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Yesterday I helped save someone’s life. I don’t know her name or where she lives 
or what kind of a person she is. I only know that she is a 67-year-old woman with 
myelodysplastic syndrome and she is very sick. So sick, in fact, that she needs to 
undergo a peripheral blood stem cell transplant. It turns out that I am a perfect tissue-
type match for this woman and after an extensive physical exam I was approved as her 
anonymous stem cell donor. You may wonder how it is that God could use me in this 
powerful way. Let me tell you the story. 
 About a year and a half ago my dear friend Susan’s 11-year-old daughter Elise 
was diagnosed with high risk acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL).  During the course of 
her illness I had the opportunity to serve her family by maintaining a webpage for the 
benefit of Elise’s extended family and friends. Along with Susan, I posted news about 
Elise’s diagnosis and treatment, her prayer requests and other information on how to 
help Elise and her family. It was truly a blessing to use my gifts of organization and 
communication to ease one small portion of their burden. Unfortunately after a month 
of treatment Elise’s diagnosis was upgraded to very high risk ALL. She had not 
responded to the normal treatment and she required even stronger chemotherapy and 
an eventual bone marrow transplant if a donor could be found. My first instinct was to 
do some research on bone marrow transplants and then educate Elise’s family and 
friends on how they could become part of the National Marrow Donor Program registry. 
Becoming part of the registry is a simple process. 

 To join the National Marrow Donor Program (NMDP) registry either visit your local 
blood center (there’s an office of the Puget Sound Blood Center at the corner of 112th 
and 10th in downtown Bellevue) or more conveniently, just go online to 
www.marrow.org. From the NMDP website you will answer a simple health history 
questionnaire and pay the $52.00 fee to cover the cost of tissue-typing. A cheek swab 
kit will be mailed to you. Follow the simple instructions to collect a DNA sample from the 
inside of your cheek and mail it back. Of course I followed these instructions myself so 
that I could be considered as a potential donor for Elise. You see, Elise is not the only girl 
in my circle of family and friends to be impacted by childhood cancer. My niece Ellen 
was diagnosed at age five with a malignant brain tumor (glioblastoma multiforme). Her 
prognosis was not good. This cancer kills nearly everyone it attacks within six months. 
Additionally, my best friend from high school’s daughter Sara was diagnosed at age 3 
with rhabdomyosacroma. She endured more than a year of chemotherapy and 
radiation which left her without a functioning pituitary gland nor an upper palate of 
adult teeth. Thankfully her cancer responded quickly to treatment and the long term 
side effects she experienced are successfully treated with modern medicine and 
dentistry. Finally, my niece Claire, Ellen’s sister, was diagnosed just this past summer with 
Hodgkin’s lymphoma. When Ellen and Sara were diagnosed I lived hundreds of miles 
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away from them and there was little I could do physically to help them or their families. I 
was eager to do something concrete to help Elise, so I a year ago I answered the 
questionnaire, paid the fee, swabbed my cheek and waited. 

 Elise also waited. After a month she received good news. A donor had been 
found who was an excellent tissue-type match. Eventually we learned that the donor is 
a 37-year-old woman living on the east coast. Plans were made for Elise’s pre-transplant 
“conditioning”. She would receive total-body radiation twice a day for four straight 
days. After the radiation she would be hospitalized for a month. During her first two days 
in the hospital she received high dose chemotherapy (Cytoxan) which wiped out any 
remaining blood making cells in her bone marrow including any remaining leukemia. 
When the bone marrow finally arrived, it looked just like any other blood product 
transfusion Elise had received over the past four months. Now began another time of 
waiting and praying. We waited for the bone marrow Elise received to engraft in her 
bones and to start producing new, healthy blood cells. Elise remained in the hospital 
with terrible mouth & digestive tract sores and attendant uncomfortable side effects. 
She had no immune system whatsoever. She was totally dependent on medical 
technology and the grace of God for her continued life each day. Slowly the news 
started to change – her blood counts start to climb above zero (this means the new 
stem cells are engrafting and making blood). After twenty nine days in the hospital Elise 
is released. Hallelujah!  

