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a letter from charlie
It is easy these days to look around and see so many great divides among 
people. It’s disheartening, and likely not what is at the core of most people. 
I believe there is an innate desire to help one another, believe in our 
similarities and differences, and have an ongoing sense of community. 
When it comes down to it, we are all the same on the inside. All our kidneys 
work the same way, all our veins and arteries carry the same things, and 
our corneas are clear allowing for us to see all of what makes us different, 
yet the same. Working in the field of donation and transplantation, we 
are reminded every day of the things that really matter: generosity, com-
passion, and kindness. We see firsthand how this incredible process—
part-science, part-love—brings people from all walks of life together. 

In this issue of Connections, we are exploring the beautiful cultural 
diversity within our community. Our feature story, “Heart of Gold,” 
shares how two families from worlds apart were brought together by  
the generous gift of a heart. We learn about the new option for Maryland 
driver’s licenses that allows people to identify themselves as “Gender X.” 
Our extensive infographic on pages 4–5 highlights the five most common 
religions in the U.S. and their beliefs about organ donation (spoiler: they 
all love it!). We share how some of the hospitals in our area are creating  
a culture of donation within their walls. Finally, we chatted with Lesley 
Compagnone of the Washington Regional Transplant Community (WRTC) 
about her work to facilitate the first-ever fatwa declaring that organ 
donation and transplantation is permissible within the Islamic faith  
and among American Muslims. 

This issue also recaps several of our recent events, including the Donate 
Life Family Fun Run, Gospel Fest, and The LLF’s Hospital Partners 
Conference. We share some important resources about grieving a non-death 
loss, such as a divorce or retiring from work, and identify some of the most 
common grief symptoms. Supporting our community is one of our most 
valued responsibilities, so we hope these resources will be helpful to you. 

For us, the most personal section in this issue is our “Who’s Inspiring 
Us” feature on page 3. In Nov. 2019, The LLF team lost someone very 
special: Maikki Nekton, our manager of family services. Maikki battled 
cancer with a level of grace and determination in ways that inspired  
the entire LLF team, as well as anyone she touched either personally or 
professionally. Please take a moment to read Maikki’s story and join us  
in honoring her memory by supporting our mission. If you need some 
ideas, please take a look at page 16. 

Thank you for being part of our wonderfully diverse and dedicated 
community. As we work to save lives through organ, eye, and tissue 
donation, we are grateful every day to the donors and their families, 
volunteers, staff, hospital teams, MVA employees, and organizational 
partners who make our work possible. 

Thank you,

Charlie Alexander  
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Donate Life Month 
APRIL 2020 

During National Donate Life Month, 
organ procurement organizations, 
tissue banks, the Motor Vehicle 
Administration (MVA), hospitals, 
volunteers, and workplace partners 
come together to raise awareness  
for organ, eye, and tissue donation.  
All over the country, this month 
features activities such as flag raisings, 
National Blue and Green Day (April 
17th!), and Donate Life community 
education tables. At The LLF, we ask 
our supporters to engage in Donate 
Life Month through our #In1Word 
campaign. This social media campaign 
asks people to share their personal 
reason why they are a registered 
organ, eye, and/or tissue donor. Act 

this April—start a conversation and 
share your support for organ, eye, and 
tissue donation. Want to participate? 
Use the #In1Word hashtag on social 
media and tag @TheLLF! 

National Minority Donor 
Awareness Month
AUGUST 2020 

National Minority Donor Awareness 
Month is now celebrated throughout 
August! This nationwide observance 
honors the generosity of multicultural 
donors and their families, while also 
emphasizing the critical need for people 
from diverse communities to register 
as organ, eye, and tissue donors in 
order to save and enhance lives.

mark your calendar
The Living Legacy Foundation hosts and participates in several annual events to raise awareness for donation  

throughout the year. Is there a donation or health related event in your community or workplace where you would  
like to see us? Please let us know by emailing communications@thellf.org. 

KEEP UP TO DATE WITH  
EVERYTHING LLF BY  
FOLLOWING US ON  
SOCIAL MEDIA!

facebook	
The Living Legacy  

Foundation of Maryland

twitter	 @TheLLF

	 @TheLLF

youtube	 LivingLegacyMD

Celebrate Generosity 
Throughout the Year!
Honor organ, eye, and  
tissue donors and  
spread a message  
of hope all year.

National  
Donor Day 

FEB. 14

National  
Eye Donor  

Month | National 
Kidney Month 

MARCH

12th Annual  
Fun Run  

Registration  
Opens 

APRIL 1

4th Annual 
Volunteer  

Collaborative
MARCH 28

National  
Healthcare 

Decisions Day 
APRIL 16
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The LLF family lost a bright light in Nov. 2019. Maikki Nekton, Manager of Family Services—Tissue, 
was a dedicated member of The LLF team since 2016. Maikki was, and continues to be, the embodiment 
of The LLF’s mission to recognize that, through loss, there can be hope. Her bright smile, joyful 
laugh, and caring heart are missed by all of us at The LLF. 

Maikki was a strong, dedicated, and compassionate woman who, when given a second chance 
of her own, asked how she could do more to support those who make second chances possible 
every day. Her passion in supporting donor families and the general public through the  
grief experience was a meaningful and significant contribution that will continue to echo 
throughout the donation community. She inspired us constantly during her time at  
The LLF and she will continue to inspire us even now after she is gone.

