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Dear Reader,
The Methodist University Hospital Transplant Institute began in a research laboratory of the UT Bowld Hospital in

1968. In 1970, our program became the sixth medical center in the nation to transplant kidneys. Since then, the
program has performed more than 2,700 kidney transplants and has one of the most successful survival rates in the
United States. In 1982, we introduced the third liver transplant program in the country, and in 2011 we were named
the 4th largest liver transplant program in the nation, performing over 1,300 liver transplants to date. And since 1989,
our program has offered a life-saving treatment option for critically ill diabetic patients with our kidney-pancreas and
pancreas alone transplants. 

Although we are experienced in the area of transplant, we realize that some of the most valuable information for you
comes from those individuals who have walked in your shoes. The following pages are dedicated to actual transplant
donors and recipients who have been through the transplant process at the Methodist University Hospital Transplant
Institute. It is our hope that their stories provide you inspiration and the education you need to make an informed
decision about your treatment. As you will see, there are many aspects to transplantation. It is a lengthy process, and
involves you being an active participant in your healthcare. 

We wish you luck during your transplant journey. Our staff is always available to answer any questions you may have
about organ transplant. Feel free to call us a 1-866-805-7710.

Sincerely,

Oliver Banks Susan Dodson, BSW, MSSW, LAPSW
Administrator, Transplant Institute Transplant Social Worker



Throughout the years I had become fairly well educated about my renal medications and the transplant waiting
process. However, I had no idea I would have to wait 7 years. After two disappointing calls for a potential match I had
become discouraged. 

One night in April I received the long awaited phone call. This was my time! On April 9, 2009 I received my second
transplant. To me this was more precious than the first one. I cherish every day that I have been given the opportunity
to live a "free life". I can even travel out of town again. Now that my kids are grown I get to spoil the grandkids here
and in Houston. You know they say it's nothing like being a grandparent, just ask Nylah and Khylan. 

Words can't express my gratitude for the families who made the difficult decision to donate their loved one's organs.
My family friends and I thank you so very much. 

God Bless.

Lonnie Bivins
My family and I felt like we had a summer Christmas. 
Hi, my name is Lonnie Bivins and I am a proud kidney transplant recipient.
In January of 1991, I began to feel just a little weak and tired. I  didn't have
any medical history and aside from an occasional cold, and never had any
need for medications. Before I was worried enough to see a doctor, my
kidneys failed me at home and I passed out in front of my family. I woke up in
the hospital with doctors telling me that I had kidney failure and would need
to start on dialysis immediately. How did this happen? I was a healthy 37 year
old man who went to work everyday and played with his two kids like a
personal toy. Now I had to go to dialysis three days a week, four hours at a

time. Exhausted after every visit I managed to get to work anyway. Fortunately, this was a short journey in my life. On
July 17, 1993, I received a call from the transplant team at UT Bowld Hospital with the exciting news of a kidney
waiting for me. My family and I felt like we had a  summer Christmas. 

I worked again, played with my children, nieces and nephews and was having a ball. In February of 2002, I began to not
feel so hot and that funny taste was back again. It was during a hospitilization for treatment of pneumonia that Dr.
Vera informed me of my kidney failure again. He said that it was nothing I did wrong, kidneys sometimes may live
almost 10 years. Now I was back on dialysis. Back to three days a week, four hours at a time, restricting my fluid intake
and cutting out some of my favorite foods.



One thing about nursing school is that the school requires each student to get a complete physical, which includes
blood work and a complete metabolic work-up.  As it turned out, this was the most important thing nursing school
had offered me.  I had gone to the local health department for my physical.  I returned to pick up my results and was
told I needed to see the nurse.  She took me back to her office and went over the results.  The last thing she covered
was my liver enzyme results.  She did this by asking if I had ever been diagnosed with hepatitis.  My answer was no, I
had never had hepatitis.  Then I added, at least not that I had known of.

