
Two years ago, our Quarterly readers were introduced to 
Maggie Karner as Director of Life and Health Ministries of the 

LCMS. On September 25, 2015, she received her crown of 
glory after a long fight with glioblastoma multiforme brain 

cancer. Her daughter, Mary, graciously accepted our invitation 
to share more about her mother’s legacy regarding life issues.

A legacy of life continues
By Becky Wehrspann, Features Editor

4 S U M M E R  2017



Our readers 
are familiar 
with your mom. 
Before we 
dive into your 
perspective of 
her life, we’d 
like to know 
a little more 
about you.

I grew up in Indiana and went to Ball State University. 
I got my Bachelor of Science in Nursing and  
immediately started working in the Emergency 
Department. I did some travel nursing in California 
and Connecticut, so I got to spend the last six months 
of (my mom’s) life with her. I have since moved back 
to Indiana and am currently the manager of the 
Emergency Department where I started five years ago. 

Parts of your mother’s life may be seen as counter 
cultural in our society. How did her life look to you? 
We are a pastor’s family, so we’re already a little bit 
different. But my mom was very involved in multiple 
areas of the church and had very strong friendships 
in the church. That’s what life was; it wasn’t 
necessarily difficult for us, it was just different. 
Everything (my parents) did they were doing because 
they cared for our spiritual health and our well-being. 
That’s the angle everything was talked about. I didn’t 
question that for a second. 
My mom started her job when I was in middle school. 
She had a ton of travel the first couple of years. I 
remember the struggle she felt between us getting 
the education we needed — those building blocks 
of faith that we needed at a young age — while still 
having this huge responsibility of being a missionary 
to the world. I was impressed by her work ethic and 
that (for her) the bigger picture was always, “What are 
we doing to spread God’s love? What are we doing as 
a family to make sure we are spiritually doing well?” It 
was neat to watch and to grow up with. It plays into 
how I live my life now too. 

How did your mom’s work in Life and Health 
Ministries influence the career that you have?
I wasn’t drawn to health care because I had a 
significant story that made me want to be a nurse. 
I really did it because I’m the type of person who 
has to be challenged all the time. People thought I 
wanted to do it because my mom was this amazing 
person spreading health care and God’s love all 
over the world.

My mom was a very creative thinker, which is why 
I perceive her projects went so well. She saw that 
big picture and big vision of spreading mercy 
everywhere. I saw that creative side of her. 
After she died, I was surprised how many people came 
up to me and said, “Your mom taught me how to be 
a manager; she taught me how to be a boss; I loved 
working for her; she was amazing.” I didn’t see that side 
of my mom at all. The conversations we had about her 
work were (the times) when it was really difficult and 
she needed a pep talk — a lot of it stemmed from the 
amount of time she had to be away from home. 
After she died, I regretted not having those 
conversations with her about her leadership style 
and why all these people thought she was a great 
boss. And now here I am leading a very large group 
of people; I should have been able to learn from her. 
In reflecting on that, I recall something she said to 
me on one of the last days I sat with her by myself. 
She was in hospice. We were talking about things she 
would want me to share with her grandkids someday. 
The first thing she said was: “Teach them how to be a 
servant.” I thought, “Really? Out of everything I could 
teach them, that’s what you want me to tell them?” I 
didn’t get it then, but in my career now, I think about 
that every single day. I’ve adopted the idea of servant 
leadership and what that looks like, especially in the 
emergency department setting. 

What other parts of her ministry do you carry 
with you now?
Her whole lobbying against the Death with 
Dignity bills — I honestly never saw my mom 
doing something like that. I was surprised and 
so proud of her when she did, but that was not in 
my mom’s nature. 
I remember she was getting ready to do her CNN 
interview (Erin Burnett OutFront). She called me 
20 minutes before she was supposed to go on and 
said, “I don’t know if I can do this; I can’t do this.”  We 
prayed, and that was that — and she was amazing 
and brilliant. She was so unsure of herself, but she did 
it beautifully. Now when I’m feeling unsure of myself, 
I take a little bit of a “mom” pill and say, “Mom didn’t 
feel sure of herself, and look at what she did.”
I have a stronger opinion now of Death with Dignity, 
especially through our family circumstances. I am 
very much for palliative care, hospice care, and 
comfort care and very much opposed to the idea of 
the Death with Dignity laws and euthanasia. I speak 
to it from a family aspect of all that we learned in 

 LU T H E R A N  W O MA N’ S  Q UA R T E R LY  5



caring for my mom. Learning servant leadership and having a servant heart 
came from that experience. It was the greatest honor of my life to be able to 
care for her. If we start ending our lives sooner than what God has planned, 
what are we losing?