Maikki Nekton

MAIKKI’S STORY

Maikki Nekton was a dedicated social 
worker for over 15 years. A graduate of 
Salisbury University and the University 
of Maryland, Maikki followed her 
passion and became a clinical social 
worker in the Maryland school system 
and nonprofit organizations. In addition 
to her experience as a mental health 
professional, Maikki’s personal experi-
ence as a liver transplant recipient 
informed and inspired her work.

In 2014, Maikki was diagnosed with  
a very rare type of bile duct cancer. 
Thanks to successful rounds of radia-
tion and chemotherapy, and a living 
liver transplant from a close friend, 
Maikki received a second chance at 
life. This experience inspired her to 
give back by exploring opportunities 
in the donation and transplantation 
field, which led her to The LLF.

She joined The LLF team in 2016  
as a family services coordinator and 
quickly became the manager of her 
team. Her department serves a vital 
role at The LLF, supporting families  
of potential tissue donors through the 
decision and donation process. Upon 
becoming manager, Maikki immediately 

turned her focus to improving and 
expanding the donor family experience. 
While The LLF has always been 
committed to providing support and 
aftercare to donor families, Maikki 
recognized a need for individualized 
care to help families and individuals 
navigate the grief of losing a loved one. 

One of Maikki’s first initiatives to 
improve The LLF’s donor family 
aftercare program was enhancing the 
communication process. By increasing 
the scope and quality of correspondence 
with families, she ensured support was 
more readily available for those strug-
gling. These improvements included 
revisions to resource materials  
which were redesigned to better  
meet individual and family needs. 

Her oversight of The LLF’s aftercare 
program encouraged and supported an 
increase in the number of workshops 
for donor families and the general 
public. These workshops, available  
to adults and children, explore topics 

such as Grief 101, stigmatized loss, and 
surviving the holidays while grieving. 
Additionally, she collaborated on  
and supported projects that brought 
increased support to community 
organizations and The LLF staff.

Maikki believed grief is not a linear 
experience and worked diligently to 
ensure The LLF’s aftercare program 
provides individualized care to meet 
people where they are, not where  
they are expected to be. Through her 
dedication and passion, she made a 
lasting impact on the families of these 
generous individuals who give the 
gifts of life and hope. Maikki’s work 
extends far past our Maryland borders, 
touching donor families across the U.S. 

Even in her last days, Maikki was 
fiercely committed to our cause.  
In memory of Maikki, her family 
requested that we all reflect on our 
own ability to share love and second 
chances by supporting organ, eye,  
and tissue donation. 

If you would like to register as an organ, eye, and tissue donor in  
honor of Maikki, please visit www.registerme.org/maikkinekton.
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Christianity
Beliefs: Catholic (23% of U.S. population)

The Catholic Church views donation as an act  
of charity and love. Transplants are morally  
and ethically acceptable to the Vatican. 

Beliefs: Protestant/Other Christian  
(49% of U.S. population)

Many churches (including Baptist, Methodist, 
Lutheran, Presbyterian, Episcopalian, and others) 
view donation as an ultimate act of charity and 
compassion and encourage their members to 
register to help others and share that decision with 
their family.

DONATION:

Something to  
Believe In
We hear it all the time: “Organ donation is against my religion.” While registering as a 
donor is a very personal decision that everyone should make for themselves, we’ll take  
a deeper look into what the world’s most commonly practiced religions believe about 
donation and transplantation. 

SOURCES

The Global Religious Landscape  
www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec

Five Key Findings on Religion in the U.S.  
news.gallup.com/poll/200186/five-key-findings-religion.aspx

America’s Changing Religious Identity  
www.prri.org/research/american-religious-landscape-christian-religiously-unaffiliated

32%  
OF WORLD POPULATION

74%  
OF U.S. POPULATION

“In thinking about the glorious gift of life God has given 
each of us, it would seem that one of the greatest ways an 
individual can honor that gift is by making a conscious 
decision to be an organ donor—a decision that enables 
another’s life to continue—and in a very real and tangible 
way promotes a “culture of life.” 
—POPE JOHN PAUL II

“The Presbyterian Church recognizes the life-giving 
benefits of organ, blood, and tissue donation and 
encourage all Christians to become organ, blood, and 
tissue donors as part of their ministry to help others  
in the name of Christ, who gave his life that we may 
have life in its fullness.” 
—MINUTES OF THE 195TH GENERAL ASSEMBLY OF THE PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH

This infographic only looks at the top  
five of the world’s most commonly  
practiced religions; if you’d like a full list  
of religious views on donation, please  
visit www.thellf.org/religion. 
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Islam
Beliefs

One of the basic aims of the Muslim faith is the 
saving of life; this is a fundamental aim of the 
Shariah and Muslims believe that Allah greatly 
rewards those who save others from death. 
Organ donation is considered an expression  
of the believer’s altruism.

Hinduism
Beliefs

According to the Hindu Temple Society of 
North and South America, Hindus are not 
prohibited from donation as confirmed by 
religious laws. The act of donation is an 
individual’s decision.

Buddhism
Beliefs

Buddhists believe 
donation is a matter 
of individual con-
science and high 
value is placed on 
acts of compassion. 
The importance of 
letting loved ones know your wishes is stressed, 
as many families will not give permission  
to donate unless they know their loved one 
wanted to be a donor.

