t feed myself because I couldn’t move my arms.  He patiently sat down during a busy shift and fed me my breakfast. (You should have seen the looks on the nurse’s face!)

One of my favorite nurses was Linda.  No matter how hectic her shift, she always found time to do the little “extras” that meant so much.  One night after I’d been in the hospital for nearly three weeks, my hair felt so stringy and was matted to my head.  Linda not only gave me a warm bed bath and massage, but she washed my hair and did her best to style it.  It felt so good!

Two days later my personal hair stylist came to the hospital and washed, cut and styled my hair in the hospital beauty salon.  It took three people to hoist me into the chair and a few extras to get me back into my wheelchair when she was finished, but oh, did I feel great.  I almost felt human!  She would later come to my home after I was discharged not only to cut my hair, but my three daughters’ hair as well.  

I also learned during this experience the importance of caring for the caregivers.  My parents, my husband and my mother-in-law put their lives on hold to be at my bedside around the clock.  The stress and sleepless nights certainly took their toll, especially since both my parents had significant health issues themselves.  There were many who sustained them during this difficult time so that they could sustain me.  Let me just share a few examples.  My husband shared the following experience during one of the most difficult days:  


“Wednesday morning I attempted to go to work at Fort Hall.  Since I am a physician under contract with them, I felt like I needed to go and at least see a few patients.  I realized very quickly that I was no good to anyone.  My head was spinning and I couldn’t concentrate. When I called the hospital to get a report, I learned that Shannon’s condition had deteriorated.  I kept thinking, “I can’t do this.  I can’t be here.”  The PA finally told me, “You go be with your wife.  We’ll reschedule all your patients.” 


I walked out the back door of the clinic so no one would see my cry. I honestly don’t remember ever crying so hard in my life.  As I drove, I talked on the cell phone with my sister Regina and my brother Blair, who were watching our children.  I just kept saying, “I can’t do this, I can’t do this.”  When I arrived at home, Blair was standing by the desk in the kitchen.  He held out his arms and simply said, “Brother.”  He embraced me and offered to give me a blessing.  It helped a great deal.”


He also shared this experience: “One afternoon at the hospital, a sweet lady from our ward stopped in to visit.  She had been through an amazing fight with breast cancer, which probably should have taken her life, leaving her four children motherless.  She had been saved by a miracle, and I knew she understood what I was going through.  She simply gave me a hug and said, “Oh, Doug.”  I sobbed on her shoulder. As we sat and talked in the conference room, she reminded me that our ways are not God’s ways.


I knew she was on her way to the temple.   I told her, “You are one of the most spiritual people I know.  If I have the most spiritual person in the most sacred place pleading my case to the Lord, then I can accept his will.”  She truly brought me comfort at the lowest point of my life.”


My mother shared the following: “One friend told me that her husband, in the middle of a sleepless night, decided to get up for a while until he became drowsy.  He logged on to his computer and checked his e-mail.  “Then” said my friend, “When he read how gravely ill Shannon was, he immediately dropped to his knees and began praying for her.  

Our bishop and his wife, longtime friends of ours, came to the hospital.  Although Shannon was in a deep coma, the bishop spoke to her, warm, loving words that touched my soul.  He told her how she was still missed in the ward, how she had set a good example for the youth and how much she was loved by the members of our ward.

My husband and I would come home night after night to find food, cards and messages that had been dropped off.  After one particularly difficult day, we came home late and discovered a homemade lemon meringue pie on the kitchen counter.  One of our neighbors had remembered that it was Morris’s favorite dessert.  

One member of our ward is a respiratory therapist at the hospital.  He was the one person who would unfailingly find something positive to say each day.  It might be "I've seen patients a lot sicker than her get better" or "We're able to turn the ventilator down a little today.  That's a really good sign!" I needed that.  He'd stop by even when he wasn't assigned to Shannon, just to see how things were going.  I always looked forward to his visits.”

Perhaps some of the most meaningful service comes from strangers and casual acquaintances. There was only one time that I truly felt discouraged during my hospital stay.  I had had a difficult night.  Sleeping in a hospital bed isn’t an ideal situation.  I still felt somewhat confused, and time would pass so slowly.  I remember lying there in the dark watching the clock hour after hour.  I awoke that morning thinking, “I can’t do this anymore.  I am so tired of being a patient.  I just want to go home and be a normal person.”  The phlebotomists had poked me 5 or 6 times that morning trying to get blood for my lab tests.  I had heard rumors that I might be transferred to the rehab unit, but didn’t know if I would qualify.  Things just seemed bleak.  

That afternoon I heard some of the most angelic voices I have ever heard coming from the hallway.  A group of ladies were singing Christmas carols and the tears immediately started rolling down my cheeks.  It was like a little burst of heaven in an otherwise chaotic world.  My mom asked them to come into my room and sing to me.  They asked me what my favorite song was and I requested “O Holy Night.”  Unfortunately, they didn’t have it in their repertoire, but they sang me several other beautiful songs.  It lifted my spirits in a way I can’t describe.

I recognized one of the ladies as a girl I knew from high school.  She graduated a year ahead of me and in my opinion was “the most popular girl in school.”  She was beautiful and had a singing voice to match.  She was a cheerleader and had won the high school beauty pageant.  She recognized me and felt so badly that I had been so sick.  

A couple of days later I was so surprised when she came to visit me in rehab and brought me a Christmas CD of violin music.  She said, “I felt badly the other day that we couldn’t sing you ‘O Holy Night’ so I brought you a beautiful arrangement of it on this CD.  I haven’t been able to get you out of my mind all week.”  I was so touched by her thoughtfulness.

All of these acts of service brought back memories of my father’s heart attack years earlier.  Just like in my case, his friends and family had rallied around him with original, kind, compassionate acts.  After Christmas, one ward member brought his cherry picker over to our house to take down a huge Christmas star that my father had placed in the top of a very tall pine tree.  Another member of his high priest group remodeled the living room while my dad was in the hospital.  A friend of his stopped by one day to let him know that he had completed my Dad’s home teaching for the month since he knew that that was very important to my father.

Sometimes when we hear that someone is going through a difficult time and we want to help, but we don’t know what to do.  Keep in mind that what we do or say is not half as important as the fact that we did or said something. After all, the smallest deed is better than the grandest intention.”

In the scriptures we read, “Greater love hath no man than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.”  Sometimes we have to “lay down our lives” or set aside time from our busy schedule to help our friends. 

Virginia Pearce once said, “You don’t need to withhold your comfort and support because you don’t have the time or capacity to move permanently into the center of someone else’s life.  I believe that sometimes I hesitate to open my heart and extend unreserved love because I truly believe I would then be obligated to take in the orphan, adopt and rear him to adulthood...Most of the time, all others usually need from me is simply to be held and encircled with love.”

Service doesn’t have to take a great deal of time.  It could be a ten minute letter or a five minutes phone call.   No one can do everything, but everyone can do something

Barbara B. Smith said, “We must seek out those among us with need and, using our God given talents for charity and our means for relieving others, coordinate the two.  This has been the charge from the beginning.  It is the charge today.  We should go personally into each other’s homes, and we should turn our souls to the point that we may find those in need and offer friendship and help as needed, and courage to meet each day’s challenges.”  

How grateful I am for those who have taught me how to serve.  Because of their example I hope to go “beyond the casserole” the next time I do service.  I hope to prayerfully assess their specific needs and use my God-given talents and resources to lighten their burden. In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
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