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“He has been in the OR 13 times in his little life. He spent 

the first 262 days of his life in the hospital. He has seen 

enough stress and his only comfort is me. If I’m a nervous 

wreck, it’s no good.”

So how does she keep it all together? What are the right 

words that carry her? 

Prayer. God’s Word. And more prayer.

“I didn’t think I’d be strong enough,” she said. “But I would 

never trade the past two years for anything.”

As a twenty-something, her life was going pretty much 

as she hoped. She graduated from Concordia University 

Wisconsin with a bachelor’s degree in education and was  

teaching music and Spanish at St. John Amelith, Bay City, 

Michigan. She enjoyed going out with friends, cheering 

on her Detroit Tigers, ringing in the church hand bell choir, 

and hanging out with family. Sarah fell in love, married, 

and planned a family. Life was good. As they talked about 

their future, the eager parents-to-be chose baby names. If 

it was a boy, he would be called Jacob Aiden. 

Then as the daffodils were just starting to bloom in her 

neighborhood, they received the good news that after 

trying for about 18 months, Sarah was finally pregnant. Al-

though her pregnancy was a high-risk one because she has 

diabetes, Sarah’s first twenty weeks were fairly uneventful. 

Then everything changed.

A routine ultrasound showed the baby wasn’t growing. 

At the same time, Sarah’s blood pressure was rising and 

medications were no longer controlling it. And the doc-

tors could see the umbilical cord flow had ceased, so this 

tiny life inside was receiving no nutrients.

This wasn’t the pregnancy she had planned. “I was just 

beginning to get a baby bump,” she recalled. “One day 

after work, my husband was at the sink doing dishes, and I 

was on the floor cleaning out my Tupperware® cupboard, 

when the doctor called and said, ‘Pack your bag. You are 

going to the hospital.’”

The next day, Sarah had another ultrasound, and the doc-

tor decided the baby could survive only a few more days 

in utero. “I was very scared, not sure what was going to 

happen. It was out of our hands. We prayed and prayed 

and prayed that he would at least survive the birth.”

Be strong and courageous. 

Two days later, on September 15, 2012, at 5:44 p.m., Jacob 

Aiden came into the world by caesarean section. At only 

twenty-four weeks, what is considered a micro-preemie, he 

tried to gasp for air. He weighed about as much as a can of 

soda and measured just shy of a ruler, as Sarah would later 

explain to her students to help them understand. His feet 

were about the size of candy corn. 

s a junior high student in 1995, 
Sarah was busy studying 

algebra formulas, practicing 
the oboe for band, or laughing with 
her younger sister. And like so many 
raised in a Lutheran church, she also 
memorized a confirmation verse. 

Hers was Joshua 1:9: Be strong and 
courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be 
discouraged, for the Lord your God will 
be with you wherever you go. 

Important words. Powerful words. 
Good words. They were the right 
words for her then, and they would 
be the right words for her future. 
Yet like everyone, she had no 
idea then what her future would 
bring and how God’s Word would 
comfort her again and again.

Chatting with me one evening in her 
hotel room at the LWML Michigan 
District Convention in Kalamazoo, 
Sarah stretched out on the bed, sur-
rounded by typical and atypical baby 
accessories — a ventilator, tubes, blan-
kets, and a big stroller. She was finally 
relaxed after a long day that included 
one more trip to the emergency room 
with her son, Jacob Aiden, who is now 
a thriving 2-year-old preemie.

She smiled and laughed and cried as 
she shared the roller coaster ride she’s 
been on for the past two years and the 
words that have mattered to her.

“We went to the ER again today,” she 
said matter-of-factly, “and this guy 
says to me, ‘How are you so strong?’ 
I told him I’m used to it. I’ve learned 
not to get too emotional. It doesn’t do 
Jacob any good.”

She paused to glance at Jacob, who was 
sleeping in Grandma’s arms. The gentle, 
rhythmic sound of the ventilator — his 
breath — filled the room. 

