If There’s Anything I Can Do….

A few years ago I had a very humbling experience, one that made me realize I wasn’t as great as I thought I was.  A friend of mine called and mentioned that she had a friend staying with her - a nineteen years old, pregnant woman whose husband was serving in Iraq.  He was due to come home in a few weeks and they had been having marital difficulties.  This young lady was afraid her husband would kick her out of the house upon his return, rendering her homeless.  She didn’t have a job or any transportation.  She had underlying health problems and hadn’t yet been to a doctor to address the pregnancy.  Could I please help her?

I hate to admit it, but my first thought was “I don’t want to touch this with a ten foot pole.” I had been involved in situations like this before and it hadn’t gone well.  I knew I would be opening a can of worms.  I selfishly thought, “How can I be kind and not actually have to get involved?”  My friend mentioned that they needed a ride into town so that her friend could put in a job application. Since I was going to Walmart anyway, I told them I would give them a ride.  

As I got to know this young lady, I quickly realized that her needs were very legitimate.  Her mother had passed away while she was in high school.  Her father was a deadbeat dad who was evading police.  She had no other family support and very few friends.  She was living in a camper trailer.  She literally had no one.  

While shopping at Walmart I felt guilty buying food for my family since I knew that she was pregnant, hungry, and suffering from morning sickness, so I bought her a few groceries.  On the way home I was still hesitant to get involved, but I kept asking myself “If I don’t help her, who will?”  I honestly couldn’t come up with an answer.  

I finally made the decision to help, but was instantly overwhelmed by all of the things I couldn’t do.  I couldn’t buy her a car.  I couldn’t find her a job, since I didn’t know of any.  I couldn’t accompany her to her prenatal visits since I didn’t even know her.  I couldn’t solve her marital problems - most of her concerns were way over my head.  Then I remembered a quote I had heard years earlier:

“I am only one, but still I am one.  I cannot do everything, but still I can do something.  And because I can’t do everything, I will not fail to do that something that I can do.” (Everett Hale)

I knew that she was LDS and that even though I didn’t have the resources to help her, the church did.  Since I knew where she lived, I was able to go to LDS.org and type in her address.  From that I was able to get the name and phone number of her current bishop.  I called him that night and he was one of the kindest, most compassionate people I have ever spoken with.  He was familiar with her husband’s family and background and was happy to know that this young couple was living within his ward boundaries. He said he would call her that night and put her in touch with the resources she needed.  

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.”

So often when we hear of unmet needs, it’s easy to not want to get involved. But there are several reasons why we should.

The first reason is that every human being deserves to have the basics of life. Henry B. Eyring once said, “Our Heavenly Father hears the prayers of His children across the earth pleading for food to eat, for clothes to cover their bodies, and for the dignity that would come from being able to provide for themselves. Those pleas have reached Him since He placed men and women on the earth.”

We have all been there, haven’t we?  Each of us have hit rock bottom financially, physically, mentally, or spiritually.  We’ve all had times when we’ve been at the mercy of the kindness of others. As we bask in our abundance, we must remember the words of Mahatma Gandi, “Live simply so that other can simply live.” We can all be an answer to their prayers.

The second reason we should get involved is that we promised we would.  When we were baptized we promised that we would mourn with those that mourn and comfort those who stand in need of comfort.  Those of you who are endowed – seriously think about the promises you make each time you go to the temple.  Each week when we take the sacrament we renew those promises with Heavenly Father. Serving others is not something we do for extra credit, but rather the very essence of the gospel. If ye are not in the service of your fellow beings you are not in the service of your God.

H. David Burton said, No matter how many temples we build, no matter how large our membership grows, no matter how positively we are perceived in the eyes of the world—should we fail in this great core commandment to “succor the weak, lift up the hands which hang down, and strengthen the feeble knees,”  or turn our hearts from those who suffer and mourn, we are under condemnation and cannot please the Lord.
As sons and daughters of God, we cannot inherit the full measure of eternal life without being fully invested in caring for each other while we are here on earth. It is in the benevolent practice of sacrifice and giving of ourselves to others that we learn the celestial principles of sacrifice and consecration.”
Sometimes we may feel that we have “served enough.”  Maybe we’re older and have held several church callings or we just feel like we have met our “quota” for service.  Let me share one of my favorite poems.

“Giving is living the angel said

You feed the hungry sweet charity’s bread

But must I keep giving and giving again

My tired and querrelous question ran

Oh no, said the angel, his eye pierced me through

Just give ‘til the Master stops giving to you.”

I think we all still have a ways to go.