Judaism
Beliefs

While three Jewish principles govern the 
treatment of the body after death (respect  
and dignity to the body, not benefiting from a 
corpse, and immediate burial), many believe 
that saving a life through organ donation 
supersedes these rules. All four branches of 
Judaism—Orthodox, Conservative, Reform, and 
Reconstructionist—support and encourage 
donation to save a life. Numerous resolutions 
have been passed encouraging donation. 

0.2%  
OF WORLD POPULATION

15%  
OF WORLD POPULATION

2%  
OF U.S. POPULATION

1%  
OF U.S. POPULATION

“If one is in the position to donate an organ to save 
another’s life, it’s obligatory to do so, even if the donor 
never knows who the beneficiary will be.”
 —ORTHODOX RABBI MOSES TENDLER, CHAIRMAN OF THE BIOETHICS    
    COMMISSION OF THE RABBINICAL COUNCIL OF AMERICA

“Hindu mythology has stories in which the parts of the 
human body are used for the benefit of other humans and 
society. There is nothing in the Hindu religion indicating 
that parts of humans, dead or alive, cannot be used to 
alleviate the suffering of other humans.” 
—H.L. TREVEDI IN TRANSPLANT PROCEEDINGS

“The majority of the Muslim 
scholars belonging to various 
schools of Islamic law have invoked 
the principle of priority of saving 
human life and have permitted 
the organ transplant as a neces-
sity to procure that noble end.”
—A. SACHEDINA IN  
    TRANSPLANTATION PROCEEDINGS

“We honor those people  
who donate their bodies and 
organs to the advancement 
of medical science and to 
saving lives.” 
—REVEREND GYOMAY MASAO KUBOSE,      
    PRESIDENT AND FOUNDER OF THE  
    BUDDHIST TEMPLE OF CHICAGO

24%  
OF WORLD POPULATION

7%  
OF WORLD POPULATION

1%  
OF U.S. POPULATION

1%  
OF U.S. POPULATION
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What does healthy food have to do with someone’s decision to register as an organ donor? We’ve learned through 
our research with The Decision Project that someone’s everyday life circumstances can be a significant factor in 
making important life decisions. In discussions with community members through focus groups and grassroots 
outreach, we’ve learned that certain socioeconomic conditions, such as living in a food desert, can cause a family 
distress and make them less likely to pursue healthy behaviors.

Part of our mission with The Decision 
Project is to support the community 
we work with, so we knew we had a 
real opportunity to make a difference 
for those living in a food desert. This 
need led us to the Maryland Food 
Bank. In Spring 2019, we applied to 
the food bank for giveaways focused 
on specific zip codes we wanted to 
reach. Once we were approved, we 
began distributing much-needed 
groceries that summer.

Through this partnership, we have been 
able to give away over 10,000 pounds of 
food at events such as our Summers  
in the 7th Block Party, Park Heights 
food drop, and our Gospel Fest concert, 
in the 21215 and 21217 zip codes.  
This food, consisting of fresh fruits, 
vegetables, meat, and more, was helpful 
to hundreds of families in Baltimore 
who struggle to access healthy options.

We hope that through this initiative, 
we can not only educate these com-
munities about organ, eye, and tissue 
donation, but also ease the burden of 
systemic poverty and inequality as 

well as build back trust in the medical 
system. This is no small task, but with 
the help of partners like the Maryland 
Food Bank, we can begin to take steps 
toward empowering every community 
to say “yes” to the question that can 
save so many lives.

Questions? Want to learn more  
about The Decision Project or the 
Maryland Food Bank? Check out 
www.thedecisionproject.org 
or www.mdfoodbank.org.

WHAT ARE 
FOOD DESERTS?

Parts of the country vapid of fresh fruit, 
vegetables, and other healthful whole 
foods, usually found in impoverished  

areas. This is largely due to a lack of  
grocery stores, farmers’ markets,  

and healthy food providers.  

(United States Department  
of Agriculture)

PARTNERSHIP WITH THE

 ?
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On the bright and sunny morning of 
Sept. 14, The LLF hosted our eleventh 
annual Donate Life Family Fun Run! 
3,346 runners, walkers, and families 
gathered at the Camden Yards Sports 
Complex in Baltimore for this 5K run, 
5K walk, and 1K walk event. Donor 
families, transplant recipients, living 
donors, and supporters from all walks 
of life laced up their sneakers to show 
their support for organ, eye, and tissue 
donation and transplantation. Runners 
and walkers who couldn’t  
join us in person partici-
pated “virtually” by  
hitting the pavement  
in various locations 
around the world.  

This year we  
were humbled  
to meet a long- 
time goal: one 
person running 
or walking for 
every person 

who was currently waiting for a 
lifesaving transplant in the state of 
Maryland. We had three very special 
speakers: Lisa Emmott, Sonia Taylor, 
and Daronta Briggs, all of whom spoke 
beautifully about their connections to 
donation and transplantation. After the 
race, participants enjoyed music, face 
painting, a photo booth, games, and 
food trucks. The traditions of T-Shirt 
Row, Why We Walk, and dedication sign 
installations continued, where donor 
families and transplant recipients 
honored donors and celebrated their 
gifts of life, healing, and hope. 