She sent me to a local clinic.  The doctor confirmed the test results and then referred me to a hematologist for
further testing.  The hematologist ran some different tests and then told me he wanted me to see a gastrointestinal
specialist.  He was very specific on who to see and added that when I called for the appointment, to let them know he
wanted me seen this week.  A couple of days later I was working a three to eleven shift at the hospital and Dr. H. was
making rounds.  He saw me and asked how it went with the G.I. doctor.  I told him that when I called the earliest they
could see me was in three weeks.  Five minutes later he walked by me and said “you have an appointment tomorrow at
3:00 – Do not be late.”  “Stage four cirrhosis of the liver caused by the hepatitis c virus.” The words just kind of hung
in the air, as the G.I. doctor told me of the results of all these tests, including a liver biopsy that had been performed.
He also told me the geno-type of the virus and that it was treatable, but added he wished he had seen me five years
earlier.  I already knew this was not a good diagnosis, however, at least I knew what I was up against.

My wife asked what he meant by wishing he had seen me earlier.  The doctor pretty much told us that without a
transplant I had six months – maybe a year to live.  He then added, “But who really knows.”  I was put on a transplant
list and began treatment using riboviren and interferon.  The hepatitis medications made me sick.  Foods that I loved
tasted awful, the only thing I could tolerate was chicken nuggets.  I had to drop nursing school and pretty much

Randall Cox
I cannot put into words my true feelings of gratitude and love I
have for the entire transplant team
My transplant story began long before anyone knew there would be a story to tell.  Let
me tell you a little about me.  I live in Flowood, MS, a suburb of Jackson, along with my
wife.  My children live in the same area.  I enjoy fishing, football, BBQ and the southern
way of life.  I have been blessed.

I had always worked hard and was in excellent health and physical shape.  I worked out
with weights and trained in the martial arts for years.  My wife and I decided after our
children left the nest, to take a different approach to living life.  She enrolled and then
graduated from nursing school.  With her working as a nurse it was my time to do the

same.  We had planned to begin taking assignments in the field of travel nursing.  Our plans would take us on working
vacations just about anywhere we decided to go.

I was in the next to last semester of school when I began to feel tired and just could not seem to keep up the pace that
I had been accustomed to.  My grades started to suffer as well.  I thought all of this was due to an increase of mental
stress.  After all, I was working at a hospital as a nurse tech and taking full time classes along with clinical assignments
for nursing school.  On top of that I was in my mid-forties.  I made up my mind to bite the bullet, and fight on
through this.



Dr. Helen J. Harper
The tenets of perseverance should be appreciated and shared.
Using them energetically could save your life. 
My name is Dr. Helen J. Harper, formerly, Helen J. Barnes (maiden) or Helen J.
Clark., the youngest of thirteen children. My two strong, persevering parents
instilled the greatest work ethics and respect for common decency in me and my
siblings; those invaluable parental attributes have remained at the helm of my life
for many years now.  I attended most of my K- 12 and secondary and undergraduate
schooling in Memphis, and I received my educational doctorate from Wayne State
University in Detroit. I have worked in public schools for over thirty years as a

teacher and administrator in some of the most social and academically challenging environments that anyone could
ever imagine. But it would have been difficult to fathom what happened to me personally while working to achieve
educational success only a few years ago.

In 1994, while working as a teacher in Memphis, I met my husband and relocated to the great city of Detroit, where
my spouse was already living and gainfully employed by the prosperous Ford Motor Company. With him, I established
a good, financial and professional life. In 2007, my husband retired and I gave up a recent principal promotion, and
moved back to the south. I rejoined the Memphis City School district as an assistant principal and continued my
career as a public school administrator.  

When I was in Detroit, I was busy juxtaposing so many high- arching goals that I did not take time to watch my
health signs. I placed what I perceived to be minor health challenges on the back shelf and continued pursuing my
educational doctorate degree while simultaneously attending a Principal’s Leadership Academy, working as an

everything else that could add stress to my life.  Stress can hinder or weaken the immune system and I needed mine to
work over time.  Over the next six years I experienced the pain and suffering people with this disease go through.
That’s right; the “six months to a year” did not play out.

