The Errand of Angels – How to be an Effective Minister

In February of 1997, my husband and I were living near New Orleans, Louisiana.  Because the church there was small, those of us who were active each carried a heavy load – usually fulfilling two or three church callings at a time.  In addition to being ward music chairman and nursery leader, I had been assigned to visit teach five different sisters in the ward.

My partner was less active, worked five twelve-hour night shifts each week and did not own a car.  She had only one or two days off each week, and since she lived in a bad part of town, we had to do our visits during the day. She had never been a visiting teacher before, so I was supposed to teach her what visiting teaching was all about.

One sister we taught had just been hospitalized for severe depression and suicidal tendencies.  Initially she required a member of the Relief Society to sit with her eight hours a day since she could not be left alone.  She was also a new convert to the church and her husband was not yet a member, so she needed special attention.

Another sister had just moved into the ward and was quite shy.  We had made appointments with her before, but she had gone to the zoo instead.

We were assigned to teach a mother and daughter who were less active.  The mother lived in a scary part of town and probably didn’t even realize she was a Mormon.  When I called the daughter for an appointment she more or less said “don’t call me, I’ll call you.”  I could tell it was going to be a difficult group.

One particular week, we had made an appointment with the fifth sister on our list.  We had had an appointment with her the previous week, but she had stood us up.  I had spent all week on the phone, trying to arrange the visits and I must say that my attitude was anything but positive.  I had all but lost my testimony of visiting teaching and had no desire to go.

To make matters worse, the day before we were scheduled to visit, my husband’s car broke down and was in the shop.  That meant that if I were to go visiting teaching the next morning, I would have to get up early and take him to the hospital to perform  surgeries at 6:30.  I knew I would have to take my four-month old baby along in her car seat.  That night my daughter began vomiting and I had no idea what was wrong.  I was up with her all night.  The next morning we looked outside to find a huge thunderstorm in progress.  I just kept thinking to myself, “Why in the world am I even trying to go visiting teaching?”  I almost cancelled.

After I had determined that I was going to have the worst day of my life (I had laundry to do, a house to clean, a doctor’s appointment to go to) I went to pick up my partner.  She and I had miscommunicated about the time I was to pick her up, so she was just getting ready to go back to bed as I arrived.  She redressed, and we were off.

When we arrived at the sister’s home, I noticed Catholic pictures of Christ on the wall.  When I asked her to tell us a little about herself, she said, “I have recently been hospitalized for depression, I was laid off at work, I am legally blind, and my boyfriend that I live with is totally blind.”  I am ashamed to admit that my first thought was “Oh no! Not another one!”  I didn’t feel like I had anything left in me to give.

However, that was when things began to change.  My partner and I sat and listened to her talk.  She explained several of the symptoms she had been experiencing as part of the depression.  She explained how she had been to several doctors who didn’t understand the illness and told her it was all in her head.  I could feel the frustration in her voice and the hopelessness she felt.

It just so happened that my partner, a wonderful black woman like the sister we were teaching, had also dealt with bouts of depression.  She began to validate the feelings felt by the sister we were teaching.  I sat in wonder as the two of them went back and forth, sharing stories and emotions.  I couldn’t help but notice the sister’s face beginning to change.  It was as though the light had gone on inside as she realized that someone honestly did understand!  The relief was so visible – and an immediate bond was formed.

The sister turned to my partner in wonder and said, “Are you a psychologist?”  My partner explained that she wasn’t, but that she had simply “been there, done that.”  The spirit in the room was so strong, and the sister was nearly in tears.  She told us how she had been earnestly praying for someone to come along to help her.  Although she hadn’t been to church at all, she was a very God-fearing woman and kept saying, “You are such a God send.”  We all then discussed how difficult it had been to get together that day – how Satan had been making it nearly impossible for each one of us.

As we left, the sister hugged us and invited us back.  She mentioned that she was going to ask her boss for Sundays off so that she could attend church.