 I recount Elise’s courageous battle because this is what I imagine the recipient of 
my stem cells has endured and will be enduring through the next month. I pray that she 
will be healthy enough to return home for Christmas just as Elise was. My mother is 
approximately the same age as the recipient of my stem cells. She has six 
grandchildren, two daughters and my father who need her in their lives. I imagine that I 
have helped save the life of someone like my mother. My favorite passage in the Bible 
is Philippians chapter 2. In his letter Paul exhorts the people of Philippi to consider others 
better than themselves and to look not only to their own interests but also to the 
interests of others. Perhaps this is why I jumped out of my skin with excitement six weeks 
ago when I received a phone call from the NMDP. I was told that based on the cheek 
swab submitted last year I had come up as a potential match for a patient who 
needed a stem cell transplant. I told the NMDP coordinator that I was very excited at 
the prospect of being a donor and I would do whatever was necessary to explore this 
potentiality. 

 A few days later the coordinator called me and interviewed me for forty-five 
minutes about my health history and that of my immediate family. I also was asked to 
drop by the local blood center in Bellevue to give additional blood samples so more 
precise tissue typing could be performed. I was told that I would be notified in a month 
or two as to whether I was a match or not. You can imagine my surprise when I 



received another phone call two weeks later telling me that I was “the match”. 
Apparently the patient was in a bit of a hurry to receive her stem cell transplant. The 
following week my husband and I attended an informational meeting at the blood 
center downtown. We were given details of the stem cell donation procedure and 
asked lots of questions. The basic process is pretty simple. I would receive hormone 
(filgrastim) injections for five days which will increase the number of stem cells in my 
peripheral blood. Stem cells normally reside in your bone marrow. On the fifth day they 
collect the stem cells by running my blood through a ‘cell separator’ in a process that 
takes several hours. The cells collected in this process are “hematopoietic stem cells.” 
They are blood-forming cells capable of forming red blood cells, white blood cells or 
platelets. The cells are not “embryonic stem cells” which we hear about on the news so 
frequently and which can turn into any tissue type.  

 Before I am officially accepted as a donor I must pass a comprehensive physical 
exam. I am amazed by God’s timing. It has been one year since Elise’s bone marrow 
transplant and she has four days of testing scheduled at the Seattle Cancer Care 
Alliance. While she received her tests, I was in the same building getting my exam. The 
doctors did an EKG, took a chest x-ray, did more blood work and took a more 
comprehensive health history than before. The doctors were very careful. They were 
concerned about my naturally low platelet count and asked me to provide test results 
from several years back. They were very interested in ensuring my safety during this 
procedure. 

 Two days later Elise celebrated her ‘second birthday’ with a Bone Marrow Bash. 
Her father announced to the guests that Elise has received the best possible news 
following her week of testing. Her new bone marrow is 100% engrafted; she is 100% 
leukemia-free and the side effects from the total-body radiation are minimal! God is 
good. Susan had asked me to open the party with a word of prayer. As I contemplated 
this prayer during the days before the party I was overcome with unexpected grief. 
During her nine-year battle with cancer, my niece Ellen often spoke of her ‘healed’ 
party. She knew just who she would invite and all the details of where and how we 
would celebrate. Unfortunately for my family Ellen held that celebration in heaven. She 
died three years ago at age fourteen. But this party was about Elise and her healing. I 
thanked God for His love and grace and thanked Him for the multitude of ways Elise’s 
illness was used to His glory. I thanked God for Wendy, Elise’s donor, who was no longer 
anonymous and had travelled across the country to celebrate with us. 