Without the love, support and patience of my wife and children, I would not have made it.  The caregivers that
surround us may just have the hardest job of anyone.  My wife has even said if she had not been a nurse and not
understood the disease process – she would have left.  I did my best to try to get her to leave me.  I thought it would be
easier on her if she no longer had to deal with me being sick.  The driving force behind me fighting this “Dragon” has
been my granddaughter Kayla.  She is three and never understood, or maybe she did, that papaw was sick and did not
feel like chasing her around.  So I chased her every day along with playing in her sand box, or walking around the yard
looking for rocks.  The main thing is, she kept me out of bed and gave me a reason to stay alive each and every day.

I had seen several transplant specialists over the years, from New Orleans to Alabama, but felt welcomed for the first
time here at the program in Memphis.  On March 29, 2009 my life changed with one phone call.  Three hours later I
was being admitted into the hospital.  I was transplanted on March 30, 2009 and am now in the best health of my life.
I spent a week in the hospital after the transplant, and now only get blood work done with an occasional visit with the
doctors.  I have made a huge adjustment in my life.  I now live a healthier, less demanding lifestyle.  I cannot put into
words my true feelings of gratitude and love I have for the entire transplant team.  What I can do is finish what I
started.  I am going to return to nursing school and plan to work in the transplant program at Methodist.

May GOD bless each and everyone who reads my story.



transplant surgery. Soon my doctors predicted that I would return to a full recovery after meticulously observing all
the positive signs. 

The after care for a transplant patient is just as critical as the procedure itself. I lost over fifty pounds; my skin
darkened, and I was nearly bald. I had holes in my heels from lying in one position for so long; I eventually had foot
surgery after attending extensive physical therapy. I could not walk and I had trach support or a “voice box.” Through
all that I experienced, I was still Dr. Helen J. Harper to some. I was “Helen” to my closest friends, and “baby Jean” to
my family.  Adjustments have to be made, healthy ones that augmented, redefined or validated my character and
personality. Some of the things I have pledged to do are exercise, take my medicines on time, eat healthy, save time for
myself and my family, use daily time to reflect, and watch my body signs. 

God did a remarkable job with leading the transplant team to restore my health from the outset of my phenomenal
experience, which initiated in October of 2007 and extended into January of 2008. In October of 2008, I returned
to the business of educating young people. With the help of God, I have passed the critical post- transplant years. In
fact, most that know or find out about my story cannot believe that I ever underwent such a phenomenal experience. I
have and will never forget the dedicated friends and family members that supported me around the clock. I had lots,
and lots of them. My love for my supporters reaches far beyond any educational language can express. Each day of my
life I will continue to thank the Methodist University Transplant Team for the phenomenal respect that I receive when
I make my routine visits to the transplant clinic. I am most grateful because they listened to the spirits that led their
hands in saving my life. I am impressed with the fact that Methodist University Hospital is a premiere transplant
institution in the U.S.A. The compassionate team of experts works relentlessly to save lives, and it is the best that
anyone can hope, dream, or pray to have when faced with any liver or transplant- related issue. 

In many ways, I have enjoyed the challenge as much as I have educating challenged students.

Assistant Principal in one of the more challenged east side high schools, and supervising even more academically and
socially challenged students from 4 p.m. - 9 p.m. nightly in a program called “Second Chance.”

When I relocated to Memphis in 2007, I was headed to a football game at my new school and became very ill. I went
to my neighborhood hospital where doctors pondered a couple of days about what was causing my bizarre symptoms,
and then I was transported to Methodist University Hospital and diagnosed with liver failure. Serious medical
decisions had to be made and fast. I was predicted to survive only hours after becoming extremely ill. The Methodist
University Transplant Team had to use their acute professional judgment and act quickly in their efforts to save my
life. A liver that I named “a miracle liver” was located just in time.

My condition was baffling. Previously, I was not a drinker or a smoker, which are documented as probable causes
for some liver failures. Hepatitis C was named as a probable culprit for my condition, the use of acetaminophen, but I
never used more than the amount recommended. No one in my family had experienced such a critical illness as liver
failure, and many of my relatives did not understand how a transplant worked. My loved ones performed as much
internet research about liver conditions as possible in a short period and questioned my doctors as much as they could
for other invaluable information pertaining to my condition. My husband, my daughter, and my son were placed at
the helm of all my critical medical decisions and they did a fabulous job at a time when I was unable to use my best
rational judgment.

