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Only those who care for someone afflicted with Alzheimer’s disease can fully appreciate the emotional 

agony that both the caretaker and the patient endure. Nevertheless, when you depend on your Savior, you 

can see how your gracious God directs your steps. I learned that lesson when my wife, Charlene, got 

Alzheimer’s disease. 

Emotional agony 

It started with her sudden inability to follow a recipe as well as her confusion as to time and space. 

Charlene became frustrated, and so did I. Without her expertise in preparing the muffins and egg dishes for 

breakfast, we had to close our Wisconsin bed and breakfast that we had bought after I retired from serving 

as a pastor. 

Then I received a retirement call to serve a congregation in West Texas. The warm weather appealed to 

Charlene so I accepted the call and served there for four and a half years.  

During that time Alzheimer’s disease was taking its toll. Paranoia was setting in. Charlene’s sister visited us 

and when she left, Charlene believed that she had taken our sheets and towels. About a year later, 

hallucinations began. She saw young girls, nonexistent, playing in our house. As time advanced, the 

hallucinations became more detailed. The nonexistent girls became nonexistent mature women. Charlene 

would ask why I would have these women coming to the house.  

Doctors gave Charlene medication to control the hallucinations. Unfortunately, the medication was not 

always taken. It would be hidden in flowerpots and under doilies. It became obvious that we needed to be 

closer to family. I retired again and we returned back to Wisconsin. 

With family now able to visit us, Charlene seemed to adjust quite well. But then, little by little, aggressive 

outbursts took place. She wanted to get out of the house, to be anywhere but home. I had to have 

someone stay with her while I was gone.  

As time went on the disease progressed. Seldom did I sleep soundly. She would get up and try to leave the 

house. I introduced flip locks on the doors. This helped for a while—until she discovered how to undo them. 

At 2 A.M. on Palm Sunday, Charlene unlatched the door, escaping into the bitter cold without a coat and 

not knowing where to go. I had no choice but to call 911 for help. 

A time of adjustment 

After three days at a local hospital, I was able to bring Charlene back home. But life was becoming more 

difficult. Charlene was determined to escape. I stood on the steps to prevent her from leaving. In an effort 

to push me off, she fell backward, just missing hitting her head on our cement fountain.  

I watched her as she lay on the deck and thought, “This is no way to live.” Something had to be done. But 

the words at our wedding came to me repeatedly: “Wilt thou love her . . . and keep her in sickness and in 

health?” I vowed before God’s altar that I would.  

I searched for an available bed in a healthcare center. After visiting various homes, the Lord led me to a 

home that had room. It was on a Thursday—May 25, 2006, Ascension Day—that Charlene entered the 



Alzheimer’s unit of the healthcare center. She wanted to know why she was there. I told her that her 

medications were not working well and that they had to bring them into balance. The staff requested that I 

not return to the unit for a week so she could get adjusted.  

The days that followed didn’t go well. For me it was a time of profound sorrow. Tears would not stop 

flowing. If Charlene had died, it would have been much easier. I felt like I had abandoned her to a horrible 

world. 

It also wasn’t easy for Charlene. She opened a window, threw her few belongings out, and tried to escape. 

The staff alerted me to the possibility that they could not keep her.  

But the Lord was so good. Unbeknownst to me, Charlene was suffering severe back pain. A medication 

patch relieved her of that pain, and she was able to adjust. They would be able to keep her at the home. 

This was somewhat of a disappointment to me, because it was my hope that somehow she would be able 

to come back home. 

The following week I was able to visit her. Would she respond to me or would she show anger? Her 

response to me was good although mixed with confusion. She let me hug her. When I left the unit, the staff 

had to distract her. After getting in the car, the tears simply gushed freely. What kind of a husband was I? 

As time went on, it became better. Charlene and I would sit in the courtyard. She was so delightful, so very 

pleasant. I thank my dear Lord for these very special moments. I would visit her every day. And now at the 

age of 79, she’s the most beautiful woman ever. Our time together has become some of the sweetest of 

moments we have ever enjoyed. She is the love of my life. 

