
Looking back, I wondered what happened between the 
years when my daughter was sick and I was angry at God, 
telling Him to leave me alone, and the day when my family 
and I faced the most tragic, and painful loss imaginable and 
I ran to the loving arms of  Jesus and stayed there. What 
made the difference?  

I was a cradle Catholic. My parents taught my sisters and 
me about Jesus and His love for us, His sacrifice on the 
cross for mankind, how to pray and to strive to live a life 
pleasing to God. When I was sixteen years old, I began 
to understand what a personal relationship with Jesus 
could be. I rededicated my life to God and fell in love with 
Jesus all over again. One of  the most wonderful things 
that happened was gaining a deep love for God’s Word. I 
couldn’t get enough of  reading Scripture. I read Scripture 
every moment I could. The Lord was first in my life.

In 1975, I married my high school sweetheart, Larry. 
(actually we met in the third grade). Larry was raised 
Baptist and even though I was Catholic, we married in a 
Baptist church and started our lives together. In 1980, we 
had a beautiful baby girl. We named her Rhonda Beth. 

At fourteen months old, Rhonda got sick and ran a high 
fever. Because of  the fever, she had a seizure. I’d never 
seen anyone have a seizure and I thought she was dying. I 
prayed and prayed for God to help her. I was told this was 
a febrile seizure brought on by a high fever. More than 
likely she would be just fine once the fever came down and 
the infection was gone. She did get better, but with every 
infection, virus, strep throat and fever, the seizures returned. 
Every once in a while she would have a seizure for no 
apparent reason. She would sleep for hours after she had 
a seizure, but she pulled through. At the age of  three, she 
needed speech therapy and did this for about five years. At 
the age of  six, she needed physical therapy and this lasted 
for one year.

Throughout those years, my husband and I prayed for 
her healing. When she would have another seizure, I cried 
begging God to heal her. The seizures scared me to death! 
I became so sad at times seeing Rhonda suffering and I 
couldn’t do anything to stop it. I hated the word seizure. 
This became a cycle. I prayed, got angry at God, and 
told Him I didn’t understand how He could allow this to 
keep happening! She would get better, and I wasn’t angry 
anymore.
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The years went by and still the seizures came. The Lord did 
answer my prayers about protecting and keeping Rhonda 
safe. The handful of  times when she was alone and had a 
seizure, God brought her through each one. When Rhonda 
was about 13, she had a particularly hard grand mal 
seizure. I had to take her to the emergency room. When 
we got home, I put her to bed and sat on the couch in the 
living room. I wanted to stay close so I could hear her if  she 
had another seizure. 

I took my Bible and started to pray. But the words on the 
page were just a blur. I had no words in my heart to pray. 
I was so tired from crying and being emotionally drained. 
I got so angry at God and told Him just how angry. “I 
know you as my Provider and Comforter. I know You as 
my constant Companion. You are my Peace and Joy. Yet 
there You sit and do nothing when I cry out for You to heal 
Rhonda from these seizures. I stand up and proclaim in 
public that I know You could heal her. I have fasted and 
prayed. I proclaim healing verses right from Your Word! 
But here we are! You have disappointed me time and time 
again! Do You remember when Rhonda stood up in front 
of  a group of  people and declared, ‘I used to have seizures. 
But I don’t anymore, because Jesus healed me!’ That faith 
was from a young girl’s heart, declaring what she knew 
was true. So, here we are–another trip to the emergency 
room, because You won’t heal her! I don’t know You as my 
Healer! So until you heal my daughter, leave me alone!” 

And with that, I threw my Bible across the room. My 
beloved Scriptures lay on the floor, pages crumpled and 
the cover bent. I stood up, turned and went down to bed. 
I stopped going to church. I stopped reading my Bible 
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and the only prayer I would pray was, “God, I can’t and 
won’t pray and ask You for anything, because You will do 
whatever You want anyway.” 

It was months before I began to read Scripture and pray 
again. The only reason I went back to church with my 
family after two weeks was because of  my children. I 
couldn’t live with myself  if  my children turned away from 
the Lord because of  my actions. My husband and I had to 
set the example. I truly wanted my children to love the Lord 
and put Him first in their lives. I would be the first to tell 
them that even though we have trials and suffering in our 
lives, we need to have a strong foundation in our faith and 
to trust God, a lesson that I obviously hadn’t learned well 
enough. I let my emotions, anger, and fear take over. 

