L.D. S. Relief Society Women and Service

The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints emphasizes providing temporary welfare for those in need and teaches Self Reliance.
Soon after the L.D.S. Church was organized in 1830, its leaders established storehouses, places where grains and other commodities donated by members as free-will offerings, were stored and distributed to help needy members. In April 1936, the Church formally organized a welfare program to help Church members suffering from the devastating effects of the Great Depression. Today, that welfare program has expanded to all corners of the globe and assists people of all faiths.

The objective of the welfare program of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints is to care for the needy while teaching principles that will allow needy persons to become self-reliant and retain their self-respect. The program also provides opportunities to all other members of the Church to serve — fulfilling the commandment Jesus Christ gave to feed the hungry, give drink to the thirsty, take in the stranger, clothe the naked and visit the sick.  

A humanitarian program has also been initiated by the church.  The women of the Relief Society are the backbone of the welfare and humanitarian programs.  They continually provide assistance to those in need, both in their own local congregations, communities, and world wide as needs arise.  The Relief Society motto is “Charity Never Faileth.”

HUMANITARIAN CASH DONATIONS SINCE 1985 $259.8 million
HUMANITARIAN MATERIAL ASSISTANCE SINCE 1985 $750.9 million
Humanitarian kits are now provided by the Church in worldwide relief efforts.  The founder of these kids is a Relief Society member Rose Ann Gunther.  She and other Relief Society women from American Fork, Utah created prototypes for school, newborn and hygiene kits that are now assembled by many Relief Society groups and distributed throughout the world by the L.D.S Humanitarian Center.

The Church is currently responding to the critical needs of those suffering from major disasters that have affected the lives and well-being of thousands of people. These disasters include the recent devastating earthquake in central China and the widespread damage from Cyclone Nargis in Myanmar, as well as tornadoes in multiple locations in the United States.

In some locations with high concentrations of Church members, welfare facilities may be substantial. Welfare Square near Church headquarters in Salt Lake City, Utah, is the largest concentration of such facilities. Buildings on the square include a cannery, a milk-processing plant, a bishops’ storehouse, a thrift store, an employment center and silos where wheat and other grains are stored.  Women of the Relief Society often donate their time at the cannery to can food for those in need.

In addition to the welfare program, the Relief Society has a unique program called "visiting teaching" to provide a support network for women in the Church.  Each woman is assigned two other women who visit her home each month to give a religious message and offer help if needed.  As needs arise, her visiting teachers provide they help they can and also make her needs known to others who can provide support.

One example of a unique humanitarian program occurred in my neighborhood.  Fall of 2007 Major Mike Hamilton, a young opthamologist from Newport News, VA was called up to serve in Baghdad, Iraq.  His parents belong to the same congregation I attend, and I was privileged to be part of a humanitarian project initiated by his wife who was living in SLC while he was deployed in Iraq.  One day while he was serving, one of the patients at the Baghdad hospital was given a red, white and blue quilt.  He was told that the quilt was made in the U.S. and was sent to show the love and support the people at home had for him.  The wounded soldier was so grateful for the warm quilt that as Mike observed the reaction of this young soldier, he though it would be wonderful if his wife and family in SLC could provide a few quilts for wounded soldiers.  When Mike’s wife heard of his request, she had a bigger idea.  She approached our local congregation and asked if they would be interested in providing quilts, pajamas, and toys for wounded soldiers and children in Iraq.  Not only was our congregation excited about the prospect, but they approached other local congregations who joined with us.  Saturday, Jan 27, 2007 was set aside for women ages 8-108 in the area to meet and tie quilts, sew pajama bottoms, and make toys.  400 women showed up.  Other items were donated and by the end of the day over 113 quilts, 240 pajama bottom, 145 T-shirts, 85 flip flops, 150 boxers, 54 pairs of socks, 23 hygiene kits, 232 small stuffed animals and 400 letters of support to service men and women were ready to be shipped to Iraq, along with 200 wooden toys for needy children.  $1500 was also donated.  The toys were donated by an organization called “The Happy Factory” that donates wooden hand made toys to needy organizations.  Children in the local congregations wrote many of the letters, made posters to be hung in the hospital with words of comfort and support and oiled the wooden toys.

When Mike returned he spoke to our congregation and told stories of how needed the quilts and other items were, how grateful the service men and women were for the quilts and pajama bottoms in particular and how many lives we had touched.  As they arrived at the hospital, their clothes were often cut off to get to their wounds and the pajama bottoms were sorely needed.  Until then, they were often sent to Germany for further medical care in only paper pajama bottoms and a green wool army blanket.  He also related a story of how 5 men from a special forces unit arrived and were treated.  Just before their arrival, a box with 5 matching quilts arrived and the men from this unit were sent to Germany in matching quilts.  He said that typically they would receive one or two boxes, but when the quilts started arriving he said, “Before long I was getting boxes and more boxes and more boxes.”  Others asked him what the boxes were and he said they were sent by his church back home to show their love and support for the troops.

