MY MOTHER, TERRI SCHIAVO, AND GOD’S PROVIDENCE

David W. Hester

      Perhaps it was the image on the video that sparked the memories. As the reporter described the heartrending details of the Terri Schiavo case, her face filled the screen. There she was, her eyes slowly following the balloon her father held above her head. And again, Terri’s mother speaking to her; the eyes seeming to light up in response. The reporter was explaining how several doctors had said she was in a “vegetative state.” That phrase brought back the anger—the fear—the dread. For, you see, that phrase was used at one point to describe my mother.

     In July of 2003, I received news that hit me like a punch in the stomach. My parents—Benny and Mary Anne Hester—had been involved in a terrible automobile accident near their home in Jasper, Alabama; Daddy was injured, but was conscious and able to walk. Mama, on the other hand, was in critical condition. My wife, Brenda, who had first received word, contacted my sister, Sandra Lynch. As soon as Sandra arrived, we all headed to Birmingham.

     When we got to the hospital, Daddy was relieved to see us, but was distraught. Oblivious to his own pain, all he could think of was Mama. The brethren from the congregation where he preached were there in a huge show of support and love, for which we will always be grateful. But, when Sandra and I first saw Mama in the ICU, it was a shock. 

     She was lying on the bed, motionless, her eyes fixed in an emotionless stare, tubes and machines hooked to her body. We called out her name; talked to her; no response. Daddy, through his tears, poured out his love and implored her to fight—to come back to us. No response. My wife, who is a speech pathologist, later told me that when she first saw her, she did not expect her to live. Truth be told, not many people did. Sandra has worked for many years in the health care profession; although her exterior was calm, I could tell that she was very concerned.

     Those first few weeks were critical. Prayers from concerned brethren around the world were made for Mama. All the love and support from brothers and sisters in Christ will never be forgotten by our family. The cards, the phone calls, and the visits meant so much to us. Indeed, we eventually saw the truth of the Scripture: “The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous man availeth much” (James 5:16). Yet, in mid-August, we received news that brought us as low as we could possibly get. 

     It was on a Saturday. The neurologist on call asked to meet with Daddy, Sandra, and me in a small family conference room. Her demeanor was somber; her words measured. After reviewing all that had been done, she said, “Your mother has less than a one-half of one percent chance of ever waking up.” At that point, to me it seemed all of the oxygen had been sucked out of the room. Then, she added something I will never forget: “You all need to be thinking of the plans you need to make.” My sister’s eyes focused on the therapist like lasers. With a slow-burn intensity, Sandra replied, “What plans?” The young neurologist was taken aback, and stammered that nothing had to be decided just now. By this point, Daddy had regained enough composure to make it clear to the young lady that we would do all that it took to bring Mama back—as long as there was life, there was hope. However, after she had left, he broke down, almost crushed by the sobering news. We all were at our lowest point.

     God’s providence is a subject that I freely admit to not being an expert. There are many things in connection with providence that fall under Deuteronomy 29:29: “The secret things belong unto the Lord our God: but those things which are revealed belong unto us and to our children for ever, that we may do all the words of this law.” Though we do not understand why God allows certain things to happen, we know that all will be revealed after the Day of Judgment, when the saints will have all eternity to find out from the Father Himself. We can be encouraged from the examples of great men like Job and Joseph, as well as righteous women like Esther, who trusted God in spite of difficulties. And, we are emboldened by the life of our Lord, who suffered adversity from his own people to give Himself as the ultimate Sacrifice. In spite of what we go through in this life, nothing can match the pain and heartache He suffered. Yet, “Seeing then that we have a great high priest, that is passed into the heavens, Jesus the Son of God, let us hold fast our profession. For we have not an high priest which cannot be touched with the feeling of our infirmities; but was in all points tempted like as we are, yet without sin.  Let us therefore come boldly unto the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in time of need” (Heb. 4:14-16).

     Less than a month after the meeting with the neurologist, Mama opened her eyes. Only now her eyes were alert and responsive. We did not want to get our hopes up too much, but then she began to move her hands and feet ever so slowly, in response to commands. After a few days, the nurses had her sitting up in her bed. A speech pathologist came in to ask Mama a list of questions; I was particularly interested, since this was Brenda’s line of expertise. Mama responded to them in a hushed voice, affected by the tube that had been in her throat. The young lady asked, “Who is the President?” After a couple of seconds, Mama relied, “W.” (The nickname for George W. Bush.) The startled therapist said, “What?” Mama again said, “W.” The speech therapist said, “Why, you’re smarter than I am! I wouldn’t have thought to have said that!” 

     After a couple of more months of therapy, Mama finally went home with Daddy. Since then, she has made slow but steady improvement. Though she will never be back to one hundred percent, we are thankful to a gracious God for allowing her to be with us. She has made remarkable progress, given where she was after the accident. She frequently calls me and Sandra on the phone, and talks with us. She can get around the house with a walker, and can do certain things for herself. She is a strong lady, with a determination to live and continue to make a contribution to the Lord’s cause.

     Which brings me back to Terri Schiavo. I have to wonder—if she had the same love and support from her husband that Mama had from my Dad, would she have made the same kind of recovery? It angered my wife that so little therapy was allowed. Our hearts went out to the Schindler family, and the immense pain they suffered. Though they were not New Testament Christians, they relied on each other for support. I empathized with them. 

     Just this afternoon, Mama called from her cell phone. Daddy was driving, and they were going to the Post Office. She spoke with the same excitement and intensity I had always known her to have, when aroused to make a difference on an issue. “David, I’ve written a letter to the President about that girl in Florida. I’m going to tell him about what I went through, and that she deserves to live!” I couldn’t help but remember the same intensity many years before, when she and a number of Christian ladies worked hard to keep the Equal Rights Amendment from being approved in Tennessee, where Daddy preached at the time. In fact, Mama not long ago came across some old material from those days, rekindling her desire to make a difference. As she went on describing all she had written, I grinned from ear to ear. Thank you, Lord, for all your blessings. Thank you for your Providence and your Son who died for us. Thank you for blessing us in ways we will never understand.
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