The 11th Annual 
DONATE LIFE  
FAMILY FUN RUN
 IN SUPPORT OF ORGAN, EYE, AND TISSUE DONATION

TOP FUNDRAISERS
1. Erin & Gary Scruggs / $8,410
2. Chris DeSimone / $3,050
3. Barbara Sauer / $2,680

TOP TEAM FUNDRAISERS
1. Medstar For Kelly / $28,455.55
2. Party of the Snake 2019 / $8,333.96
3. Super(Lin)Powers / $5,475

LARGEST TEAMS
1. Medstar For Kelly / 138 members
2. The FOG (Friends of Gene) / 99 members 
3. Kindness / 82 members

SPONSORS
Legacy Sponsor

• The Johns Hopkins Comprehensive  
Transplant Center

Champion Sponsors
• Grandview Aviation
• Merritt Companies

Hero Sponsor
• Bridge to Life

Partner Sponsors
• Anatomy Gifts Registry
• CareFirst BlueCross BlueShield
• EMJAY Engineering and Construction Co.
• Evans Funeral Chapel
• Ideal Design Co.
• LifeNet Health
• Strategic Factory
• The Class Produce Group
• USI Insurance Services

Want to join us in 2020? 
Mark your calendar for  

April 1 to sign up for our 
twelfth anniversary race at 
www.donatelifefunrun.org.
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In November, The LLF hosted its 
biennial Hospital Partners Conference, 
The Ripple Effect of Donation: It All 
Starts with a “Yes.” More than 250  
staff members from 30 local hospitals 
attended the event.

The agenda covered a range of topics 
such as brain death testing, ex-vivo 
organ profusion, donation after cardiac 
death, clinical applications of tissue 
donation, the referral process, organ 
donor management, The Decision 
Project, and family care. A local family 
shared the ripple effect an organ donor 

had on their lives. Attendees also 
heard from families about how 
donation impacted their grief process. 

In order to fulfill our mission, we rely 
on the support of our local hospitals. 
As such, we recognize their work 
through our IMPACT and Champion 
awards. Hospital staff are nominated 
by The LLF staff and the winners  
of each category are chosen by our 
leadership team. Congratulations to 
all our winners and thank you to all 
who attended and helped make this 
event a success! 

THE	LLF’S		

Hospital Partners Conference

Award Winners
IMPACT	AWARDS

Innovation and Improvement Award  
Neuro Trauma Critical Care Unit,  
University of Maryland Medical Center 

Make-it-Happen Award	 
Advanced Practice Providers,  
NeuroCritical Care Unit, University  
of Maryland Medical Center

Professional Excellence Award	 
Susan Lyons, Palliative CRNP,  
Meritus Medical Center

Advocacy & Service Award	 
Ryan Foster, Nurse Manager, University of 
Maryland Shore Medical Center at Easton  

Creativity Award  
ICU Staff, Northwest Hospital Center

Teamwork Award	 
Respiratory Therapy Department,  
University of Maryland Medical Center

NURSE	CHAMPION	

Lisa Spencer-Smith, RN, ICU,  
Frederick Memorial Hospital

PHYSICIAN	CHAMPION  

Dr. Jennifer Berkeley, Neurointensivist,  
Sinai Hospital of Baltimore 

SUPPORT	SERVICE	CHAMPION	 

Chaplain Kathy Edelmann, University  
of Maryland St. Joseph Medical Center

Nurse Champion Lisa Spencer-Smith receiving  
her award.

Dr. Jennifer Berkeley posing with Debbie Williams 
and her Physician Champion award.

The Respiratory Therapy Department of UMMC receiving the Teamwork Award.

Attendees learning about the organ donation process.

8 TheLLF.org

     recently…



donate life

Donor mom Adrienne Jordan shares her son’s legacy.

Palmer Williams Jr. returned to host Gospel Fest 
and served up lots of laughs!

Nadja Scott and the Divine Anointing gave  
a vibrant performance.

The brisk November weather was no 
match for the warmth and energy 
radiating from the Cornerstone 
Church of Christ as attendees 
celebrated the ninth annual Gospel 
Fest. This free event, hosted by The 
LLF on Nov. 16, was brimming with 
laughter, song, and spiritual synergy. 
Gospel Fest is hosted every year 
during National Donor Sabbath  
to celebrate the lives of organ, eye, 
and tissue donors and their families.

Palmer Williams Jr., an actor, 
musician, and entrepreneur most 
well-known for his roles in Tyler 
Perry’s House of Payne and Love  
Thy Neighbor, returned to host the 
event with humor and gusto for the 
second year in a row. Local artists 
including Khare Hawkins and 
Friends, Artavia B., Chico Robinson 
and the God’s Chosen, and Nadja 
Scott and the Divine Anointing  
gave passionate performances.

In addition to music, attendees 
heard testimonies from community 

members whose lives have been 
impacted by donation. Donor mom 
Adrienne Jordan shared her son’s 
story of becoming an organ donor 
and her journey toward embracing 
his legacy as he lives on in others. 
Tissue recipient and The LLF Com-
munity Outreach Manager, Ieesha 
Johnson, recounted her experience of 
receiving a bone transplant and how 
it strengthened her connection to her 
career. Waitlist candidate Reverend 
William Wingo spoke candidly about 
the strengths and struggles of waiting 
for a kidney transplant.

As a welcome addition this year, The 
Maryland Food Bank teamed up with 
The LLF to provide free groceries  
to 200 Gospel Fest attendees.

This year’s Gospel Fest was wonder-
fully successful in bringing the 
community together to rejoice 
through music, honor the lives of 
generous donors and donors in spirit, 
and celebrate the positive impact of 
donation and transplantation.

About National Donor Sabbath

National Donor Sabbath is a three-day observance that works to open the 
discussion of the critical need for life-saving and life-enhancing donation  
to all major religions in the U.S. Faith leaders, donor families, transplant 
recipients, and donation and transplantation supporters are encouraged  
to participate in services to educate the public about donation.