A retired Army General came to this event and accepted a basket of donated items as a token of our service.  An army nurse, Capt. Maria Ortez, wrote a thank you letter to Mike after he returned to the states and said they were almost out of pajama bottoms when a box from our Relief Society organization arrived.  She was grateful for our generosity.  One week later she was killed by enemy fire.

Other Relief Society organizations around the U.S. have heard of our project and have continued sending needy items.

13 December 2006 SALT LAKE CITY — For several years, the Darfur region of Sudan has been an area of conflict resulting in the displacement of over two million people and the death of thousands.

Since 2004, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints has cooperated with several partnering organizations, including International Relief and Development, Red Crescent Society, and International Medical Corps to respond to the basic humanitarian needs of the refugee population in Sudan and neighboring Chad.

The emergency response effort of the Church has included providing approximately 400 tons of Atmit, a nutritional supplement for malnourished children. In addition, shipments of medical supplies, hygiene kits and blankets have been sent. Church Welfare Services continues to monitor the situation and to work closely with partnering agencies to assist those in need.

ST. DAVID, Arizona Over 100 women from the three St. David ward Relief Societies combined their efforts on 8 March to culminate their goal of aiding the San Pedro Valley Child Protective Services. Most women arrived at the church carrying large plastic bags filled with their collected donations of clean and mended used clothing, disposable diapers and wipes, and baby formula.

 24 October 2006 MELBOURNE, Australia — Members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints worked with local community members to provide clothing for over 300 orphan children in the African country of Malawi.

Mormon women from three local congregations in Melbourne volunteered supplies, time and talent to sew clothing and blankets — and to make toys — for children who attend the Transhaven schools in Malawi.

Three sewing bees were held in Church buildings, and members from the community were invited to participate. Future bees have been planned due to the ongoing support from Church and community members.

The Transhaven schools were started by Chris and Marg Laughton in hopes they could make a difference in the lives of African children.

The sewing project was organized by the Melbourne Australia Maroondah Stake Relief Society (a stake is comprised of several local congregations and is similar to a diocese). The Relief Society is the Church’s women’s organization and encourages women to provide charitable service.

5 July 2002 SALT LAKE CITY — As residents of evacuated Arizona towns return home, members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints say their main work is just beginning: to help those who lost property in the 417,000-acre fire.

Snowflake resident Ashley Davis says "When we start rebuilding their homes and working with them, that's when you'll see the legacy this fire has left behind — a community united."

Approximately 15,000 of the region's full-time residents are members of the Church. The town of Snowflake, where the Red Cross has set up its command post, was named for Mormon colonizers Erastus Snow and William Flake; Taylor, up the road, and Heber, just up the hill, bear the names of Apostles John Taylor and Heber J. Grant. Mormon pioneers settled much of the region, and thousands of their descendants remain firmly rooted in the area.

The Mormon community, known for its ability to organize and respond in crisis situations, immediately sprang into action when on Friday, 21 June, the Round Valley High School "Dome" in Eagar, was selected as an emergency shelter for some of the expected 35,000 evacuees fleeing the fire.

The Red Cross had fewer than a dozen people on hand to receive and assist them. As one of the Church's regional leaders, Steven Heap made a couple of phone calls, and before nightfall had 500 helpers standing by. Another 300 joined them before sunrise Saturday.

Heap also placed a call to the Church's huge bishops storehouse in Mesa, and within an hour a semi-trailer full of food, tents, sleeping bags and emergency power generation equipment was on the road. Within five hours, a network of Latter-day Saints, all well connected through oft-utilized phone trees, was unloading it.

Arizona Members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints Aid Fire Victims Heaps says of the volunteers, "They were just desperate to help. Members of the Church and other people in the community stepped right up to the plate. We had nurses that got off work, people who took vacation time to come and help out."

During the late night evacuation it soon became apparent that the elderly with special medical needs couldn't be sheltered in the dome. The Red Cross said it found a safe haven for the elderly when the Church opened the doors of the Eagar Stake Center, a regional LDS meetinghouse.

With no hospital beds available, a call went out for recliners and within an hour over a hundred of the chairs lined the gym and halls of the building. The ladies of the Church's long-established and well-oiled Relief Society staffed the facility's kitchen and the elderly spent their time in a peaceful atmosphere playing games, the piano and working puzzles.