This was a very sad and confusing time for me. The first 
few mornings I’d come upstairs, get my coffee and walk 
over to my chair to read Scripture and pray. With coffee 
in hand and taking a sip, I stopped. My Bible wasn’t in its 
usual place. I’d put it out of  sight. “Oh, that’s right. I’m 
still angry at You!” I told the Lord and walked away to 
do something else instead. But my heart was so sad. I was 
missing my quiet time with the Lord. I began to wonder if  
God would ever forgive me. This frightened me. The spirit 
was willing, but the flesh was weak.  It was a very lonely and 
frightening time.

One day at work during morning devotions at the Christian 
school where I taught, we bowed our heads to pray. For 
weeks I went to morning devotions only because it was 
expected that everyone come. So I went through the 
motions. But this particular morning a change came over 
me. I felt God ask me, “Joanne, where are you?” It sounded 
like God asking Adam the same question in the Garden 
of  Eden after he’d been deceived and ate the fruit from 
the tree of  the Knowledge of  Good and Evil. God knew 
exactly where Adam was physically. Where was Adam in his 
relationship with God?  He had to answer that question. 

God was asking me where I was. I told Him, “Lord, I miss 
You. I miss my quiet time with You. I still love You. But as 
Mother Teresa said to You once, ‘It’s a wonder You have 
any friends at all.’  I feel the same way.” 

Then I sensed Him ask me, “Would you love Me even if  
I called Rhonda Home? Doesn’t she belong to Me?” This 
question reminded me of  God asking Abraham to offer his 
son, Isaac as a sacrifice to Him. Abraham didn’t question. 
He trusted and obeyed. His son was given back to him just 
as God provided a ram, a substitute sacrifice.

Peace washed over me. “Lord, if  you choose to take our 
Rhonda, I know she would be safe in Your arms and I 
would see her again.” He asked me another question. 

“You’re hanging on too tight. You dedicated her to Me 
when she was just a baby. I love her. She’s Mine. Do you 
trust me enough to give her back to Me?” 

Hesitantly at first, then slowly with my head in my hands, 
I began crying. “Yes, Lord. I give her back to You. She 
belongs to You. I trust You to watch over her and take care 
of  her. And Lord, please forgive me for pulling away from 
You in anger. Please help me to trust You more. And thank 
You for never letting go of  me when I let go of  You.” 

The next morning before I left for work, I took my Bible off 
the shelf.  I held it in my hands like a long, lost friend. O, 
my beloved Scriptures. God was patient with me and wooed 
me back to Himself. My mornings were once again filled 
with prayers, Scripture reading, and a warm cup of  coffee.

The years passed and still the seizures would come. With 
each one, I told the Lord, “I trust You. Please be with her 
and help her.” When she was 22 years old, she ended up in 
ICU because we couldn’t get the seizures under control. I 
sat at her bedside and just prayed, “O, my Jesus, help us!” 

One day a doctor came by her room. I hadn’t seen him 
there before. He was abrupt, businesslike and matter-
of-fact. He walked over to the other side of  Rhonda’s 
bed, looked at her chart and said, “She would be a good 
candidate for the VNS implant.” (Like I knew what THAT 
was!) He explained that a VNS – Vagus Nerve Stimulant 
– was a small, thin device designed to prevent seizures by 
sending regular, mild pulses of  electrical energy to the brain 
via the vagus nerve. Two wires would be attached to the 
vagus nerves at the back of  the neck, just below the brain. 
The small implant would be placed in the chest, on the left 
side.

In the days ahead, as we gained more information, 
we decided to pursue the implant. It worked almost 
immediately. We were told the device would have to be 
replaced every seven to ten years. It was replaced when she 
was 29. She is 37 years old now and living on her own. She 
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doesn’t drive, so she takes the bus to and from work and 
school. She is very independent. In the last 15 years, she has 
had only a handful of  seizures and is doing great. There, 
was an answer to prayer!

On October 29, 1985, God gave us a beautiful baby boy 
we named Russell Brandon Smith. What a joy watching 
him grow up, loving life and loving God. Every day was 
a new adventure for him. He grew to be an amazing 
young man and we were very proud of  him. His smile lit 
up the room. In a crowd, when Russell showed up, the 
good times started. He was kind, caring and would do 
anything for a friend. His friends knew Russell would be 
there for them if  ever they needed to talk. He would stick 
up for the underdog and put a stop to anyone who bullied 
special-needs students at his high school. He was extremely 
protective of  his sister, Rhonda.

