Leave People Better Than You Found Them

I have a friend who has done so much for me.  She brought me donuts and juice for breakfast on a very stressful day.  She set up a computer blog for my daughter’s mission.  She brought her four-wheeler to help out with my son’s Eagle Project.  I remember at one point thinking “I am so far in debt to her. I wish I had a way to pay her back.”  Luckily, a few days later, she and her husband needed a date night and I was able to care for her children.

I have often felt the same way about the Lord.  He has done so much for me. I feel so indebted to him and sometimes I wish there were a way for me to pay him back.  Luckily there is – I can care for his children. In Matthew 25:40 we read, “Inasmuch as ye have done it unto one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it unto me.”  

Years ago, while serving as a missionary in Santiago, Chile I had the opportunity to stay in the home of Guillermo Miranda and his family.  He was a successful businessman and faithful member of the church.  One day he and I had a conversation that I have never forgotten.  We were discussing service in the church and he said, “I always try to leave a calling better than I found it.” That phrase has resurfaced many times in my life as I have accepted assignments to serve in the church.  But it has also motivated me to change the way I do service.

Over the years I’ve tried to become a compassionate person, but sometimes it’s hard to know who to serve, when to serve, and how to serve.  The easiest way I’ve found is to simply follow the mantra, “Leave people better than you found them.”  Whether we interact with someone for five seconds, five minutes, five hours or five days, we have the opportunity to make life just a little easier for them.  Let me share a few examples.

Several years ago during the month of December I was in a grocery store parking lot loading my groceries into the back of our Suburban. I had several young children at the time and it had been a very difficult day.  Just as I finished my task, I looked to my left and there stood a gentleman loading groceries into his car.  He turned to me, smiled, and said, “Merry Christmas.”  I had never met him before, but for some reason, his kind words touched my heart so deeply.  I felt like crying right there in the parking lot.  Just to have another human being acknowledge my existence and wish me a Merry Christmas made my day. It’s been fifteen or twenty years since that happened, but I’ll never forget that moment.

Leaving people better than you found them does not require a great deal of time or effort. One day as a college student, I was grocery shopping when I ran into a girl that I had gone to high school with.  We hadn’t been really close; she was the friend of a friend.  I gave her a hug and told her it was good to see her.  I didn’t think another thing about it until I received a card from her the next day.  It read: “Dear Shannon – Thank you.  You are probably asking yourself what I am thanking you for.  Well – what I am thanking you for is for being my friend!  I’m going through a lot of hard times.  I feel lonely and scared, and I get down a lot and just your hug in the store and the fact that you remember who I am helped so much!  I remember clear back in 5th grade when you and your friend invited me to play foursquare everyday.  And in high school when I thought you were as close to perfect as anyone could get you still had time to talk and smile to a “nobody” like me!  Shannon, thanks for everything. Your friend.”  Like the saying goes, “Be kind, everyone you meet is fighting a hard battle.”

I would like to share one final story. My father passed away in October of 2013.  As you can imagine, his loss was devastating to my mother. Several months later, she accepted a call to serve a mission on Temple Square.  She shared the following experience about a conversation she had with a gentleman while working at the Joseph Smith Memorial Building:

“Is there anything I can help you with?” I asked. “Oh, I’m just waiting for my wife to pull the car around.  We are parked some distance away.  I notice by your name plate that you are a missionary,” he said. “Are you here with your husband?”  That was always a hard one at this stage.  I said, “Unfortunately not. He passed away five months ago.”

He expressed sympathy, waited a few seconds then said, “I feel that I should share something with you.  I have never smoked in my life, I’ve done everything I could to be healthy, but I’ve been battling a lung disease for years.  It is becoming worse and at my last doctor’s appointment he broke the news to me that everything that could be done has been done.  I only have two months at the most left in my life.”

We both teared up and then he said, “Sister Benson, would you like me to take a message to your husband?  A passerby, hearing this exchange might have thought this was a very unusual conversation between two strangers who had know each other for all of 45 seconds.  But the spirit was so strong and I readily agreed.  As I composed what I wanted to say, this good man pulled a pad and pen from his pocket and said, “Give me his name so I can remember it.  I promise you I will find him for you.”  He knew and I knew that there is life beyond the grave.  The Atonement of Jesus Christ has never meant more to me than in the past few months.  Because Jesus Christ lives, so does my sweetheart.”

This was a chance encounter between two strangers that lasted only a few minutes.  And yet, even with his own sorrows pressing heavily on his mind, this gentleman found a way to leave my mother better than he found her.  

The prophet Joseph Smith once stated, “A man filled with the love of God is not content with blessing his family alone, but ranges through the whole world, anxious to bless the whole human race.” (History of the Church 4:227) What do we live for if it is not to make life less difficult for each other? My prayer is that each of us will adopt this mantra.  As we interact with others on a daily basis, I hope that we will conscientiously leave people better than we found them. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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