People are More Important than Programs

A message for church leaders everywhere

Have you ever received a board game for Christmas - perhaps one you’ve never played 

before?  The family sits down at the table.  One person sets up the game board while another gets the game pieces in place.  Inevitably someone reaches for the instruction sheet and reads you the rules of the game.  At this point the question on everyone’s mind is “What is the object of the game?  Is it to knock out the other players?  Accumulate the most money?  Get to the end of the game board first?”  Once you figure out what the object of the game is, you can plan your strategy.  Every decision you make during the game depends on what it is you are trying to accomplish.  It would be pointless to play the game without knowing the object of the game.

Sometimes in our church callings we get so busy doing what we’re doing that we forget to ask ourselves why we’re doing it.  Think of the hours you spend each week making visits, making phone calls, organizing ministering assignments and preparing lessons.  Why?  What is it that you’re trying to achieve?  In an eternal sense, the object of the game is to help each individual be exalted in the highest degree of the Celestial Kingdom with his/her family.  To put it in more practical, day-to-day terms, the object of the game is to meet the needs of the individuals in your ward - be they physical, emotional, mental, or financial.  Today I will primarily address those serving in the Relief Society. However, the principles I mention apply to the priesthood brethren in the church as well.

Before you can begin to meet the needs of the sisters in your ward, you must first assess what those needs are.  This can often be the most difficult step.  I can guarantee that you won’t be sitting in Relief Society and have a sister raise her hand and say, “Hey, we’re totally out of food. I don’t have anything to feed my children.  Do you think you could take me to the Bishop’s Storehouse on Monday?” Can you imagine having another sister raise her hand and say, “I am spiritually depleted.  I haven’t read my scriptures in six months. Will you please teach a really powerful lesson today to boost my spirits?”  I doubt anyone will stop you on your way out of church and say, “I am so depressed right now I can’t even function.  Do you think you could stop by this week and visit me.”  I wish it were that easy.  

Let me suggest two effective, powerful ways that you can assess the needs of the sisters in your ward.  The first is to establish an effective ministering program where sisters truly catch a vision of what ministering is all about. I recognize that organizing these assignments is probably the thorn in every Relief Society President’s side.  I’m sure you have ladies in your ward who will only go with sister so-and-so.  You may have sisters that will only visit people whose names start with “P” or ladies who can only visit on Wednesdays from 6 to 7 pm.  I realize what you’re up against.  

I’m here to tell you that it’s worth it.  Don’t give up.  Encourage sisters to establish a quality trusting relationship with the people they visit so they will open up to them and share their struggles and disappointments.  The ministers can then either meet the needs or relay the information to the RS presidency who can become involved.  

The second tool you can use to assess the needs of the sisters in your ward is following the promptings of the Holy Ghost.  Heavenly Father knows and loves each sister even more than you do.  He knows their fears, concerns, hopes and dreams.  He would love to see their needs met just as much as you do.  If you go to him in prayer and ask for guidance, he will tell you exactly where you need to be and when.  I truly feel that most of us live our lives so that we are worthy to receive the promptings of Holy Ghost.  Unfortunately, many of us are oftentimes too busy, too surrounded by chaos, to ever hear the still small voice. 

We absolutely need to find quiet time each day - whether it’s driving in our cars or lying in bed at night - where we can ponder and pray and think.   Sometimes when my head hits the pillow at night, flashes of inspiration start hitting my mind in rapid succession, much like an answering machine beeping at the end of the day.  I realize that Heavenly Father has probably been trying to reach me all day, but the line was busy.

Once we identify the needs of the sisters in our ward, we can begin to meet those needs.  I would like to talk about a few ways that Relief Society has blessed my life personally.  

In very practical terms, one of the greatest blessings of Relief Society has been the home enrichment program, now referred to as additional Relief Society meetings.  When I was growing up, my mother taught me many domestic skills - cooking, cleaning, laundry, etc.  When I married, I felt like Relief Society picked up right where she left off.  Through Relief Society I’ve learned how to quilt, can, make a flakier pie crust, make my bread rise higher, and make personal greeting cards.  There are so many skills we need as wives and mothers and it never ceases to amaze me that we get to learn it all for free! Women around the world have to pay to take courses offered through county extension offices or nearby universities.