 After I passed the physical exam, a date was set for the stem cell 
collection/donation – Tuesday December 4. I started filgrastim injections five days prior. 
On the first day I drove to the local blood center where they took my vitals, took more 
blood and then gave me an injection in each shoulder, then I waited fifteen minutes in 
the lobby to be sure I didn’t have an allergic reaction. On the subsequent three days I 



repeated the same process (except no blood draw). Each visit took about 30 – 45 
minutes. Side effects from the hormone injections are described as “flu-like” symptoms 
but they are really just a result of the hormone stimulating my body to make more white 
blood cells, analogous to what happens when you have the flu and your body starts 
making lots of white blood cells to combat the infection. I was told to expect achy 
bones, headache and fatigue. I expected my arms and legs to ache, but most of the 
discomfort I felt was in my core. My pelvic bones ached and my spine seemed to 
spasm periodically producing a very odd sensation. I had a mild headache but a few 
ibuprofen tablets alleviated most of the symptoms. 

 On Tuesday, the fifth day, I arrived downtown at 7 AM for the final filgrastim 
injection. Roland drove me to the blood center, but since he had a previously 
scheduled all day meeting, he dropped me off with a kiss and hug. The nurses at the 
downtown blood center are very experienced and I quickly got my injection and was 
excused to eat breakfast. Shortly after 8 AM I used the bathroom one last time and 
settled down in bed. I had needles inserted in each arm. Out of my right arm my blood 
flowed into the aphaeresis machine. Inside the machine the blood was spun in a 
centrifuge and the layer of cells containing my stem cells was extracted. As it was 
collected I saw pale pink/orange blood accumulating in a bag. The rest of my blood 
was returned to me in my left arm. During the next four or five hours I was unable to 
bend either arm even the slightest degree. My cell phone rang several times as my 
friends called to wish me well. I discovered that although I could not answer the phone, 
I could send and receive text messages. My dexterous thumb assured everyone that all 
is well and the donation process had begun. 

After I had been hooked up to the machine for about an hour my entertainment 
and distraction arrives in the form on my friend Melissa. She was prepared with 
magazine articles about local private schools and lots of conversation. The ensuing 
hours passed quickly. The nurses and doctors continued to keep an eye on my health. 
They monitored my blood pressure and pulse regularly and collected interim blood 
samples in order to watch my platelet count. At noon Melissa even fed me a very 
messy turkey sandwich to keep my strength up. At approximately one o’clock the 
nurses declared they had collected the required volume of stem cells (257 ml) and they 
unhooked me from the machine. After a quick trip to the ladies’ room, I was ready to 
leave. Melissa drove me home and I spent the rest of the day resting on the couch 
watching the PBS mini-series Jane Eyre. I continued to feel the fatigue, headache and 
bone pain I had felt for the past few days, but I expected those symptoms to disappear 
within twenty four hours. Thankfully my friends handled all our children’s school and 
athletics carpooling on Tuesday and even thought to bring us dinner. I rested and 
retired early, prayerful that my stem cells had travelled safely to their intended recipient 
and that they will engraft quickly in her bone marrow and begin to produce healthy 
blood for her very soon. 



This morning I woke up feeling great. As expected I am no longer feeling the side 
effects of the hormone injections. I have only two small puncture marks in the crook of 
each elbow as physical reminders of the procedure. I know however that I will 
remember December 4th in my heart for as long as I live. I will continue to praise God 
that He was able to use my body to help heal another. I will pray for the recipient’s 
speedy return to health and that she is surrounded with the loving arms of family and 
friends during her current hospitalization and her subsequent homecoming.  I give 
thanks for my family and friends who supported me and prayed for me during the past 
several weeks. I could not have done this without each one of you. 

You may not have a Sara or an Ellen or a Claire or an Elise in your life, but my 
prayer is that by sharing my story, you will contact the National Marrow Donor Program 
(www.marrow.org) and consider joining the registry.  

“If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort 
from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then 
make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit 
and purpose. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider 
others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but 
also to the interests of others.” Philippians 2:1 – 3 
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