Lesson Learned – “Now I Know”
“The fear of  the Lord is the beginning of  wisdom, and the knowledge 
of  the Holy One is understanding.”– Proverbs 9:10

What I know about God is that He is all-knowing. He 
is aware of  every pain, every suffering I go through. He 
bottles all my tears. God planned every single day of  my 
life before I was even born! He loves me more than I love 
myself. He loved me so much, He sent His own Son to 
die on the cross for my salvation. He would not permit 
anything to happen to me or those I love that would not 
lead to our ultimate good. He can and does bring good out 
of  evil. He turns ashes to beauty. God permits suffering for 
many reasons. One is, perhaps, for a bigger purpose in my 
life. 

Trying to figure out our sufferings and trials, depending on 
our own understanding will only leave us confused, angry, 
and misunderstanding who God is and what He desires for 
us. I believe there are unseen circumstances at work in the 
spiritual realm that Almighty God has set in motion on our 
behalf. 

What I have learned and continue to learn is God our 
Father desires us to know Him, not only as the One who 
forgives sins, but also, as the One who wants us to grow in 
our spiritual walk with Him. The faith-stretching situations 
that God allows in our lives is a way for us to have a 
more intimate relationship with Him. So, when trials and 
suffering come, and they are beyond human strength and 
wisdom, we should seek God through His Word and in 
prayer. Rather than go it alone, we trust that He will work 
through our obedience in a mighty and awesome way. 

No one loves us like God does. Trust Him when suffering 
comes. Run to Him. Only then, safe in His arms, will you 
find comfort and true peace.

How thankful I was that God had sought me out and drew 
me back to Himself. Through other trials that came my 
way, I was soaking up His Word. I was learning to trust 
Him more and more, even though I didn’t understand the 
trial I was facing. Little did I understand just how significant 
that change was going to be a decade later – on what began 
as a very normal day.

Sunday,  June 21, 2015–Father’s Day. Larry, Rhonda, and 
I had just returned home from a weekend camping trip. 
We wanted to get back home early to celebrate Father’s 
Day. I called Russell and left him a voice message; “Happy 
Father’s Day, Russell! You are an amazing Daddy. I wanted 
to just call and let you know we’re home. Stop by anytime. I 
love you.”

The hours went by – with no word from Russell. I called 
and texted Russell and Shawna, our daughter-in-law, 
all day. This was not like Russell not to at least call his 
Dad to wish him a Happy Father’s Day. I was getting 
concerned, but Larry reminded me that Shawna’s father 
was home for the weekend and they were also having a 
big family reunion. Her dad was working out-of-state on 
a construction site and came home on weekends when he 
could.

But as the day wore on, I had an uneasy feeling. Something 
wasn’t right. By 9:00 pm I called Shawna’s brother and 
asked him if  he had heard from Russell or Shawna. He 
said, “Shawna and the kids, Tylee, (who was 6), and Blake, 
(who was 2), were supposed to have come by at 4:00 pm. I 
haven’t heard from them.” 

“I’m concerned something is wrong! I’m going over to their 
house to check on them.” 

He said, “No, I’ll go over. I live closer.”  I asked him to call 
as soon as he got there. A few minutes later the phone rang. 

“Their cars are in the driveway and the lights are on in the 
house. I rang the doorbell, but no one is answering. Should 
I use my key and go in?” 

“Yes! Something is wrong! Stay on the phone with me.” I 
said.

A few seconds later, I heard him screaming out Tylee’s 
name. He became hysterical and I couldn’t understand a 
word he was saying. “Call the police! We are on our way!” 
I shouted. Larry and I rushed over to our son’s home. 
When we arrived, it was surrounded by police cars, 
ambulances, and K-9 Units. We jumped out of  the truck 



and ran to the house. The authorities saw us and asked who 
we were. 

 “Russell’s parents! What’s wrong?” They told us to stay 
back and a police officer took us to the other side of  the 
fence next to the house. We couldn’t comprehend what 
was happening. I just kept thinking that Russell would 
eventually come out of  the house and everyone would be 
okay! 

What seemed like hours later, a detective walked over to us 
and said, “I’m sorry to have to tell you this. There are four 
confirmed dead. We are so sorry for you loss. We’ll have 
you come to the police station.” 

This was NOT happening! Larry and I clung to each other 
in disbelief  and shock, crying out in pain and agony, the 
likes of  which we have never experienced before. 

Out son, Russell, daughter-in-law, Shawna, our precious 
granddaughter, Tylee, and precious grandson, Blake were 
dead. 