Relief Society has also blessed me by helping me through the “rough spots” of life.  I think most of us generally can care for our families and take care of our own needs.  But every once in a while, we’ll hit a rough patch and need a little assistance.  It might be something as simple as having a baby - not that having a baby is simple. (Especially without an epidural!)  How nice it is to have ladies come in and perhaps help with children, housekeeping or meal preparation.  

Several years ago I hit kind of a big “rough spot” in my life.  In November of 2007, I had a severe allergic reaction to a routine antibiotic that led to pneumonia in both lungs.  The pneumonia progressed to respiratory failure and a condition known as ARDS.  I was in a medically induced coma on a ventilator in ICU, sedated and paralyzed for two weeks.  The doctors treated me aggressively, but my body didn’t respond and I continued to go downhill. At one point my pulse was 180, my temperature was 104*.  My oxygen level, which was supposed to be in the high 90's was in the 60's and 70's. Things did not look good.  At one point two of my best friends came to say goodbye to me possibly for the last time.  Through the grace of God my life was spared, but it was not an easy recovery.  After coming out of the coma, I spent an additional week in ICU.  Because my muscles had atrophied and because of the paralytic agents I had been given while on the ventilator I then spent two weeks in rehab learning how to walk again, how to dress and feed myself, etc. I spent nearly a month and a half in the hospital away from my family.

At the time we had five small children, ranging in age from 1-11.  You can imagine the number of needs we had during this time.  My parents spent nearly every day at my bedside.  My husband was spread so thin - trying to be with me at the hospital, taking care of the children at home, working full time to support the family, serving as the Young Men’s President - I still don’t know how he did it.  My in-laws were very supportive and helpful as well.  Luckily, between my husband and I we have 12 siblings, and they all had multiple turns coming to stay with our children.  Even with all of this amazing familial support, there were still a lot of needs.  That’s where the Relief Society stepped in.

I have no idea how many meals were brought in, how many times they cleaned my house and tended my children.  The bishop’s wife shoveled our sidewalk, another lady in the ward provided the 12 Days of Christmas for our children.  One sister in the ward and her husband knew I wouldn’t see my children for a while, so they bought a digital frame, downloaded pictures of our family off our computer and brought it up to the hospital to keep at my bedside.  Another sister in the ward who majored in music therapy and has a beautiful, angelic voice would come up to the hospital to sing to me when I was in a coma.  

After I was discharged from the hospital, a Relief Society sister came to my front door and said, “I love ironing.  I iron all my husband’s work clothes and I try to iron his play clothes but he won’t let me.  I’m here to get all of your ironing.”  After telling her that she was the first person I had ever met who actually enjoys ironing, I had to break the sad news that I hadn’t ironed anything in 15 years and didn’t have anything to give her. But her offer meant so much.

To this day, I honestly have no idea what we would have done without the support of the Relief Society during that difficult time in our lives.  How grateful I am to those sisters who understand what charity and service is all about.  I told my mother at the time “If we’re ever called to go to ‘Zion’ I can just stay right where I am.”

I love what sister Pat Holland said once: “I’ve thought about quitting the Relief Society, but I love the society and I need the relief.”  That is exactly how I feel.  How grateful I am for the Relief Society in my life.

Sisters, I hope that as you faithfully carry out your church callings, you will pause from time to time to simply ask yourself “What is the object of the game?”  As you prepare lessons, plan meetings, and make visits I hope you’ll ask yourself “What is it that we’re trying to accomplish?  What specific needs can we meet with this activity?”  When you think about the ministry of the Savior, there were times when he dealt with multitudes, but most of his interaction took place one-on-one.  I think that, too, is where we will find our greatest joy.  Always remember that people are more important that programs.


I’d like to share one final thought – a profound lesson I learned while serving as a Relief Society President.  Shortly after I was called, my counselors and I held visiting teaching interviews with each of the sisters in our ward.  As I sat down with them one on one, several of them opened up and shared struggles they were experiencing in their lives. As they shared their heart wrenching stories, I was literally overwhelmed at the depth of their pain. I felt so inadequate as a Relief Society President because I knew that I didn’t have the wisdom or the life experience to solve their problems.  I knew I was in way over my head and I went home that night with a very heavy burden.

As I knelt to pray and ask for God’s help, I received a very clear and undeniable answer.  The Lord simply said to me, “Your job is not to solve their problems.  Your job is not to heal them. Your job is to bring them to me so that I can heal them.” Please remember that your job is to bring the people in your ward unto Christ so that through his atoning power, he can heal them. I testify to you that he will.   In the name of Jesus Christ, Amen.
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