Perhaps the best reason to serve others is that is it fun! I will never forget the day I became addicted to service. I was a student at Ricks College and had made some scones.  I had purchased a roll of pop-open biscuits that came in a package of ten. I fried all of them up in hot oil and added some sugar and cinnamon.  I ate what I could, but since they don’t keep well, I decided to take the rest to the girls who lived next door. When I presented them with the scones, you would have thought I had given them eternal life.  They were so excited! I’ll never forget standing there on their doorstep thinking, “Is this really all I have to do to make someone’s day?”  The swelling in my heart was so great that I went home and made more scones.  It truly changed my life.

Obviously, when we serve others, we need to use wisdom and good judgment.  Once as a naïve high school student I took a bus to Boise, Idaho to attend a school conference.  On the way home I sat next to a woman who was down and out on her luck.  She told me she had no place to stay that night.  I cheerfully said, “You can come stay at our house!”  So I showed up at my home with this lady in tow and informed my mother that she would be spending the night with us.  I’m sure my mother slept with one eye open.
Our hearts are often stirred with feelings of sympathy.  When we meet someone struggling to find employment, we feel that desire to help.  We feel it when we go into the home of a widow and see that she has no food.  We feel it when we see photographs of crying children sitting in the ruins of their home destroyed by an earthquake or by fire. It is vital that we turn these feelings of sympathy into a decision to act on our covenants.

Mary Ellen Edmunds in her book Love is a Verb said, “Love without service, like faith without works, is dead.  You can serve without love, I suppose, but I don’t think you can have genuine love without serving - you cannot feel compassion without feeling compelled to help in some way, to do what you can.” 

I believe that is the difference between nice people and compassionate people.  Nice people feel badly for others and then go on their merry way. Compassionate people feel badly for others and then do something specific to alleviate their suffering.

So why don’t we do more compassionate service?  Perhaps one reason is that we just don’t take the time to think of others. When infants are born, they are totally involved and concerned with themselves.  Child development experts call this the narcissistic stage, or awareness of only ones self.  At first a baby doesn’t know the difference between his mother and a chair, other than one helps meet his needs periodically.  As the baby grows, he soon learns to distinguish other beings, separate from himself.  Unfortunately, there are some individuals who never get much past the stage of great self-involvement.  But others, those who reach emotional maturity, come to a realization that there are indeed other people out there also occupying this planet and that we must learn to help and care about them.  The emotionally mature person knows how interdependent we all are, that families, communities, society and the gospel work only when we do so.

There was once a speaker who gave an excellent analogy describing the difference between a selfish and an unselfish person. He said, “Do you live in a house of mirrors, or do you live in a house of windows?”  The selfish person sees everything that happens in life in terms of how it reflects back on him.  “What’s in it for me?  How does this affect me personally?  I don’t worry about problems if it’s “no skin off my nose.”

If we have windows in our souls, we see out clearly.  We see into the lives of others, their needs, joys, struggles and fears.  We all have some mirrors; we all have some windows.  The difference, I suppose, is in the ratio of one to the other.  Hopefully, we’re working to install clear glass if we have found too many mirrors in our house.

My brother shared with me a story about a man who clearly had windows in his soul:

“In my work place we have a guy who is the head of our Finance Company.  He also was my wife’s bishop when we met.  Unfortunately, he has an undiagnosed disease that mimics muscular dystrophy.  Over the years he has really slowed down, and drags one of his feet when he walks.  He has even had a few falls, which is scary.  Nonetheless, he is one of the happiest fathers of 7 you could ever meet and he doesn't ask for any special privileges.  

A few weeks ago I had to go around part of our building and sell raffle tickets for two of the closest parking spots to the building.  These are very coveted parking spots and each employee would buy a ticket or two, write their name on the back, and then put them back in my bag.  When I went to his office, he purchased 10 tickets.  If I weren’t an ethical man, I would have totally cheated on the raffle to make sure this man won one of the parking spots.  I know he had been too stubborn to take one of the handicap spots.  Anyway, when the raffle came, I was a little heart broken that he hadn't won.  When I went to throw away the tickets, I was curious if all of his tickets had slipped to the bottom so I checked.  What I found out is that he had written someone else's name on all of his tickets.  In fact he had purchased the ticket for an older lady who ended up winning.  There sure are a lot of good people in this world, aren’t there?”

J. Richard Clarke said, “How many times have we observed a benevolent act performed by someone and asked ourselves “Why didn’t I think of that?”  Those who do the deeds we would have liked to do seem to have mastered the art of awareness.  They have formed the habit of being sensitive to the needs of others before they think of themselves.”

When we hear of someone in need, sometimes it’s just easier to say, “If there’s anything I can do, just let me know…” which make us sound charitable but doesn’t actually require anything of us.  Let me share a story that I heard several years ago that changed my life and the way I do service.  It’s called, “I’ve Come to Clean Your Shoes.”