A blessing from the Lord 

I understand now that placing her in the home was the best thing I could have done for her. And, to the 

amazement of doctors and staff, she is not deteriorating as they thought, but actually improving in 

vocabulary and thought process. Once again the Lord showed me that he knows best and is able to turn an 

emotional trauma into a marvelous blessing for both of us. 

This was a learning experience for me and also a time for soul searching. When Charlene was difficult at 

home with me, I was not always as gentle or loving as the attendants at the healthcare center are. I’m 

Christian. I’m a pastor. I know that the Lord wants me to love my wife as he loved me. How come I failed so 

badly? I came to the conclusion that Charlene was God’s gift to me and therefore I should treat her as God 

wants me to treat her—with loving respect during good times and bad. As it is written, “Be kind and 

compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in Christ God forgave you” (Ephesians 4:32).  

Through Charlene the Lord has opened another mission opportunity. I now serve the residents at the 

center with his holy and precious Word through worship services. My son and I also are working on a way 

to communicate with those who do not speak or just stare off into space.  

The future is offering promise that medications will be available to do away with Alzheimer’s disease. It 

can’t come soon enough for me. With God all things are possible, and I pray that the Lord will see it in his 

wisdom to restore Charlene to a point that we can be together again. But whatever happens, we must be 

ready to share the hope we have in Christ with those who live without him. 

Robert Sawall, a retired pastor, serves St. Paul, Clintonville, Wisconsin. 
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Mom has Alzheimer’s disease. She is now 87 years old, but she didn’t retire from work until she was 78. 

Looking back, I think she knew something was happening to her, but she never discussed it with my siblings 

or me. We were all surprised by her sudden retirement because we knew what her job meant to her.  

There seems to be a belief that Alzheimer’s can be hidden or covered up, but eventually it was evident to 

me that something was going on. Some changes going on within her were noticeable and some were not. 

But how and why would Alzheimer’s change me—the caregiver, the healthy one?  

I was angry 

Many years before Mom’s diagnosis she was saying and doing things that confused and angered me. She 

said hurtful things that were unlike her. Her actions were confusing and out of place. It wasn’t possible to 

discuss this because she would deny it. Increasingly, it seemed that conversations with my mother elicited 

feelings of anger. I knew it was wrong to harbor such feelings, and I prayed often that God would remove 

that anger and make me more understanding. God answered my prayers; he took away my anger. The 

answer to my mother’s behavior was Alzheimer’s.  

I mourned the loss of my mother 

Until Mom’s diagnosis over three years ago, until talking with and listening to professionals, until reading 

books on the subject, I thought that Alzheimer’s meant that you forgot things. How bad could that be?  

What shocked me was learning that this was really a slow death. As invisible and undetectable as this 

disease can appear, as Mom loses brain cells, she is losing more than thoughts and words. She is losing 

comprehension. She is losing time. She is losing the ability to mother her children. She is losing the ability to 

be the independent person she prides herself in being. She is losing . . . she is losing. . . she is losing . . . , 

and I deeply mourned the loss of my mother.  

I will grieve again 

Perhaps one would think that would make it easier as time goes on. I have already grieved for the loss of 

my mother. Wouldn’t dealing with that sadness make it easier to go on? No, because out of necessity a 

new relationship has formed between us. Now besides being a mother to my two children and a 

grandmother to my two grandchildren, I am a mother to Mom. This is not normal and does not feel 

comfortable. But it is necessary, and I do my best out of love for her. When God decides to take my new 

mom to heaven, I will grieve again. 

My attitude changed 

One of my misconceptions was that it was my duty to help my relatives come to terms with Mom’s 

condition. One night at support group I was lamenting the fact that I couldn’t seem to do it all by myself. 

One person snapped me into reality by saying, “Carol, you can’t fix it for everybody!” How true that was! It 

was difficult trying to hold myself together, let alone shouldering the concerns others had.  

I long for understanding from people around me 

Alzheimer’s is often a disease that is invisible to people who have not experienced it firsthand. This causes a 

lack of understanding and support. I don’t think people see this as the irreversible and terminal disease that 

it is. Seldom will someone ask how Mom is doing or even how I am doing. Would it be this way if Mom was 



dying from cancer?  