Want to attend the  
10th anniversary Gospel Fest  

on Nov. 14, 2020? Follow  
The Living Legacy Foundation  

on Facebook, Twitter, and  
Instagram for updates  

on this event and more!
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Maryland Motor Vehicle 
Administration Offers

Gender X Option
While you may be busy empowering  
your loved ones to have the red heart (or  
on new licenses, the magic words “organ 
donor”) printed on their driver’s licenses, 
you may have missed the news about  
some other changes being made to the 
Maryland driver’s license. Along with the 
new look and additional security that came 
with the REAL ID, starting Oct. 1, 2019, 
Maryland drivers now have the option  
to choose “Gender X” indicating a gender  
of “unspecified/other,” in addition to male 
and female gender options. 

The legislation, passed by the Maryland 
General Assembly, allows a person to 
change their gender without the need  
to present documents to verify the  
gender selected. As part of this update,  
the Maryland Donor Registry has been 
modified to reflect the change. Since  
organs are not matched based on gender, 
this will not impact the computer matching 
system. We are proud to now be a state that 
offers the “Gender X” option to individuals 
so they may identify in a manner that is 
true to them. 
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Each day, healthcare professionals 
dedicate their time to save lives. They 
do not stop to check a license or see if 
someone has designated themselves 
as a donor. Their role is to do all they 
can to preserve the life in front of them. 
Despite their best efforts, preserving  
a life is not always possible. Many take 
these losses personally, experiencing 
grief and sorrow with and for their 
patient and his or her family. Recently 
a long-time Intensive Care Unit (ICU) 
nurse shared with us that although it 
might not show outwardly, tears are 
shed and emotional connections are 
made between the care team, patient, 
and his or her family, especially when 
a patient has died.

At the of end of life, The LLF may be 
able to offer the option of donation, 
providing the gifts of life and hope for 
others and helping the donor’s family 
create meaning around a loss. In this 
last action of generosity, hospital staff 
feel deeply, and they show their support, 
admiration, and affection in many ways.

Our hospital partners work hard to 
build a “culture of donation” within 
their walls, finding ways to recognize 
and honor their donors. While these 
practices may be small gestures, we 
hope they bring comfort to the donor’s 
loved ones and demonstrate how deeply 
their generous actions are appreciated. 

Donate Life Flag Raisings
Hospitals and several funeral homes 
around the state raise the Donate Life 
Flag in honor of their donors, at the 
time of donation as well as during 
Donate Life Month. Not only do these 
flags honor the donor’s memory, they 
serve as a reminder of the connection 
between donors and recipients.

Donor Memorial Walls
Creating a donor memorial wall is 
another way hospitals demonstrate 
their commitment to remembering 
their donors. Names of organ, eye, 
tissue, and in-spirit donors are added 
annually to these memorials and their 
families are invited back to the hospital 
to visit during a special ceremony or 
whenever they choose. 

Honor Walks
Staff working in the ICUs know that 
even the simplest meaningful gesture 
can mean the world. Several area 
hospitals take time to hold honor walk 
ceremonies for their donors. Families, 
along with The LLF and hospital staff 
gather to honor the donor and recog-
nize the tremendous gift being given. 
The staff line up along the hallways in 
silent tribute as the donor and his or 
her family make their way from the 
ICU to the operating room (OR) for 
the surgical recovery.

Lighting a Candle
At several hospitals, the ICU staff  
light a candle or lantern that stays  
lit on the unit in the donor’s honor. 
These lan terns provide a visual 
demonstration of the supportive 
culture surrounding donation.  
Sometimes a staff member carries  
the lantern from the ICU to the OR 
during the honor walk.

Moment of Silence
Before all surgical recoveries, OR staff, 
transplant surgeons, and The LLF take a 
moment to read words of remembrance 
and then quietly pause to consider the 
magnitude of the gifts being given.

In these and many more ways, hospital 
staff across Maryland are building a 

donation-supportive culture in their 
facilities. We thank them for their 
dedication, compassion, and com-
mitment to donors and their families.

Hospitals with Donor Memorial Walls

• Anne Arundel Medical Center

• Greater Baltimore Medical Center

• The Johns Hopkins Hospital

• Johns Hopkins Bayview Medical Center

• Meritus Medical Center

• Sinai Hospital of Baltimore (honoring 
Northwest Hospital donors as well) 

• University of Maryland Medical Center

• University of Maryland St. Joseph  
Medical Center

Several other hospitals in Maryland are beginning 
the process of building donor memorial walls. 

Hospitals That Hold Honor Walks

• CalvertHealth

• Frederick Health Hospital

• The Johns Hopkins Hospital

• Johns Hopkins Bayview Hospital

• Lifebridge Health (Carroll, Sinai,  
and Northwest Hospitals)

• Medstar (Franklin Square, Good Samaritan, 
and Union Memorial Hospitals)

• Meritus Medical Center

• Peninsula Regional Medical Center

• Saint Agnes Hospital

• Shore Health (Chester River, Dorchester,  
and Easton Hospitals)

• University of Maryland Medical System  
(Baltimore Washington Medical Center, 
Harford Memorial, St. Joseph Medical Center, 
and Upper Chesapeake Medical Center)

• Union Hospital at Elkton

• Western Maryland Health System

A CULTURE OF DONATION 

Building  
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Examples of  
Non-Death Loss

WORK-RELATED  
(being laid off,  
retirement, department 
changes, demotion, etc.)