Chad Ettmueller, the Red Cross Officer in charge of the Eagar Shelter says, "It has just been amazing. The Church has provided their own nurses who are members of the Church augmented by services from the Red Cross."

Pinetop resident Helen Jones says she was frightened during the evacuation but after being brought to the special needs shelter at the Church says, "I worry not a bit...They are a giving, devoted people. You can feel their hearts."

Lakeside evacuee Robert Barnes agrees, "They bend over backwards to help you, all right. They treat you like a human being with respect and kindness and if there's anything you need, they get it and if they can't get it, they'll find someone to get it for you. They're going to have to drag me out when I leave."

From Payson to Holbrook to Snowflake and beyond, members of the community pitched in to help the unfortunate fire-stranded. Many opened up their homes to thousands who needed help. Claysprings evacuee Lana' Rexroat will soon deliver her fifth child and says, "The first day we were here I happened to go into pre-term labor and they offered a place for us to stay."

Snowflake resident Ashley Davis says at one time he and his wife had 31 people staying in their home with three bedrooms. His wife Shauna says, "After you hit about 12 to 15 it just all blends together. You just find a place."

The willingness of Church members to assist in the crisis extended all the way to Show Low where the local seminary building was transformed into the Fire Information Command Center. Fire Information Officer Danny Randall says, "I look on the walls there and I see there are pictures of Christ and say, well we need all the help we can get and with him looking over our shoulders I'm sure we're going to put this monster to sleep."

It now appears the monstrous fire is dying down but Church members are poised to assist the hundreds who lost their homes in the disaster. Under the direction of the Red Cross, Church leaders are taking daily trips to the fire with victims to comfort them as they view what's left of their homes. When it comes to Church members helping neighbors rebuild their homes, Ashley Davis says, "You can count on it."

As it often does in worldwide emergency situations, the Church sent a semi-trailer, loaded with food, clothing, blankets, and personal hygiene items from the Bishops Central Storehouse in Salt Lake City to three sites in Arizona Thursday: Payson, Eagar and Holbrook.

The Church has also donated 50,000 dollars in cash to the Red Cross in Arizona for their use in procuring food supplies for the evacuees. An additional 75,000 dollars has gone to assist five volunteer fire departments in the region.

One of the central pillars of the humanitarian aid program of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints — training medical staff and birth attendants how to resuscitate oxygen-deprived babies at birth — has saved the lives of more than 400,000 infants in developing countries.

Neonatal resuscitation training is just one of the major initiatives on which Church Humanitarian Services focuses. Others are water projects, wheelchair distribution and vision treatment training.

According to Humanitarian Services, neonatal resuscitation training — courses designed to instruct medical professionals and birth attendants in ways to reduce infant deaths caused by birth asphyxia or lack of oxygen — were taught in 23 countries in 2007.

In a six-month time period last year, 176 neonatal resuscitation medical personnel were trained in Ukraine alone.

“When just one physician is trained, he or she will go on to train others, which in the long run turns into thousands of lives being saved,” Dean Walker, manager of major initiatives for Humanitarian Services, said.

The humanitarian initiative program is carried out largely by volunteers. In the case of neonatal resuscitation, doctors, nurses, therapists and other specialized medical professionals take time away from their comfortable circumstances to train those in other countries.

With the close of 2007, year-end figures for Humanitarian Services show major activity in several areas of emphasis in addition to the work of saving babies at birth.

· 950,000 people benefited from clean water projects.

· 60,537 wheelchairs were distributed.

· 9,100 people received vision treatment.

A 2007 year-end review by Humanitarian Services shows that the Church’s relief efforts for those areas affected by the 2004 tsunami were continuing three years later.

Within the first week of the waves reaching Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India and Thailand, Church-donated relief supplies of water, food, hygiene kits, medical supplies, body bags, blankets and clothing had been distributed to hard-hit areas.

Mormons across the globe responded, as did many people of other faiths, by contributing money for tsunami relief projects. The Church joined with four other organizations: the International Organization of Migration, Islamic Relief, Adventist Development and Relief Agency, and International Relief and Development

The Church assisted in building 16 schools, 902 homes and 3 community centers. Victims were given new equipment, such as sewing machines and fishing boats, to provide jobs for local people. Hospitals were given vital medical equipment, and schools received computers.
The emergency response of the Church after the tsunami was to meet the immediate needs of the victims. Beyond food and medical supplies, the long-term plan focused on self-reliance: providing survivors with the material to rebuild lives and the skills necessary for self-sufficiency.