My visits with Mom 

Time with my mother has had to change. We now share only moments because as quickly as she knows 

something it can be forgotten. When I leave, she may not remember that I was even there. I, on the other 

hand, take the visit home with me, so I try to have my memory be as pleasant as possible.  

Each time I arrive I wonder what kind of mood she will be in, what differences I might experience this time. 

Often my heart is breaking as I enter her room, but I put on a cheerful face and greet her with, “Hi, Mom, 

it’s your daughter, Carol. How are you doing today?” Sometimes she complains, but soon she will be 

happier if I listen and validate her feelings. 

Validation is important in her life. It is important for her to feel and to know that she is in a good home, she 

gets good meals, her family loves her, she was a good employee, she is doing well, etc. 

Mom and I can still laugh together, which is great medicine. We can make some situations silly because 

Mom’s ways are more childlike as time goes by. By giving her a silly answer to a serious question, I can 

often change her mood or perception.  

Things that I remind myself 

There is the truth as I know it and Mom’s truth, because how her mind sees things is real and true to her. 

So I try to put myself in her shoes and see things from her vantage point. Only then can I feel her anger, 

frustration, fear, joy, or satisfaction. Unfortunately, the truth and Mom’s truth can’t always come to terms 

peaceably. 

Mom is a Christian. She believes in her Savior and knows she will go to heaven. In the earlier years, she 

expressed these thoughts and wrote about her talks with God and how she got through hard times with his 

help. Now I don’t read or hear about those things as often, so I have to remind myself that the Holy Spirit is 

still at work within her.  

God is with us at all times. Trusting in him is the greatest comfort I could have. Many prayers are answered 

in amazing and surprising ways. Mom’s disease and the part I’m playing in her care are all part of his plan.  

Carol Gehrt is a member at Trinity, Neenah, Wisconsin. Carol wrote this article in January 2003 while she 

was caring for her mother. Carol’s mother passed away on June 29, 2003. 

 

Lessons I have learned 

As Mom’s caregiver, I: 

• have greater empathy toward others.  

• am less hesitant to ask questions related to Mom’s condition and situation.  

• have learned to open my heart more to the elderly and to see them in a new light. 

• feel that knowledge is power. Even though I don’t always understand the technical side of this disease, I 

have been guided by reading about other caregivers and individuals afflicted with Alzheimer’s.  

• openly and readily acknowledge those who have helped with this journey.  

• have learned to see the broad picture of Mom’s care and not look at little details. Some things not 

accomplished in her daily care are due to Mom’s independent spirit and her inability to see staff as 

supportive and needed instead of people to fear.  

• am not embarrassed by Mom’s appearance.  

• am not embarrassed by Mom’s comments or actions. The disease causes it.  

• have felt a greater desire to help others, especially as related to Alzheimer’s. 
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It was my 25th birthday. My boss laughed as I lamented that I was halfway to halfway to 100—and my, 

that's so old! I was recalling my last birthday when two good friends showed up and proudly presented me 

with a pineapple and a balloon bouquet—rationalizing that it wouldn't be appropriate to bring me flowers 

since I work at a flower shop. When the office phone rang for the umpteenth time that afternoon, I picked 

it up with my usual, "Garden Gate. This is Laura. How can I help you?" 

"Is this the birthday girl?" my mom asked. When I confirmed that I was, she wished me a very happy 

birthday . . . and said that she also needed to tell me that my grandpa was celebrating his first birthday in 

heaven. He had died earlier that day.   

We had known Grandpa's time was coming soon. He had been ill for the greater part of my life. Now he 

was himself again—happy at Jesus' side. As I finished out the workday and spent the evening on the phone 

receiving birthday wishes, I couldn't help but hope that the years of life ahead of me would pass quickly so 

that I could meet Grandpa again in heaven.   

In 1997 I wrote this for a high school composition class: My grandparents' farm was one of my favorite 

places in the world. There were always plenty of cousins with whom to get into mischief. We'd chase farm 

cats through the hayloft and jump into the bins of cotton seed. I was amazed by the bravery of my cousins 

ducking under the barbed-wire fences into the cow pasture and disgusted when they let the baby calves 

suck their fists! I remember when one of my cousins, attempting to jump over the manure pit, ended up 

down in it, looking and smelling as bad as the cow pies into which Grandpa threatened to drop us. 