During the surgery, my liver split and I bled profusely; I also experienced a stroke, and I had to undergo several
other procedures. When I came out of the whole experience, I was left in coma for over six weeks. Doctors predicted
that my life would be very different, that I would be essentially a “vegetable.” When I awakened six weeks after the
surgery, several emotional and physical alert tests were performed in order to properly determine the impact of the



The first of May I got a call at 3:30 p.m. to come to Memphis. They had found a donor.  We were excited, anxious
and scared.  After running blood tests to make sure it was a match, one tissue of the kidney did not match mine.

The doctor stated he would not do the surgery because it wasn’t a match so we went back home and waited for the next
call.  I was in the hospital on Mother’s Day, my granddaughter’s graduation from college and Father’s Day.  I began to
get sicker and grow weaker.  I was losing weight because they put me on a low protein diet because of my kidney, which
was only functioning twenty-five percent.  The doctors told me I would be put on dialysis if I did not receive a
transplant.

On June 17 at about 11:30 p.m. I got a call to come to Memphis; they had a very good donor.  With suitcases already
packed, we headed to Memphis which was about a two and a half hour drive.  We felt really positive this time because
the lady that called repeated twice that this was a very good donor.  Of course blood tests were run again to make sure it
matched.  The doctors began the night of the 17th and finished about 3:30 on the 18th.  I was in intensive care for
three days, and a week after my transplant I went home.  My only major problem was the food did not have any taste
and I was not hungry.  After about six weeks, I began to enjoy food and gain strength.  I feel great, like I did fifteen
years ago, and I am very blessed to have been able to have a transplant to save my life.  Words cannot express to the
entire staff of the Methodist University Hospital Transplant Institute that their care and concern were unbelievable.
They went above and beyond their call of duty to take care of me in every way.

I am very thankful and blessed to have a wonderful, loving husband, family and friends that helped me for almost two
years through my health problems.  Since my transplant, I have a different outlook on life; God, my health and family
are the most important things.  Yes, I will have to take medicine and get lab work done regularly, but that will be easy
because I know I am going to live and see my grandchildren grow up to be adults.

Prayers do work!!!  LIFE---THERE IS NO GREATER GIFT.

Brenda Levister
They went above and beyond their call of duty to take care of me
in every way. 
My name is Brenda Levister.  I had a kidney and liver transplant on June 18, 2009.
My story begins in the summer of 2008 when I noticed my stomach was getting
larger than normal.  I knew I was not eating enough to gain that amount of weight.
My friend and I would walk in the mornings and I began to notice I could not keep
up with her or walk up a small grade without getting out of breath.  I also began to
notice my feet and ankles were swelling.  After about a month, I went to my local
doctor.  After further testing we decided I needed to see a liver specialist.  In

December of 2008, after a conversation my husband had with a friend, he suggested I should go to the Methodist
University Hospital Transplant Institute in Memphis, TN.

In January 2009, I went to Memphis and saw Dr. Nair.  From the beginning he told me I would need a liver
transplant.  They entered me into the hospital that day and I stayed a week for them to run tests.  He took me off all of
my medicines for three months to see if my kidneys would function better; they did not.  In April, I entered the
hospital for more tests.  At this time I was losing weight but my stomach was getting larger, so they drew eight liters of
fluid off and told me I would need a kidney and liver transplant.  Until I had my transplant surgery, I went every two
weeks to have fluid removed, which was eight liters each time I went.  If that wasn’t enough, when you have liver
problems ammonia builds up in your system and the only thing that will help is lactose, which was really difficult to
control.



My daughter, wanting to be with me as much as possible, would drive up every Sunday and take me to church. I
rededicated my life to GOD.  My 17 year old son and my 12 year old grandson gave their life to Christ and we all got
baptized. Two weeks later a guest preacher just happened to be at speaking at our church instead of our normal
preacher. The pastor stopped his service and called me up and told me that he was supposed to pray for me. Of course
I went up for prayer, After it was over he looked me in my eyes and told me that I was not going to die, but I would live
to tell others what the Lord had done for me. He told me that I had to repeat Psalms 118:17. Me in amazement I did
this every day. I even kept telling hospice that I was not going to die. Months passed but instead of getting better I was
only getting worse. I lost more weight and got even more depressed. Hospice just kept upping my pain medication to
make this easier on me. I kept my faith no matter how sick I got. I told GOD “I give it to you; I cannot do anything
about it so if you are ready for me Lord here I am.”