HEALTH-RELATED  
(being diagnosed with  
a chronic or terminal 
illness, losing abilities, 
infertility, etc.)

LIFE MILESTONES  
(graduating, having  
a baby, family leaving 
home, etc.)

DISASTER  
(loss of home or  
belongings due to fire  
or natural disaster, etc.)

RELATIONSHIPS  
(divorce, breakup, ending 
a friendship, etc.)

SOCIAL  
(abuse, neglect,  
discrimination, etc.)

Grief is the natural response to loss or major changes in our life. But 
often when we think of grief, we only think of death. The challenge with 
this is there are many experiences that we grieve that don’t get the same 
care, attention, and compassion from ourselves and from others. We often 
minimize the experience of non-death loss and don’t make the necessary 
space to process what it means for our life.

While grief is a universal experience that connects all of humanity, we 
need to remember that it differs from person to person, family to family, 
and culture to culture. Even if two people in the same family are grieving 
the same person or event, their response and how they cope may look 
different because it is unique to each person; and that is perfectly normal. 
Taking care of yourself physically, emotionally, and spiritually is critical at 
times of grief—whatever the loss happens to be. Whether you’re grieving 
the end of an intimate relationship, the death of a loved one, or how a 
chronic illness has reshaped your life, the way in which you care for 
yourself and cope with this life-altering event can have a lasting impact. 

Remember: the best way out is through and the only “cure” for grief is to 
grieve. This includes letting yourself feel even the unpleasant emotions 
and finding meaningful ways to mourn and express your feelings.

GRIEVING A 

NON-DEATH 

LOSS 

12 TheLLF.org
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For more grief support and resources, visit www.cgras.org.

Identifying Grief

If you are experiencing  
any of these symptoms,  
you may be grieving.  
Want to learn more about 
how you can support 
yourself through it?  
Visit www.cgras.org.

EMOTIONAL

Sadness    Anger    Guilt     
Numbness    Loneliness     
Anxiety    Panic     
Abandonment    Inability  
to Feel Pleasure    Relief    
Regret    Apprehension    
Emotional Outbursts      
Loss of Emotional Control    
Inappropriate Emotional 
Response    Shock     
Feeling Overwhelmed    
Depression

PHYSICAL

Chills    Thirst    Fatigue    
Nausea    Fainting    Twitching     
Vomiting    Headache    
Elevated Blood Pressure    
Rapid Heart Rate     
Muscle Tremors    Sweating    
Grinding of Teeth    Noise 
Sensitivity    Tight Chest     
Dry Mouth    Weight Loss/
Gain    Loss of Libido     
Dizziness    Difficulty  
Breathing    Gastrointestinal 
Issues    Stomachache

BEHAVIORS

Withdrawal    Inability  
to Rest     Intensified Pacing    
Erratic Movements     
Change in Social Activity    
Inability to Eat    Crying    
Searching    Forgetfulness    
Impaired Work Performance     
Change in Speech Patterns    
Hyper Alert to Environment

COGNITION

Confusion    Nightmares     
Uncertainty    Hyper  
Vigilance    Suspiciousness    
Intrusive Images     
Blaming Others     
Poor Problem Solving     
Poor Abstract Thinking     
Poor Attention Span     
Poor Decision Making     
Disoriented to Time, Place,  
or Person    Increased  
or Decreased Awareness  
of Surroundings

SPIRITUALITY

Disrupted World View    
Starting/Stopping  
Belief in Higher Power    
Reexamining Purpose  
and Meaning of Life
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A DECISION FULFILLED
Sammy Walto Jr. decided he wanted  
to be an organ donor when he got his 
license at 16. He showed it off proudly to 
his mother, Diana, who had no idea that 
five years later, Sammy’s wishes would 
be honored after his tragic death from  
a crash. “Sammy’s choice to be an organ 
donor didn’t surprise me at all,” said his 
sister, Ashley. “He was always helping 
everyone and anyone that needed it.  
He was a giver in life and in death.”

On Sammy’s first birthday following  
his death, Diana wrote a letter to his 
recipients. She had no idea who was on 
the receiving end of those letters, she 
only knew that Sammy had saved four 
lives through organ donation and many 
others through eye and tissue donation. 
Shortly after, she received a letter back 
from the man who had received Sammy’s 
heart, Zhao Yang. 

Zhao said, “When I received Diana’s letter, 
I quickly replied. In my letter, I expressed 
my gratitude for his gift of life. I told her 
that I hoped to see her and her family as 

soon as possible. I was grateful and also 
full of curiosity about this young man, 
Sammy, who had saved my life.” Zhao, 
who was born and grew up in China, 
came to the U.S. 30 years earlier to earn 
his PhD and then stayed and had a very 
successful career. After being diagnosed 
with advanced heart failure in 2012,  
he was placed on the heart transplant 
waiting list. On March 25, 2014, he 
received the ultimate gift of life through  
a heart transplant from Sammy. 

AN INSTANT BOND
Zhao was very curious about the person 
who had given him new life. He knew 
that organ transplants were generally 
more successful when the donor and 
recipient were of similar background,  
so he and his friends concluded that his 
donor must be Chinese or at least East 
Asian since he hadn’t experienced any 
transplant rejection. “I knew from her 
letters that Diana was Catholic, but  
we speculated that Sammy might be  
a mixed race of Chinese and English.”