Co
ve

r p
ho

to
 b

y 
Pa

t S
ta

rk
e.

 lu t h e r a n  W o ma n’ s  q ua r t e r ly  5



For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my 
mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderful-
ly made; your works are wonderful, I know that full well. My frame 
was not hidden from you when I was made in the secret place, 
when I was woven together in the depths of the earth. Your eyes 
saw my unformed body; all the days ordained for me were written 
in your book before one of them came to be (Psalm 139:13–16).
Sarah and Jacob’s journey was just beginning, yet she trusted the 
words that promised they were never alone. The Lord your God 
will be with you wherever you go.
The first moments of Jacob’s life were critical. “Covenant Hos-
pital in Saginaw City (where he was born) is one of only two 
hospitals in Michegan that carry tracheal tubes small enough 
to fit Jacob. Most hospitals carry 2.5 mm, the diameter of a 
coffee stirrer. Well, that would be too big for his trachea. Cov-
enant had a 2.0 mm. Miracle number one right there that we 
were at this hospital,” she marveled.
The medical team whisked Jacob out of the operating room 
and down the hall, heading for the NICU two floors up. Sarah’s 
parents, Dale and Cheri, were waiting in the hallway with their 
pastor. There was barely time for an emergency Baptism. “A 
nurse was holding the elevator door open as the team stopped 
briefly and opened the incubator for the Baptism,” Cheri said. 
“We were joking through tears that we better make this quick, 
and Pastor said, “I guess I can’t use the Lutheran agenda for this 
Baptism!” Cheri remembered.
With sterile gloves and sterile water, and a nurse manually 
breathing for Jacob, the pastor reached into the incubator 
and pronounced the simple words that changed Jacob’s life 
for eternity. “I baptize you in the name of God the Father, God 
the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.” 
The right words.
The next few days were touch and go, hour by hour. “I didn’t 
get to see Jacob until the middle of the night on Sunday. My 
blood pressure was still unstable. Finally, a nurse said, ‘Maybe if 
she sees her son, it will help her blood pressure.’” 
So they wheeled Sarah upstairs, scrubbed her, and brought 
Jacob’s incubator down to her level so she could see her son for 
the first time. “His skin was like paper. I could see his heart beat-
ing through his chest. I could see every little rib.”
Be strong and courageous. 
From the moment of his birth, his name fit. She explained, “Ja-
cob means ‘wrestled with God,’ and Aiden is Irish for feisty and 
fiery. He is a spitfire! He has fought long and hard. It’s definitely 
a God-thing that his name was chosen before we even got 
pregnant. And to this day, 22 months later, he is still literally 
fighting for every breath he takes.”
Only three days after his birth, Sarah began posting regular up-
dates on the CaringBridge website so family and friends could 
stay informed and pray. Eager to share Jacob’s journey, the 
posts Sarah wrote are a glimpse into her heart and her faith. 
“For many preemie moms, it’s too traumatic and they can’t 
share. But it’s a miracle and I want to share it!” 

... all the days ordained for me were 

written in your book before one of 

them came to be. ~Psalm 139:13–16

First time holding Jacob at 25 days old

Grandpa holding Baby Jacob
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In one of her first posts, Sarah de-
scribed Jacob as “our little fighting 
machine” and marveled at how “God 
continues to show us every day that 
He's in control and that He has Jacob in 
His hands! That is the BEST comfort we 
could ever have.”
It was three long weeks before Sarah 
could even touch her son. Meanwhile, 
she was discharged from the hospital, 
going home empty-handed. Every day 
she would return to his side, aching 
with a mother’s longing to hold, cradle, 
caress, and rock her little one.
“But he was too unstable to touch,” she 
said. “When we were finally allowed to 
touch him, we couldn’t stroke but only 
lay our hands on him. Neurologically, it 
was over-stimulating.”
In early October, Sarah wrote, “We’ve 
had so many people tell us what an ex-
perience this must be … watching the 
third trimester through an incubator. 
We are able to see things that normally 
would be happening in the womb. 
That's a miracle in and of itself.”
One week later, a joy-filled post read: 
“The moment I've longed for since 
giving birth 25 days ago . . . holding 
my son for the first time. I was able to 
spend an hour and forty-five minutes 
bonding with my little boy. What an ex-
perience it was! Feeling him nuzzle into 
my chest. Feeling his little heartbeat 
against me. Absolutely indescribable!” 
Only a few days later, though, Jacob 
became very ill — the first of many 
set-backs — and required emergency 
surgery. Waiting five long hours, Sarah 
and her family prayed along with prayer 
warriors across the country. Sarah lived 
a mother’s nightmare as she wondered, 
“How do I have a funeral for my four-
week-old baby?” It was the first of sever-
al times they planned a funeral. 
Her words soon after began with “Pray 
pray pray pray pray.” And at 10:54 p.m., 
Sarah shared words of faith and hope: 
“My whole family and I thank you from 
the bottom of our hearts for all your 
constant prayers and support. While 
we knew from the beginning that this 
wasn't going to be an easy road, we 
are finding these setbacks so hard to 
endure. We are comforted by the lov-