Let me share one other experience I had, this time while living in Glendale, California – just outside of L.A. I was assigned to teach a woman named Susan and the only information I received was that she was not active and didn’t want anything to do with the church.  The first few contacts I had with her reinforced that notion.  She didn’t return our phone calls and wouldn’t answer the door when we knocked, so we just started leaving loaves of bread on the doorstep.

One day as we were driving by, we noticed Susan and her children gardening in their front yard. We stopped by and introduced ourselves.  She was cordial enough, but it was clear that she didn’t have any intention of letting us in.  Fortunately for us, unfortunately for her, her five-year-old son said, “Hey, do you want to come and see our new couch?”  I said “sure” and he proceeded to give us a tour of the entire house which I’m sure thrilled his mother to no end.  After we visited, I think she realized that we were only there to help and we were able to build a great relationship with her.

We continued to drop by on a consistent basis, and each visit strengthened the friendship.  My experience as a missionary removed all my inhibitions, and made my connection with Susan quite natural. In fact, Susan herself had been a convert to the church and had served a full-time mission.  Although the missionary in me wanted to immediately reactivate her, the spirit told me to hold off a while and just focus on building a relationship of trust.

As I got to know Susan, I realized that the ward’s assessment of her was a rush to judgment.  This woman’s life was incredibly difficult to say the least.  She and her husband were going through a messy divorce and since he was in our ward as well, it made things a little awkward.  She had two small children, both of whom had ADD.  Both had had recent surgeries and one had been in the emergency room with a fever of 103* and the other had been hospitalized for seizures.  She worked two jobs.  From 5-8 am she had a paper route and then she worked at the bank from 1 pm until midnight.  I have no idea when she slept.  She had recently suffered a nervous breakdown and developed a stuttering problem, which caused her to lose her job at the bank.  She had also twisted her ankle badly which made it impossible for her to do her paper route – her only other source of income.

I sat down with Susan and asked her what she needed.  She mentioned she needed help with her paper route Sunday morning at 6 am.  So that’s what I did – I delivered papers Sunday morning at 6.  A couple in the ward had a pair of crutches and brought them to her.  The primary president got involved helping with the children.  Bit by bit, we were able to help this woman put her life back together.  Working with Susan turned out to be one of the sweetest experiences of my life and taught me some valuable lessons about visiting teaching, or ministering as it is now called.

Perhaps one of the biggest mistakes we make is assuming that a monthly visit is ministering. We’ve all felt the excitement of finishing up 2 or 3 visits in an afternoon and thinking “Yeah!  Now I’m done with ministering and I don’t have to think about it or feel guilty for another month!”  The visits do serve a very important purpose - to assess the needs of those we visit. But ministering, like motherhood, is never done.  Once we’ve made the initial visit and assessed the needs, we can go to work meeting those needs.

When I worked as an RN, when a patient was admitted to the hospital, the nurse filled out a nursing care plan.  She identified the specific needs of the patient and wrote out a detailed plan of how those needs were going to be addressed during the hospital stay.  We would do well to do the same for each of the sisters we visit.

You are the representatives of the Savior, you are the eyes and ears for the bishop.  You are the ones in the homes, observing the needs, forming the relationships you need to build confidence.  You are the front line of defense for meeting those needs too.  I always admire the sisters who call the Relief Society President with a problem and say, “This is what we have done, this is what we plan on doing and this is what the ward might do.”  We all need to take that kind of initiative.

We also need to get into the habit of thinking outside the box.  Perhaps a sister you visit comes to church alone – or would come if you offered to pick her up. Does she have someone to sit by?  Maybe you visit a young mother who is at the end of her rope caring for a bunch of little kids – wouldn’t she love it if you offered to watch them for a few hours to give her a break?  Do you visit a widow who lives alone and has very little social contact?  How about taking her for a ride to get some ice cream?  It takes such a little bit to bring joy into another’s life.