How has her life continued to reach other people?
I’ve gotten Facebook messages from people all over the world, who have 
reached out to me personally in regard to what I’ve written about my mom, 
what they knew about her, and what they learned from her. I am just so 
proud; I don’t know that she ever envisioned that either. 
She was not in it for the recognition, and she would probably still tell you that 
she didn’t think she was the right person to do it, but she felt called to. That’s 
how we looked at her illness. That’s the only way it made sense to me. Had she 
not had this illness or these struggles, I think she still would have done great 
things, but her impact was exponential this way. 
That brings to mind Romans 8:28: And we know that in all things God works for 
the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.

Where else have you found strength since your mom’s diagnosis and death? 
My family, of course. I am an organist and played organ for my dad’s church in 
high school and in college, so hymns speak to me. My mom had a beautiful 
voice and recorded two cassettes for Lutherans For Life when I was little and 
sold those to raise money for a crisis pregnancy center. 
I now hear hymns and I can hear my mom singing them. “God’s Own Child, 
I Gladly Say It” is by far my favorite. We sang that at her funeral. She loved it, so 
I’m glad we got to sing it. We had a funeral in Connecticut, but we also had a 
memorial service at the Fort Wayne Seminary, so we got to sing that in Kramer 
Chapel with an amazing organist and musicians. It was beautiful. 

How has your mom’s end of life witness changed how you interact 
with others?
I don’t want to say changed, because I still wanted to take care of patients 
before my mom was diagnosed. But now I see my mom in my patients and 
their families. I am able to relate in multiple different ways to their struggles, 
so that’s made me a better nurse. It’s made me a better friend and leader, in 
the sense that I think leaders need to have a strong sense of empathy. My 
mom always said to "put the best construction on everything." So that’s where 
that plays in now. It has changed the way I look at the world. 

Are there other areas of your mom’s life you’d like to share?
Her focus was definitely on life issues — that’s where her career started as 
Director of Life Ministries — but then she kind of took over the Health Ministries 
as well, and she started organizing trips to Madagascar, Haiti, Kenya, and Latvia. 
What I was always amazed with is that she didn’t have a health care 
background whatsoever, yet still she was able to organize these medical 
mission trips. She’d go with them and help triage and get patients over there 
the medication they needed. That’s where I really bonded with her: what she 
needed for those trips. 
I’m so proud that she and I have this connection. So that’s my “why” now — 
why I do what I do. She really has taught me a lot about what it means to be a 
leader and what it means to be a servant.

Mary Karner is a member of Grace Lutheran Church, Muncie, Indiana. She works as the 
Emergency Department Manager at Indiana University Health Ball Memorial Hospital, also 
in Muncie. She lives in Fishers, Indiana, with her two dogs. 

And we know 
that in all things 

God works for the 
good of those 
who love him, 

who have been 
called according 

to his purpose.

Romans 8:28
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For My Mom
Okay, I’ll admit it: I’m an adrenaline junkie. And judging from 
the plethora of new TV shows like “Trauma: Life in the ER” or 
“Code Black,” most of America is too. Except that’s my life. 
I’m a Trauma Nurse. I eat, sleep, and breathe trauma. Every 
time I walk into work with a French vanilla swirl latte in my 
hand, life and death are waiting for me. And, up until this 
week, I thought I’d seen just about everything. I’ve performed 
CPR till I thought my arms would fall off to keep blood 
pumping through a child’s body. I’ve administered life-saving 
medication to a patient having a stroke and seen the joy on 
his face when he regained his speech. I’ve had a patient fall 
through a ceiling onto another patient (I can’t even make 
that up). I’ve held the hand of patients as they’ve taken their 
last breath, and I’ve hugged family members so tight I 
couldn’t breathe. I really thought I’d seen it all.
And then last week, my mom died. She had a glioblastoma brain 
tumor. I knew all about it, even cared for patients with her same 
diagnosis. I knew what was going to happen. But no matter how 
much I thought I was ready, I wasn’t. Death stings. And my beautiful, 
52-year-old mother’s grave is freshly dug.
But my mom’s name was Dr. Maggie Karner. And she was the 
textbook definition of awesome. Don’t take my word for it; Google 
her. She devoted her entire life to helping others and spreading 
Christ’s beautiful gift of mercy for all. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard my 
mom speak more passionately than when she was talking about the 
word “mercy.” And that’s why my mom used her last days on Earth 
to campaign against a very dangerous use of that word. A “merciful 
death” some would call it, or a “right to die.”
My mom is most famous for a YouTube video that went viral entitled, 
“A Letter to Brittany Maynard.” In the video, my mom pleaded with 
Brittany, who had the same diagnosis, not to commit assisted 
suicide. Unfortunately, Brittany eventually chose to end her life, but 
my mom never stopped advocating for life. In her words, “How long 
will it be before the right to die quickly devolves into the duty to 
die? What does this mean for all who are elderly, or disabled, or just 
wondering if they’ve become a burden to the family?” Even while 
she was receiving chemotherapy, my mom spoke at the Connecticut 
state house to lobby against a “right to die” bill. The bill did not pass.
Believe me, terminal illness sucks. There is no way to sugar coat that. 
It stole my mom from me along with so many others. But it also gave 
me something that I could never begin to describe: the opportunity 
to serve her. My family and I cared for her when she could no longer 
care for herself. We were her left arm when hers was paralyzed. And 
when that became too much, we had the distinct privilege of being 
able to visit her at her hospice facility during the last month of her 
life. She was not herself, and many times confused, but she could 