ing arms of God wrapped around us 
and the peace that truly does pass all 
human understanding. All your prayers 
have kept us going day in and day out.”
The medical team was not optimistic, 
however, so they discussed how they 
would unhook Jacob from all the ma-
chines and give him to Sarah to hold 
until he passed. But Sarah insisted that 
they wait until Kathy, her sister from 
Pennsylvania, and her husband had a 
chance to see Jacob. Kathy finally got 
to the hospital and spent the night in 
a twin bed with Sarah so they could be 
near the NICU.
Sarah’s website words show her 
struggle: “We started our bedside vigil 
just waiting to see what would hap-
pen. We watched his numbers drop 
little by little. It was such a scary thing. 
There literally was nothing more that 
could be done. We prayed that God's 
will be done. Our precious Jacob’s life 
was in God's hands. We prayed … and 
we prayed … and we prayed … and 
we prayed. We sat in the waiting room 
in the NICU as family went and saw 
Jacob and began discussing plans for 
a funeral. Even now as I write this up-
date, my heart aches knowing that we 
were even thinking about a funeral for 
Jacob. We thought it was the end. Were 
we just prolonging the inevitable?”
Miraculously, Jacob survived this 
challenge and lived up to his name, 
as Sarah explained in a late October 
midnight post entitled Keep Up the 
Fight— “One of my favorite things to 
do these days is sit on a chair next to 
Jacob's isolette and just watch him. 
Watch his facial expressions change. 
Watch his mannerisms. While admiring 
him today, he became a bit squirmy, 
and I couldn't help but chuckle. Then 
all of the sudden he stopped, clenched 
his fist and kicked his leg out … To me, 
he's saying, ‘Mom, I'm still fighting. I'm 
ready to keep going!’”
Sarah was back in the classroom by 
this time, teaching and struggling to 
balance the many demands, physically 
and emotionally. Sadly, Sarah’s mar-
riage was beginning to feel the stress. 
“The social worker told us that these 
situations will either make a marriage 

or break a marriage. Not all couples are 
cut out to handle it. Ours wasn’t. He 
didn’t know what to do. He didn’t know 
how to take care of us. He pretty much 
emotionally abandoned us in the 
hospital,” she said. It would take many 
months before they would separate 
and then finally divorce, a devastat-
ing place for a young mother with a 
preemie. 
At times Sarah didn’t know how she 
would go on, but she continued to find 
strength in the words she memorized 
years ago. 
Be strong and courageous. Do not be 
afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord 
your God will be with you wherever you go. 
With tears in her eyes and a catch in her 
voice, Sarah recalled another one of 
Jacob’s many crises. Driving to the hos-
pital after receiving an urgent call from 
the nurses to get to the hospital quickly, 
she told her mom, “I don’t know what is 
going to happen today, but Jacob is ei-
ther going home with us or home with 
Jesus. And I was at peace with that.”
A fighter herself, Sarah filled her days 
with work, hospital visits, and a new 
world of learning about Jacob’s medi-
cal challenges and insurance needs. 
Every chance she got, Sarah immersed 
herself online to research everything 
from erratic heart rates and carbon 
dioxide levels to nasal cannulas and 
Broviac lines. “Whenever a doctor says 
something to me about a new diagno-
sis, I’m on the computer looking it up, 
finding everything,” she said. “I made 
notes every day in my calendar book 
about his weight, his urine output, how 
many poops he had. It was important 
stuff. Anything.”
By February, Sarah started planning for 
Jacob’s return home, but by the middle 
of March, Sarah wrote an entry entitled, 
“Still no words” where she shared her 
pain: “I should be sitting here in my 
living room loving on my baby who's 
finally home … where he should be. 
Instead I'm sitting here in my living 
room, tears just flowing from my eyes. 
This is not how it is supposed to be. 
I went and saw Jacob this morning. 
Cleaned out his room in preparation 
for his transfer to the University of 
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Michigan. I said the next time I walked 
out of that hospital, it would be with 
my baby. Instead I walked out with an 
empty car seat.”
Once Jacob was transported to the 
Detroit area, the juggling became even 
more challenging, and Sarah decided 
to leave her teaching job. While this 
put a financial burden on the young 
family, Sarah knew it was right. “He 
was going to have a tracheotomy, 
and I knew that I needed to be trained. 
I knew I couldn’t teach and do this two 
hours away from home.” 
Friends and family worked together to 
carry Sarah through this time, including a 
fundraising dinner to help with expenses.
The next weeks were difficult as they 
were hours away from home, family, and 
church. She explained, “Church has been 
such a big part of my life, but now with 
Jacob, it’s not easy. My all day, every day 
has been with him. But if I go too long 
without attending church, I start to feel 
unfed spiritually. I can’t pinpoint it. I’m in 
constant contact with my pastor, so I’m 
not out of the loop completely, but there 
is just something about hearing the Gos-
pel from the pulpit and partaking in the 
Lord’s Supper that gives me strength.”
The second week of March, Sarah 
described her pain: “This all is like a bad 
dream . . . I'll be away from my family, 
from my ‘normalcy’ for the foresee-
able future. It's hard. It hurts. I know 
my heart, our hearts, will heal. God will 
see us through this like He has seen us 
through everything up to this point.”
Once again, she knew the right words. 
She knew God’s Word. Be strong and 
courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be 
discouraged, for the Lord your God will be 
with you wherever you go. 
Finally, after even more surgeries, 
setbacks and sleepless nights, Sarah 
brought Jacob home. Her celebration 
post for that day closed with “To God be 
ALL the Glory.”
Like many new mothers, Sarah has 
celebrated the expected baby steps in 
her son’s life . . . first bottle, first bath, first 
smile, first tooth. She has also celebrated 
the victorious medical battles . . . good 
oxygen levels, recovery from eye sur-
geries, tracheostomy, pneumonia, and 
lumbar punctures. Jacob continues to 