I returned to the doctor for a follow up appointment. A few months had gone by and I would have good days and bad
days. Today was a good day; he told me we have kept you alive this long would you like to try to get on the liver
transplant list? Of course my answer was yes! We could have gone to Nashville or Memphis, even with my daughter
living in Nashville, we chose to drive 5 hours from my house because we heard it was the best. The first appointment
was just to get the ball rolling to see if I was a candidate for a transplant. They scheduled tests to see if my body could
handle the surgery and we went home. The next visit my daughter and I went and stayed for a week to have all of the
testing done. On the last day we meet with the surgeon, Dr. Eason, at the time I was a smoker he told me that my job
was to quit smoking because if I got on the list and they found a liver for me and tobacco showed up in my system, I
would not get the liver. I stopped that day. If I tried to pick one up it would ring in my head what he had said to me.
We went over all of my test that I had done the days before.  The doctor told me that if I got on the list it would not be
long before one came in that matched me because of my blood type. I am ab positive and it is a rare blood type so it

Gary Sidell
They are amazing; they provide all the tools for a
successful transplant procedure.
My name is Gary Sidwell. About a year ago, I went to the doctor with trouble in
my neck and back from hard labor work like roofing, floor work, and working at
a sawmill. I found out that. I had cirrhosis of the liver plus stage four hepatitis C.
The doctor told me and my family that I had about five years to live from a
doctor’s point of view. As time went on I say about three months passed, and I
was on my death bed. I got down to less than one hundred pounds.
I was so miserable I had to return back to the doctor. He was trying to keep me

comfortable because the five years looked like any day now. He sent me to the hospital to have fluid drained, 11.5 liters
to be exact. They also put a shunt in my liver to help the swelling. They also decided that hospice would be the best
thing for me at this time in my life. Not being a man with any life insurance, my daughter thought it would be a good
idea to have a benefit to raise the money for funeral arrangements. Her being the older of my two children, she knew
she would be responsible for arrangements after I was gone. This was a very hard and devastating time for our family. I
have two children and three grandkids that I did not want to leave behind. The benefit turned out good and the money
went put up until we could get the rest of it to pay it in full. During this time hospice had me on so much pain
medication to keep me comfortable that all I wanted to do was stay in my bed and in my bedroom.  Here it was I was
going to die. 



absolutely amazing.  My daughter and I went from the hospital to a hotel and stayed there for about three weeks.  That
way we could go back and forth for appointments and blood work. Then we got to go home.

My recovery has been going very well. Slow but good. I swelled quite a bit at first. My feet and my legs got so big that
all I could do was keep them up and the doctor gave me a water pill to help with it. I go every Monday and get blood
work done in my home town, and they fax Memphis the results. Since I have been home I have got to go camping with
my children and grandchildren. The only way I know how it wrap this up is by saying; because of GOD, my daughter,
Dr. Ed (from Dr. Herrings office in Nashville, TN), and Dr. Eason and his staff, I get to live!!! I get to live to be 50
years old the 15th of July of this year. I get to see my children, and my grandchildren grow and achieve things in life
that I never thought I would get to see. So thank you from the bottom of my heart. For the people who are thinking
about having this done; all I can say is do it. It is a major surgery, but there are way more pros to cons in having this
done. It is worth it. I would and I do recommend Methodist Hospital in Memphis, TN. They are amazing; they
provide all the tools for a successful transplant procedure. 

Thanks so much for reading my story, or as my daughter says, our story.  

With love in Christ.

would move me to the top of the list if I got on it. So the next step would be for the doctors and a board of people to
discuss my case and see if i made the list. They would call me and let me know if I got on the list in a couple of days. If
I did then I would have to wait for the call for the liver. 