laugh. Even up until the day before she 
died. We laughed about seagulls that 
she thought were drones. We laughed 
about how much she loved chocolate 
and McFlurrys. We laughed about all the 
stupid things I did as a kid. And, then, 
when she could no longer laugh, we sang 
to her and we prayed with her.
My mom said it best in an Op-Ed in the 
Hartford Courant: “My brain may be 
cancerous, but I still have lots to contribute 
to society as a strong woman, wife, and 
mother, while my family can daily learn the 
value of caring for me in my last days with 
compassion and dignity.”
I’m here to say that she was right. No 
matter how hard it was and still is. She 
was so right. And the greatest honor of 
my life was to care for my mom in her last 
days. I hope and pray that her legacy will 
continue to inspire caring American voters 
to support those choosing to squeeze life 
for every drop that it has to give. Support 
hospice and palliative care programs that 
give true meaning to “death with dignity.” 
Let those fighting illness and disabilities 
know that they are precious, no matter 
what. They should never have to feel for 
a second that they might have a “duty to 
die” just because the option is available. 
Mary Karner 
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What qualities of Maggie’s live on in your daughters?
I see a little bit of her in each of them, but not the same 
things. Mary — my oldest — has gotten the leadership 
part of it. In her job, she’s taking on more and more — 
getting everybody all together and all on the same page. 
Maggie did so much of that too. I see that in Mary now, 
being more responsible for more people in her work. 
Annie — the youngest — has gotten her artsy side from 
Maggie. She got the creative eye to see through the lens 
of the camera and see what Maggie saw. She has the 
creative talents that Maggie had. I’m not a creative kind 
of a guy, so she didn’t get that from me. 
Heidi — she’s the mother, though she isn’t married 
or a mother, yet! She has compassion, the mothering 
qualities, the nurturing qualities that certainly would 
come from Maggie. She has a love of children. Each 
daughter has a part of Maggie — I can see it clearly. 
Describe Maggie’s leadership style.
One of her greatest strengths was listening and 
processing information. She did it with me; she did it 
with the girls. I know in her professional life she related 

to people above her and below her. She would ask 
questions and ask for clarification and make sure she 
was hearing right. It served her well, privately and 
professionally. She dealt with people in general with 
measured and reasoned approaches — getting as 
many facts as she could before making a decision on 
something. And she was always someone people were 
calling, whether it was for advice or answers or just to 
listen. They knew they wouldn’t be judged.  

What other areas of the church, outside of her job, was 
Maggie involved in?
She was involved in LWML in each of the congregations 
where I served. Then she started as a Life Ministry 
director and went on to include health ministry and 
parish nurse training. She started traveling more and 
attending LWML rallies and other conferences. From 
2004 to 2014, she had a more direct contact with LWML, 
as speaker for events and recipient of mission grants.  

The Rev. Kevin Karner is pastor at Immanuel Lutheran Church, 
Bristol, Connecticut.

Rev. Kevin Karner, past 
LWML New England District 

pastoral counselor, was his 
wife’s biggest supporter. 

He encouraged and upheld 
Maggie in her work with the 

Life and Health Ministries 
team. He continues to 

support life issues, most 
recently through the LCMS 

Eyes of Life campaign.

Learn more at 
www.eyesoflife.org.
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