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C H A P T E R  9

Saying Goodbye

We knew right from the start the lump that Jean found in her breast 
was serious. She had a long history of fibrous tumors in her breast. 
Some of them had been surgically removed. This particular lump was 
behind some scar tissue. 

It was only our second year in Arkansas, and she was still travel-
ing to doctors back in Louisiana. So she went back to her regular doc-
tor in Louisiana when she discovered the lump. They did the biopsy 
right on the operating table with the hope that if it were malignant, 
they’d remove the breast. The doctor discovered it not only was ma-
lignant; it was spreading quickly and already in the fourth stage. Her 
mammogram just six months earlier hadn’t shown anything out of the 
ordinary.

She immediately began a long series of radiation and chemother-
apy. Eventually, she was cancer-free. For about a year, we had a re-
prieve. It appeared we had the rest of our lives back. 

Then the cancer returned. This time it showed up in her lung. 
Again, it was malignant. She sought treatment at the University of 
Arkansas for Medical Sciences in Little Rock, and those doctors con-
sulted with her Louisiana doctors. 

Again, Jean went through another round of chemo. This time the 
chemo almost killed her. She became deathly ill. Most of the time she 
was experiencing neutropenia, which means her immune system was 
shot. The entire experience was terribly difficult for her. She later told 
me that she wouldn’t have taken the treatment if she had it to do over 
again. 
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Despite the pain she went through, she always maintained a good 
attitude. She told me from the beginning, “Let’s not let the cancer 
take over our lives. We’ve been a Christ-centered couple from the be-
ginning. Let’s continue to be Christ-centered, not cancer-centered.” 
In fact, even as she struggled through the treatments, she reached out 
to other women struggling through the pain. She tried to be an en-
courager. When she was able, she continued to work at the church as 
a financial secretary and be as active as possible in the ministry of the 
church. 

Jean’s faith in the Lord sustained her and empowered her to min-
ister to other women and their families who didn’t have as good of 
a support network as we did. We discovered in our journey that the 
divorce rate goes up very high for women who are diagnosed with 
breast cancer.

Many of the husbands choose not to support their wives during 
this period and leave them while they’re recovering from cancer. Jean 
reached out to a lot of women who went through a divorce after they 
had been treated for breast cancer. As she did so, she always pointed 
them to Jesus.

Jean had probably taken more from our relationship with Henry 
Blackaby and what he taught us about Experiencing God than I did. 
She looked at her cancer diagnosis as a journey to see where God was 
at work. Yes, she was anxious and at times afraid, but she believed, 
with everything in her, that God and his purposes were bigger than 
the cancer. 

Finding humor during the darkest of days
It was a difficult time for both of us. I must admit much of the time is 
a blur as I think back now. There are many blank spaces in my memory. 
There were so many treatments and so many ups and downs. Jean was 
always adamant that cancer would never take over our lives. But I must 
be honest, sometimes it did. 

Maybe that’s why I hang on tightly to funny memories of that 
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time period. For example, when she started losing her hair, I helped 
her shave it off. We became so tickled as we did it that we had to take 
a timeout before we could finish the job. 

Later, while she was wearing a wig, we took a few days to go to 
Eureka Springs for the weekend. An elderly gentleman in a Lincoln 
Town Car rear-ended us, and it knocked Jean’s wig to the backseat. 
When the little, old gentleman got out of his car to come up and see if 
we were okay, he came up on the passenger side. She popped up with-
out any hair. It looked like she scared him to death. We got out of the 
car and made sure all of us were okay. Then we laughed until we could 
hardly see straight. 

One day, she was in the hospital and on pretty heavy pain med-
ication. Our middle son, Jon, who had been adopted, came up from 
Louisiana. He’s dark complected and part Italian. He always took 
pride in being Italian and played that to the fullest. 

Under heavy influence of medication, she asked Jon, “Do you 
want to really know how we got you?” 

“Yes,” he said.  
“Well, you’re really an Indian. We got you from the reservation.” 

For a moment, it freaked Jon out. Later, he asked me, “Dad, am I really 
Italian, or did you get me from a reservation?”

Those moments of humor were the bright spots in a rather dark 
time in our lives. 

Jean’s last day
Jean had hoped she could stay alive long enough to see Joel graduate 
from college that May. She tried hard to hang on. Of the three boys, 
Joel had taken after his mom’s academic prowess the most. She wanted 
to see him get his diploma. 
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J. D., & Joel. Joel gets Ph.D. from University of Louisiana-Lafayette 
2007

But God had other plans. 
Jean’s last day was one of her best days. She had been hungry for a 

cinnamon roll, so I brought her one. Overall, she seemed to be feeling 
pretty good, but she was on a pretty strong dose of morphine. We even 
laughed at different times. 