When Zhao finally met the Walto family 
in the Summer of 2018, he was surprised. 
The Waltos, who are Italian-American, 

greeted him with hugs and tears. “It was 
as if I was a family member whom they 
hadn’t seen for a long time,” Zhao said. 
“My nature is to be cautious when 
meeting new people. In contrast, this 
kind of instant closeness was a rare 
experience and a happy feeling for me.” 
Diana remembers that first moment she 
met Zhao so clearly. “To hold him and 
hug him and know that my son’s heart 
was beating inside him—the heart which 
at one time was beating inside me—there 
are no words to explain it. I could feel 
my son.” 

THE FIRST THANKSGIVING
The instant bond between Zhao and the 
Walto family has only grown since that 
first meeting. Zhao’s curiosity and love 
for his donor, along with the Walto’s 
welcoming approach, has allowed them 
all to learn more about each other. Zhao 
has attended Thanksgiving, Christmas, 
and birthday celebrations with the Walto 
family and is always eager to learn more 
about their traditions and his donor.  
“It was such a unique experience,” says 
Diana of their first Thanksgiving together. 
“He was coming to the Thanksgiving 

A HEART OF  
The donation and transplantation process reminds us that, deep down, we are all the same. When a recipient  
is chosen for a donated organ, eye, or tissue, it is never matched by skin color, ethnicity, socioeconomic  
background, or gender. A body in need doesn’t care about those things, it just wants to survive. While the  
process of donation is a gift of science, the act of donation is a gift of compassion. It is a gift that brings us 
together—no matter who we are, where we come from, or what we believe.
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table that I’ve been used to all my life, 
but this was his first time experiencing 
that. He was so great and so interested 
and definitely had second helpings of 
those mashed potatoes and gravy!” 

Diana has since connected with more  
of Sammy’s recipients, which has been  
a comfort in her grief. “I’ll never be  
the same Diana that I was before I lost 
Sammy, but it’s helped to fill the big, 
huge gap in my heart to close a little bit. 
Getting to meet these recipients, who 
are so diverse in background and age 
and everything… it’s just been such a 
gift.” Ashley echoed, “He may not be 
physically here with me on Earth, but 
my brother is still very much alive in  
the multiple lives he saved.” 

YIN AND YANG
Shortly after their first meeting, Zhao 
met Diana at the cemetery where Sammy 
is buried. The experience inspired him. 
“When I stood next to Sammy’s tomb-
stone, on the border between life and 
death, which the eastern culture calls, 
the boundary between “yin” and “yang,” 
I realized that I do not have the right to 
say “my heart” anymore… is the life I 
have now, in a sense, shared by Sammy 
and I? The idea was so fascinating.”

“As I drove home from the cemetery,  
I contemplated about the magic of God. 
Sammy and I are two ordinary people on 
this planet. Sammy’s family is Italian- 
American and have lived in the U.S. for 
generations. Sammy was born and grew 

up in Maryland. I am Chinese. China 
and Maryland are on the same latitude, 
but thousands of miles apart. Sammy was 
22 when he passed; I was more than 30 
years his senior when I fell ill. Our paths 
in life should have been two parallel 
lines. However, some unpredictable 
destiny made our life paths intersect, 
and, now the circle of life is completed 
between us.”

GRATEFUL FOR THE DECISION
Diana, Ashley, and their family are so 
grateful to Sammy for making the decision 
to be a donor. “My son was such a light,” 
Diana said. “No matter where he went, 
he loved people. To see his legacy still 
living on… it makes the loss a little softer, 
because I know he’s still here.” The Waltos 
encourage others to consider registering 
as a donor in Sammy’s honor. “I hope that 
people realize how important it is to have 
that heart on your license. It gives some-
one else life,” said Diana. “In this day and 
age, with so much hatred… if everybody 
could have that heart of gold and forget 
about race, creed, color, religion… the 
world would be a better place.”

Sammy Walto registered as a donor at the age of 16. As a donor, his legacy lives on in those he saved,  
including his heart recipient Zhao Yang, who has become close with the Walto family.

 To hold him and hug him and know  
that my son’s heart was beating inside 
him—the heart which at one time was 
beating inside me—there are no words 
to explain it. I could feel my son. 
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Share Your Perspective
Do you have a personal connection to 
donation and transplantation? Have 
you ever thought about sharing your 
story to encourage others to register 
as donors? Telling your story is the 
best way to put a face to the cause and 
is often what motivates others to go out 
and act. It can be especially powerful 
to others in your community. Some 
ways to share your story include 
posting on social media, sharing  
with friends and family, speaking at 
public events, and much more! Email 
volunteer@thellf.org for more info.

Consider Living Donation
Did you know that almost 100,000 
people on the U.S. transplant waiting 
list can be saved through a transplant 
from a living donor? With today’s 
technology, living donation is a very 
safe procedure with most donors 
having few, if any, complications and 
leading normal, healthy lives. It is still 
a medical procedure that should be 
considered carefully, but it also has the 
potential to save a life. Whether you 
know someone waiting or would like 

to donate altruistically, you can give back 
to your community by becoming a living 
donor. Reach out to our local transplant 
centers at University of Maryland 
Medical Center (410) 328-8667 or The 
Johns Hopkins Hospital (410-955-5000) 
for more information.

Workplace Partners
This is a national program which 
provides opportunities for your 
workplace to show its support for 
organ, eye, and tissue donation. 
Organizations that participate demon-
strate commitment to the health and 
well-being of employees, members, 
customers, audiences, and the com-
munity. Please consider asking your 
employer to become a Workplace  
Partner! Want to learn more? Visit  
www.thellf.org/workplacepartners  
or email educators@thellf.org.  

