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As a chaplain, I’ve been privileged to provide emotional and spiritual support to others.  Recently, 
the tables turned.  The moment the doctor explained, “Your husband needs immediate surgery to save his 
life…” it was suddenly my family in need of support.  We were the ones struggling to hold our heads 
above waves of emotions and frightening decisions.

It was the most intense experience of our lives.  Before this diagnosis, our idea of “normal” included 
assumptions we were relatively healthy.  The words “emergency open heart surgery” came as a shock.  We 
felt completely disoriented - but denial was an illusion for which we had no time.  It was imperative that 
we accept the reality that my husband’s life, his literal existence on earth, was in jeopardy.  By extension, 
my world, my family, and my future was threatened.  Understandably, we felt moments of disbelief, 
horror, fear, and grief.  

Yet, after the shock wore off, we also experienced a deep and abiding sense of gratitude that the 
problem was found before it was too late.  Even in the midst of fear and uncertainty, we held fast to the 
promises of “Emmanuel, God with us.”  We understood that our faith never promised immunity from 
tragedy.  However, our faith does guarantee that which we hold most dear:  God would be with us and 
send God’s people to help us - no matter what.  

Truly, the only way I could breathe was by clinging to the truth that, ultimately, God was taking 
care of my beloved husband.  The scripture that filled my mind was Romans 8:38-39.  I kept thinking, 
“Nothing – nothing in life or death, nothing in surgery or in the hospital, nothing in the present or the 
future, no feeling, no fear, no worry, no failing – nothing will ever separate us from the love of God!”

During his surgery, our family gathered.  After we had been waiting several long hours for an 
update, I felt incapable of remaining still another moment.  I rushed into the empty chapel and collapsed 
into tearful prayers, literally driven to my knees.  Later, my family re-assured me similarly to how I have 
re-assured others.  They reminded me, “this is normal…be gentle with yourself…” I’m grateful my family 
and close friends understood that medical crises create “messy landscapes.”  Like me, they view tears as a 
healthy emotional release provided by God. So, no one judged my “breakdown.”  Their understanding, 
kindness, and patience was like a healing balm.

Thankfully, the surgery was a success!  Our family continues to pray thanksgiving and blessings 
upon all the surgeons, doctors, and nurses for their devotion and expertise.  While our gratitude grew 
tenfold, our joy was tempered by exhaustion.  Even when everything goes well, the process is physically, 
emotionally, and psychologically draining.  It really takes a toll on the patient and the family.  

Due to some complications my husband experienced, I felt it nearly impossible for me to leave his 
side.  So, in spite of all the years I have encouraged others about the importance of going home to get some 
sleep, I didn’t.  Naturally, I succumbed to sleep deprivation and all its problematic side-effects.  It was an 
illuminating and humbling experience of my own limitations.

Now that we are reoriented to the “new normal” of my husband’s recovery, friends ask, “What has 
changed?”  The short answer is “everything.”  As we both reflected on our own existential distress, we 
were blessed with a spiritual yearning to live with more intentionality.  We are both more consciously 
focused on what really matters and continue to thank God for that spiritual re-birth. 

I hope by sharing this personal story, others facing medical crisis may find comfort and reassurance.

May you be filled with God’s peace, love, and grace! 