She knew she was dying, and she was a little nervous about the 
situation. I remember her asking me with a mix of excitement and 
anxiety, “What do you think Heaven will be like?” I didn’t want to talk 
about the possibility. She might have been ready, but I wasn’t ready for 
her to leave just yet.

Of course, I was speechless, and then she just went on to some-
thing else. It was just a good day all around. She felt good.

Her regular doctor was off that day, and we talked with her on-call 
doctor. He was a young doctor, who had good bedside manners. After 
he examined her and we talked about different options for treatment, 
he said, “Would you like to know what I think?” We told him yes. 

“I think you should stop all treatment, pull out all these tubes, and 
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enjoy the rest of your life, whatever it might be,” he said. “I think it’s 
time to call hospice.” 

Those words shocked both of us because they brought us to the 
immediacy of the situation. Jean was going to die. 

She gained a sense of peace before I did and simply said, “Okay.” 
That’s when they sent the hospice people in to talk to us 
My brother, Charlie, came in about 6 p.m. A member of the fam-

ily was with her 24 hours a day, just to make sure she got what she 
needed. I went home to get some rest at some point, and she visited 
with my brother. At about 8 p.m. she told him that she was tired and 
was going to sleep. Soon she slipped into a coma and never woke up.

She passed at about noon the next day, April 30, 1998, with my 
sister, Becky, my oldest son, Jay, and myself by her bedside.  

Reflections on Jean’s passing
Jean always had a strong faith. From the first moment I met her until 
the day she passed, she lived with a commitment to love others as Jesus 
did. She truly lived for the Lord and the benefit of helping others. She 
was a person of real integrity and was always more concerned about 
my welfare and the welfare of the boys than her own. 

Jean was an outstanding, award-winning teacher, but she was 
more concerned about her student’s spiritual lives than their social or 
academic lives. She saw the children she taught as her mission field. 
Everything about Jean was focused on ministry. 

I’m a better person and a better disciple of Jesus because I married 
Jean. I may have been the minister, but she always had more faith than 
I did. She taught me that becoming the person God wanted me to 
become was more important than anything I could ever do for God.

When I married her nearly 37 years earlier, I was a new Christian. 
More than any other mentor in my life over the previous four decades, 
Jean taught me what it meant to follow Jesus. Everything from tithing, 
to prayer, to what it means to love Jesus daily, I learned from watching 
her day in and day out. For that, I’m forever grateful.
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Yes, I was absolutely heart broken when Jean passed away, but I 
know this without a doubt. Today, Jean is more alive than me or any-
one else reading this book. And, one day, we will meet again. 

Processing my grief
I’m generally a methodical person. That’s why the next morning after 
Jean died, I sat down with a legal pad and began to process my next 
steps. I was thoroughly worn out, both mentally and physically, so I 
asked myself one very important question, “If I were counseling me, 
what would I tell me to do?”

I wrote down a few basics, but at the top of the list I reminded 
myself not to get so busy helping others through this time that I didn’t 
take time for my own grief. I had been well acquainted with the grief 
process throughout the years. I knew what I needed to do. I wrote it 
out and checked it off of a list. 

I had just been appointed to the state board of examiners. Several 
of the counselors on the board were good friends, so I decided to talk 
with them and get some individual counseling. 

I knew I needed group support as well, so I went to the Ameri-
can Cancer Society’s grief recovery group.  I was the only guy with 12 
women. I cried and slobbered through the whole eight weeks. It was 
incredibly helpful.

One of my favorite passages of scripture has always been Eccle-
siastes 3:1-8. It’s a famous passage of scripture, particularly for anyone 
who is old enough to remember the famous folk song of the early 
1960s based upon it. In these verses, Solomon writes:

 For everything there is a season, a time for every activity under 
heaven.

A time to be born and a time to die.

A time to plant and a time to harvest.

A time to kill and a time to heal.
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A time to tear down and a time to build up.

A time to cry and a time to laugh.

A time to grieve and a time to dance.

A time to scatter stones and a time to gather stones.

A time to embrace and a time to turn away.

A time to search and a time to quit searching.

A time to keep and a time to throw away.

A time to tear and a time to mend.

A time to be quiet and a time to speak.

A time to love and a time to hate.

A time for war and a time for peace. (NIV)

Through the good and through the bad, God has purposes for all stag-
es of our lives. Some experiences bring great sadness—others happi-
ness. But God is at work all the time.

As I grieved in the summer of 1998, I had no idea God was about 
to bring about a new season, one that would bring great happiness to 
the fourth quarter of my life.  