Volunteer
Donate Life Ambassadors are the heart 
and soul of our organization here at The 
LLF. Our volunteers donate their time 
and effort by assisting at events such  
as our Family Fun Run, working infor-
mation tables at health fairs, helping 
with office projects, sharing their  
story through public speaking, and 
more. Visit www.thellf.org/volunteer  
or email volunteer@thellf.org for 
more information.

Host an Awareness Event 
in Your Community
While 95% of Americans support 
organ donation, only about 58% are 
registered. This is where community 
awareness and education can help. 
Gatherings such as health fairs, school 
assemblies, church events, or holiday 
celebrations are great opportunities to 
get the word out. We can help you host 
information tables, give presentations, 
share personal stories, and much more. 
We will work with you to figure out how 
to best contribute to your event while 
educating and informing. Interested? 
Email communications@thellf.org.

how can you help?
As supporters of our cause, only you truly understand the unique perspectives of your own community and the good that 
donation and transplantation can do for those around you. It can be tricky to navigate the intersection of community and 

mission, but our supporters continue to help us make a difference in ways that are appropriate and meaningful. Need some 
ideas? Below are some of the actions you can take to engage your community about organ, eye, and tissue donation.
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1. Tell us a little bit about yourself.
My career has been dedicated to 
mission-driven advocacy work  
with non-profit organizations and 
government entities. For a brief period,  
I worked in the private, for-profit 
sector; it didn’t take me very long to 
figure out that’s not where I belonged. 

2. Why is being involved in the 
community is so important?
This is important in both my work and 
personal life. Connecting with your 
community leads to understanding, 
accepting, and valuing those around 
you. I really enjoy seeing things through 
different perspectives; this is how we 
learn, grow, and ultimately come to 
care about people.   

3. When did you realize there was  
a need for targeted outreach within 
the Muslim community?
In 2015, we noticed a pattern amongst 
family members of potential donors 
who were Muslim. When asked about 
donation, most family members did not 
give authorization. Similarly, Muslim 
individuals in the Washington, D.C. 
metro area were not registering to be 
organ donors. The singular reason 
given in both situations was: “It’s 
against my religion.”  

4. Please tell us about the first-ever 
fatwa issued by the Fiqh Council of 
North America (FCNA) declaring that 
organ donation and transplantation 
is permissible within the Islamic 
faith and among American Muslims.
Here are two definitions to inform  
my answer:

Fatwa – an Islamic ruling, issued by 
experts in religious law, to resolve an 
issue where Islamic jurisprudence is 

unclear. Typically, such uncertainty 
arises as Muslim society works to 
address issues that develop as tech-
nology and society advance.

Fiqh – theory or philosophy of Islamic 
law based on the teachings of the Quran 
and the traditions of the Prophet.

The FCNA is a body of Islamic scholars 
from the U.S. and Canada who interpret 
Islamic law in the North America. FCNA 
issues fatwas, resolves disputes, and 
answers questions about the Islamic 
faith. Until 2018, organ donation among 
American Muslims had never received 
an official ruling.

5. How did the 2016 Fiqh Forum 
contribute to the fatwa?
In 2016, the country’s leading donation 
and transplantation professionals and 
some of the world’s most influential 
Muslim academic and religious scholars 
convened the nation’s first Fiqh Forum 
on donation. Hosted by the International 
Institute of Islamic Thought [IIIT],  
this forum provided the foundation  
for this national conversation about 
organ donation.

6. Who is Iman Johari Abdul-Malik? 
How has he contributed to our cause?
Imam Johari Abdul-Malik has served 
as the Director of Outreach at the Dar 
Al Hijrah Islamic Center and the first 
Muslim Chaplain at Howard University, 
among many other positions. He and  
I formed a connection right from the 

start based on our shared commitment 
to community education and donation 
advocacy. He is a true partner in every 
sense of the word and a very dear friend.

7. What challenges have you faced 
while educating the Muslim com-
munity about donation?
I wouldn’t call them challenges, just 
differences. However, it’s just like 
interacting with any other community, 
population, or individual—if you can 
learn to understand, respect, and 
appreciate these differences, you  
find that we all have so much more  
in common than we think.  

8. How have you observed the  
Muslim community’s views on 
donation change?
Since we started this work, there has 
been an undeniable shift towards 
understanding and accepting this topic 
within this community. We are seeing 
more Muslims registering to be organ 
donors, authorizing donation on behalf 
of deceased loved ones, and we are being 
welcomed by more mosques and Islamic 
schools to give presentations on donation 
and the fatwa.

9. What advice would you have  
for colleagues who are seeking to 
enhance their education amongst 
diverse communities?
Be open-minded. Be patient. Be 
authentic. Be genuinely interested  
and inquisitive. Be prepared. Be humble. 
And have fun.

10. Where can someone access  
the fatwa and any other resources 
related to this important initiative?
You can find the fatwa and other 
resources at www.beadonor.org,  
www.donatelife.net, and www.aopo.org.

questions

WITH LESLEY COMPAGNONE

Lesley Compagnone, Director of Community Affairs at the Washington Regional Transplant Community (WRTC),  
led an effort to facilitate the first-ever fatwa declaring that organ donation and transplantation is permissible  

within the Islamic faith and among American Muslims.  
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