I cried out to God, and in my spirit, I RAN to Him and the 
comfort of  His arms. There was no place else to go. 

In that moment, I realized just how much my relationship 
with the Lord had changed. I am so very grateful for that. 
And yes, I am even thankful for the trials and suffering we 
experienced as God stretched our faith. Through trying 
circumstances, He brought me to this place where I wasn’t 
angry at Him, nor would I turn away, but instead I took 
shelter in Him and remain there today.

“Whoever dwells in the shelter of  the Most High
    will rest in the shadow of  the Almighty. 

I will say of  the Lord, ‘He is my refuge and my fortress, 
    my God, in whom I trust.’” –Psalm 91:1-2

Six-year-old daughtger, Tylee, Russell, his wife, Shawna, and two-year-old son, Blake, 2015.



 The Beginning of  
Hope and Healing Ministries  

Most my life I have kept a diary/journal. I journaled just 
about everything. I also love to take photos. As I got older I 
always thought about doing a daily devotional and use my 
photos. Nothing came of  it, but I kept journaling and taking 
pictures.

When my son and his family passed away, I kept journaling. 
When I read Scripture and I was feeling afraid, or alone, 
or hopeless, it seemed every single time, I’d read a passage 
that startedwith the words, “But God. . . .” Grief  was raging 
within me, But God led me beside still waters. (Ps. 23:2) And 
there, He gave me His peace. The fog of  despair closed in 
when I thought of  the future without my loved ones. But God 
reminded me of  a better future with my loved ones with me. 
The path was so lonely. But God told me He would never 
leave me. And on it went.

I told the Lord that this tragedy could not be for nothing! I 
asked Him to please give me a work to do. A work that would 
bring Hope and Healing not only for me, but also for others 
who are grieving the loss of  a loved one. 
I asked Him to turn these ashes to beauty. God led me to 
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something new to do: “Hope And Healing Ministries.” 
Through their tragedy, they share with others the hope 
that only God can give. It is a message of  healing and hope 
for the future. Joanne  made a little booklet entitled, “But 
God…” based on the healing God gave her in the very early 
stages of  grieving the deaths of  their son and his family. 
She loves to share it with others. Her hobbies are reading, 
painting, photography, crafts. She enjoys motorcycles trips 
with her husband, camping and traveling, and loves to read 
and study Scripture.

Jeremiah 29:11, “For I know the plans I have for you. Plans to give 
you a hope and a future. Plans to prosper you and not to harm you.”  
This became my life verse. I saw it everywhere!

My first project was a little booklet called But God . . . . I 
put photos and Scripture verses in it and have shared it with 
others. As the anniversary of  my family’s death approached, 
I put together a slideshow/presentation and invited friends 
of  Russell and Shawna, our friends and neighbors, and co-
workers. I saw how touched they were and some told me later 
they were so encouraged because they had given up hope on 
a situation, and if  we could get through such a tragedy, they 
could get back on track and face their own situation again, 
with hope.

Some of  Russell’s friends thanked me for giving them hope 
about the future. They were still in shock and just couldn’t 
wrap their heads around what happened. No one saw this 
coming! I believed God meant for me to share this message. 
And not just with those who are grieving the death of  a loved 
one, but with those who have lost hope for any reason or any 
situation in which people have given up and feel there is no 
way out: the loss of  a job, health, a child who has run away, 
a divorce, etc.

After the presentation, using my journal entries and photos, 
I put together another slideshow/presentation and was 
asked to come and share it in New York and Pennsylvania. 
I presented to a Bible study group at St. Patrick’s Church, 
in Binghamton, New York,  the very same Baptist Church 
where Larry and I were married; at a home Bible Study 
group; two at a jail in Pennsylvania, one with the men and 
one with the women. And I presented my message at a 
Celebrate Recovery group. With each group, I emphasized 
that no matter their circumstances, there was hope because 
God has a plan and a purpose for each of  them.

Last fall, I was asked to speak at a Women’s Fall Fling, at 
Alpine Church  in Riverdale, Utah. There were over 300 dear 
women in attendance. The topic was “Emotional Idols”  You 
can see this video on my website: hopeandhealingministries.
org as well as the first anniversary presentation, a video on 
“What Not to Say to Those Who Are Grieving,” and “The 
Grieving Process as I Understand It.”

I have been asked to come back to New York and do 
five speaking engagements and to go to the jail again in 
Pennsylvania the end of  April. God is mighty to save from 
any raging storm!