“Still in shock I stumbled about the house trying to decide what to put into the suitcases.  Earlier that evening, I’d received a call from my hometown in Missouri telling me that my brother and his wife, her sister and both the sister’s children had been killed in a car crash.  “Come as soon as you can,” begged my mother.

That’s what I wanted to do – to leave at once, to hurry to my parents.  But my husband, Larry, and I were in the midst of packing all our belongings to move from Ohio to New Mexico.  Our house was in total confusion.  Some of the clothes that Larry and I and our two young children, Eric and Meghan, would need were already taped up in cartons.  Which ones?  Stunned by grief, I couldn’t remember.  Other clothes lay unwashed in a pile on the laundry room floor.  Supper dishes still sat on the kitchen table.  Toys were strewn everywhere.

While Larry made plane reservations for the following morning, I wandered about the house, aimlessly picking things up and putting them down again.  I couldn’t focus.  Again and again, the words I’d heard on the phone echoed through my head; “Bill is gone, Marilyn too.  June, and both the children…”

It was a though the message had muffled my brain with cotton.  Whenever Larry spoke, he sounded far away.  As I moved through the house, I ran into doors and tripped over chairs.

Larry made arrangements for us to leave by seven o’clock the next morning.  Then he phoned a few friends to tell them what had happened.  Occasionally, someone asked to speak to me.  “If there is anything I can do, let me know” that person would offer kindly.  “Thank you very much,” I’d reply.  But I didn’t know what to ask for.  I couldn’t concentrate.

I sat in a chair, staring into space, while Larry called Donna King, the woman with whom I taught a nursery class at church each Sunday.  Donna and I were casual friends, but we didn’t see each other often.  She and Emerson, her thin, quiet husband, were kept busy during the weekdays by their own “nursery” – six children ranging in age from two years to fifteen.  I was glad Larry had thought to warn her that she’d have the nursery class alone the following Sunday.

While I sat there, Meghan darted by, clutching a ball.  Eric chased after her.  “They should be in bed,” I thought. I followed them into the living room.  My legs dragged.  My hands felt gloved with lead.  I sank down on the couch in a stupor.  When the doorbell rang, I rose slowly and crept across the room.  I opened the door to see Emerson King standing on the porch.

“I’ve come to clean your shoes,” he said.  Confused, I asked him to repeat.  “Donna had to stay with the baby,” he said, “but we want to help you.  I remember when my father died, it took me hours to get the children’s shoes cleaned and shined for the funeral.  So that’s what I’ve come to do for you.  Give me all your shoes, not just the good shoes, but all your shoes.”

I hadn’t even thought about shoes until he mentioned them.  Now I remembered that Eric had left the sidewalk to wade through the mud in his good shoes after church the previous Sunday.  Not to be outdone by her brother, Megan had kicked rocks, scuffing the toes of her shoes.  When we returned, I’d tossed them into the laundry room, for cleaning later.

When Emerson spread newspapers on the kitchen floor, I gathered Larry’s dress and everyday shoes, my heels, my flats, the children’s dirty dress shoes and their sneakers with the food spots.  Emerson found a pan that he filled with soapy water.  He got an old knife out of a drawer and retrieved a sponge from under the sink.  Larry had to rummage through several cartons, but at last he located the shoe polish.

Emerson settled himself on the floor and got to work.  Watching him concentrate intently on one task helped me pull my own thoughts into order.  Laundry first, I told myself.  While the washer chugged, Larry and I bathed the children and put them to bed.

While we cleaned the supper dishes, Emerson continued to work, saying nothing. I thought of Jesus washing the feet of his disciples.  Our Lord had knelt, serving his friends, even as this man now knelt, serving us. The love in that act released my tears at last, healing rain to wash the fog from my mind.  I could move.  I could think.  I could get on with the business of living.

One by one, the jobs fell into place.  I went into the laundry room to put a load of wash into the dryer, returning to the kitchen to find that Emerson had left.  In a line against one wall stood all our shoes, gleaming.  I could put the shoes directly into the suitcases.

We got to bed late and rose very early, but by the time we left for the airport, all the jobs were done.  Ahead lay grim, sad days, but the comfort of Christ’s presence, symbolized by the image of a quiet man kneeling on my kitchen floor with a pan of water, would sustain me.  

Now whenever I hear of an acquaintance who has lost a loved one, I no longer call with the vague offer, “If there’s anything I can do….” Now I try to think of one specific task that suits that person’s need – such as washing the family car, taking their dog to the boarding kennel, or house sitting during the funeral.  And if the person says to me, “How did you know I needed that done?” I reply, “It’s because a man once cleaned my shoes.” (from Guideposts Magazine, May, 1981)

My prayer is that each of us will catch ourselves the next time we say, “If there’s anything I can do” and replace it with an inspired act of service. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen.
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