It is important to realize that you don’t have to meet all of the needs yourself.  I remember visiting teaching a woman in her thirties.  She and her husband had married, had five kids, divorced, and were again living together.  They had no home, so they lived with his parents in their doublewide trailer.  They were on welfare and she was looking for a better job.  They didn’t have enough food or clothes and weren’t active in the church at all.  I realized early on that I wasn’t going to be able to solve all of her problems overnight.  But I also recognized that there were ways I could help.

I took them extra produce from my garden in the fall.  When our children outgrew their clothing, I dropped it off at her house in case it fit some of her children.  I gave her the phone number of the ward employment specialist so that she could gain access to the bishop’s storehouse.  I just did what I could to help based on the time and the resources I had.

As we minister, we also need to keep in mind the letter of the law vs. spirit of the law.  Sometimes we get so caught up in the details of ministering that we miss seeing the “bigger picture.”  

You may have heard the account of the young mother who was going through a dreadful time.  Her husband was out of town on business.  She had no family members close by.  Her car had broken down.  Her five children were ill.  She caught their flu and was so sick herself as she attempted to care for them.  (Someone once said that you know you’re having a bad day when you read the obituaries and feel jealous.)  It sounds like she was getting close.  One afternoon, in despair, she heard her doorbell ring.  She dragged herself to the door, opened it and there on the front step stood her visiting teachers.  “Oh” she thought with relief, “my prayers have been answered, help has arrived.”  She apologized for the way she and her house looked and then explained the situation to them.

Then the visiting teachers said, “It looks like we’ve caught you at a bad time.  We’ll just run along and catch you next month.”  They obviously didn’t understand.

Another story my mother shared with me has a happier ending. A woman and her husband had just gone through a bitter divorce and she was left to support her newborn baby.  They relocated to a new town and she didn’t know a soul.  Not since childhood had she been active in the church.  She was out of money, out of a job, and out of hope.  She told of how she was sitting on her bed one day, sobbing, not even wanting to go on with life when the phone rang.  She picked it up and the person on the other end of the line identified herself as her newly assigned visiting teacher.  “We’d like to meet you,” said the caller, “Could we set up an appointment?”  The woman said she just lost it and started crying uncontrollably again, unable to get out a single word.

This time the visiting teacher didn’t say, “I’ve caught you at a bad time.”  She said, “Hold on, I’ll be right there.”  And within minutes, she was.  She walked right into the bedroom, wrapped her arms around her sister and held her.  She didn’t pry or ask what was the matter, she just said, “I’m here for you.”  When this sister finally gained control, she told her new visiting teachers, “I’m just so tired.”  The visiting teacher told her, “Well, the first thing we can do is to help you get some rest.  I’ll take the baby and you go to sleep.”  The despondent sister said, “Here was this total stranger taking my baby out the door, but I knew I could trust her and I knew that the Lord had sent her to me.”  It was because of this visiting teacher that this sister became active in the church and became a top-notch visiting teacher herself.

As I reflect on my own experiences as a visiting teacher/minister, I’ve come to a few conclusions:

If we minister correctly, it will most likely not be easy and may require some sacrifice.  At the time Susan asked me to help with her 6 am paper route, I was pregnant, working twelve-hour night shifts as a nurse and had two church callings.  You do what you have to do.  Ministering is a lot like housecleaning.  If you just brush the clutter aside it will seem like a chore, like drudgery.  But if you dig in, organize closets, the whole nine yards, it becomes enjoyable.  The better job you do, the more you’ll enjoy it.

To be effective ministers, we must work to erase our own fears and become more uninhibited.  Don’t let fear get in the way of getting people the help they need.

Don’t be judgmental.  Just like in Susan’s situation, don’t just label someone as “inactive.”  Take the time to find out why.  Their circumstances may surprise you.

Expect opposition. Satan realizes the importance of us ministering to one another.  Just like temple attendance – when we decide to go, all heck will break loose to try to prevent it.  However, I also know that when we make an effort to obey the commandments, to fulfill our church callings, to reach out to those who are lost – our efforts will be magnified and our lives will be blessed. Not only that, but we will find more joy than we ever thought possible. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen
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