Grandpa was the best part of the farm. He was built into it—belonged there. I loved to watch him do his 

chores in his manure-covered boots and seed company caps. I never could tell when he was serious and 

when he was joking because he blended the two so well. I recall one year when he had me convinced that 

we were going to skip Christmas presents! He always made sure we grandkids got our rightful birthday 

spankings. 

The best thing about Grandpa, though, was his diet—both physical and spiritual. He loved Jesus, and it 

showed. Even as a busy farmer he never missed a Sunday of feeding on the Bread of Life in church. Next to 

Jesus he loved ice cream. And he made sure his grandkids shared his desire for both. There wasn't a day 

that went by that we didn't see Jesus' love radiating from our grandpa. And not a single night passed when 

ice cream wasn't served before bed. 

Every time my family visited the farm, things were the same. Grandpa was always a joker and welcomed us 

at the door. But nothing on this side of heaven ever stays the same. Not even grandpas. 

When I was around nine years old, something about Grandpa changed. I didn't notice. My mom noticed, 

though. Grandpa was no longer the dad she knew. He used to be very sharp and clever, but now things 

always slipped his mind. It crept up on him, hardly noticeably. To me, he was still the same playful 

grandfather, so the changes nudged my heart without warning. 

Grandpa had Alzheimer's disease. How could that be? He was mine. He would always be there for me. That 

would never, could never, wasn't supposed to ever change. He was a constant in my life.  

I didn't see it at the time, but all the changes going on inside Grandpa's head actually allowed my same old 

grandpa to show through to me. A paradox. While his mind slowly worsened, the things that made him 



dear to me remained the same. It has been eight years since we found out about his Alzheimer's. My 

memories are of roughhousing and teasing and ice cream and spankings. These things remain a part of him. 

Sometimes I wish that, as I've grown and matured, I'd have had the chance to grow in my relationship with 

my grandfather too. But God has used his disease to let me keep my childhood relationship with him. When 

we're together, I am still seven years old, being teased by my loving grandpa. 

Each time my family visits, Grandpa is a little worse. While he still greets us at the door, it hurts a little 

when he doesn't know my name. I still know he loves me, though. He doesn't need all his intelligence to 

give me a hug, to tell me I'm pretty, or to notice my new nail polish color. 

The one thing that frightens me, though, is his diet. Sure, he still has his daily dose of ice cream, but what 

about his faith? If he can't follow a television program or a conversation, how can he follow a sermon? He 

gets frustrated when he goes to church, yet it's encouraging that he comes home whistling hymn tunes. 

My family's comfort is that God takes care of his children. Little babies can't comprehend the Word, but the 

Holy Spirit still works faith in them. Maybe that's how it is with Grandpa too. He can't hang on to God 

anymore, so Jesus picks him up and is carrying him the rest of the way home. Jesus is a constant in 

Grandpa's life, just as Grandpa is a constant in mine. 

In the years since I wrote that, my family learned to hang on to the little things that gave Grandpa his 

identity. We weren't sure he understood our conversations, but he'd interject in appropriate places. His 

facial expressions and even tears or laughter showed that he could sense the mood of the room or a TV 

program. And while he couldn't maneuver kitchen utensils, he never forgot what to do with an ice cream 

cone. 

We feel blessed that Grandpa never became violent and could stay home with my grandma until his time. 

While his mind and motor skills deteriorated, his playful spirit still impacted our family. Perhaps God 

allowed this disease to remind us that there is more to life than knowledge and work. Or maybe it was to 

teach a lesson in love through my grandma's constant devotion and strength. "In sickness and in 

health" and "till death do us part" mean ever so much to me after watching her care for him with such love 

for the better part of my life. 

At Grandpa's funeral, I served ice cream with my sisters and cousins. I'll always treasure the stories guests 

shared with us as they lingered, licking their spoons clean. Grandpa was a constant blessing to their lives as 

well as mine. I look forward to my birthday in heaven when I can get to know him all over again. 

Laura Warmuth is a staff writer for Forward in Christ. 
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