reach new milestones as he is receiving 
therapies, growing, and thriving. 
Today, Sarah is working part-time and 
relying on family and part-time in-home 
nursing staff to help her care for Jacob’s 
24/7 needs. She and Jacob are gradually 
learning a new normal. 
“Eventually I want to get back to teach-
ing, but the timing is not right yet,” she 
said. “My days are either appointment 
days or non-appointment days,” she 
explained. “If we aren’t out the door to 
a medical appointment, then we are 
home with a therapist. He gets physical, 
occupational, and speech therapy. Their 
hope is to catch him up developmen-
tally by the age of three. At almost two 
years old, he is at 6–9 months, develop-
mentally, so he has some work to do!”
Joshua 1:9 has been much more than 
Sarah’s confirmation verse, it’s what she 
calls her life verse.
“So many days I was afraid. I was discour-
aged. Not knowing which end was up. 
I didn’t know how I was going to go 
on. I found comfort in that verse. He is 
the Rock of my life, Jacob’s life. Many 
parents in the hospital say, How are you 
so strong? I would always say it’s God. 
I’ve seen parents who aren’t believers 
struggle to go on. They don’t know how 
to go on. I can’t imagine what it would be 
like to not be a believer, to not have that 
comfort. I can’t envision my life without 
the Lord. That is the essence of who I am. 
And Jacob’s life. There is no scientific rea-
son that Jacob should be alive. He should 
never have even lived at birth. It was in 
God’s hands from the start.”
Being a mother often gives women a 
new perspective, and it’s no different 
for Sarah. “I’ve learned a lot about who I 
am. I’m striving to be the rock for Jacob 
as a single parent. I have to be a mom 
and a dad. I’ll be the Mom at the high 
school still kissing him goodbye! 
I never knew I could love somebody 
this much until he was born.”
That great love is a reminder of the 
heavenly Father’s love for us, a sacrificial 
and merciful love so deep that He gave 
His only Son to die on the cross that we 
might have eternal life. 
The right words? The best words? Sarah 
would agree. His Word. Q

Growing and getting stronger!

Mommy's sweet little pumpkin!

Be strong and 
courageous. 

do not be afraid; 
do not be 

discouraged, 
for the lord your god 

will be with you 
wherever you go.

Joshua 1:9

To read more about Sarah and Jacob's journey, please visit www.caringbridge.org/visit/sarahzahnow.
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