We went home and waited to see if I made the list. On March 25th we got the call that said we were on the list. Now
the wait really began, if you think trying to wait in a line or traffic is bad you should try waiting on a liver. Every phone
call we would jump. Thoughts would go through my head like, “will I get one in time.” The list is long there are
thousands of people that need a liver, how far down on the list will I be?” It was very hard to wait. My daughter kept
telling me GOD has not brought us this far to drop us off here. She would say, “remember what that preacher said,”
On April 13th my daughter was coming up to take me to my family doctor. She called because she was running a little
bit behind. Just as we hung up the phone rang again I answered the phone and they said, “Mr. Sidwell we have a liver
for you.” I called my daughter, told her to come, and I would be ready. I already had my bags packed. I hugged
everyone in the house as I cried tears of joy. I thanked the Lord I don’t know how many times. That was my father’s
birthday and I was getting another chance at life. He said “son this is the best birthday present in the world” as tears
just rolled down my face. We called everyone on the way to the hospital to tell the news, and pray that everything would
go okay. This is a major operation. My daughter and I headed to Memphis.  It took about 6 hours all together for us to
make the trip there. I  was so worried that I would not make it in time. When we walked in the hospital they called my
daughter to ask how far we were. Thank GOD we were already there. Now the real process began.  They already had my
room ready and waiting on me. It did not take that long for me to go into surgery. They had to fly and go get the liver.
The surgery went as planned. They would call my daughter every hour and update her. After the surgery I went to the
ICU unit for 3 days, and after that I went to the tenth floor of the hospital. The hospital staff and doctors were



that my nephrologists had not yet mentioned getting on dialysis or looking into transplant, she recommended her
nephrology professor, Dr. Canada.  He also has a private practice she told me.  She started the ball rolling by telling us
we could find him listed with Methodist Healthcare doctors.  What a blessing she was!  The next week, our local
physician contacted Dr. Canada’s office to set up an appointment.  When Dr. Canada’s nurse returned the call, she
stated that Dr. Canada believed he knew me through our son or grandson.  He also asked if I owned a funeral home.  I
was baffled because I could not recall ever meeting him.  I then called Dr. Canada’s office and spoke with him about
how he knew me.  It was then discovered that my son, Chris, graduated from Magnolia Heights Academy in Senatobia,
MS one year after Dr. Canada graduated.  Then Dr. Canada remembered that I had handled the funerals of his
grandparents through my business, Wells Funeral Home of Batesville, Ms.  My wife had been praying for God to bring
someone into our lives to help us find the right path for treatment.  My, how God answered those prayers through
boating friends, a graduate medical student, and her professor!

I met with Dr. Canada on June 23, 2010 at his office at 7:30 a.m. before any staff had arrived.  He graciously talked
with me for over an hour and explained how my failing kidneys were affecting me.  He then asked if I was interested in
going on dialysis.  I said, “Yes!”  He also suggested getting on the transplant list as well.  Three weeks later, I had my
PD Catheter inserted by Dr. Andrews.  Then I started home dialysis, which turned out to be just a four month stop-
gap treatment to help me feel better until my transplant.  Four days after having my PD tube inserted, Dr. Canada
arranged a preliminary meeting with the transplant nephrologist, Dr. Rao.  She is a kind, soft spoken and
knowledgeable physician.  She explained about all the interviews, lab work and other tests as well as informational
meetings we would need to attend.

Tommy Wells
They are amazing; they provide all the tools for a
successful transplant procedure.
Hello, my name is Tommy wells.  My journey to transplant started when my
family physician diagnosed me with high blood pressure and started me on
medication.  Over the next two years, although my blood pressure medication was
adjusted several times, my blood pressure still did not come down to a normal
level.  Then, in a routine blood test, my kidney function indicators showed I was
in the early stages of kidney failure.  An ultrasound of my kidneys showed no

tumors or signs of disease or blockages, which might cause the kidney failure.  Over the next four years, my kidney
function worsened as my ankles swelled, it became painful to walk and I was tired all the time.  I felt rotten and I was
getting worried and depressed.

Then on Memorial Day weekend 2010, while my wife and I were spending time on our houseboat with friends at J.P.
Coleman State Park, a miraculous thing happened.  A young couple who were friends of our boating friends stopped
by to visit.  As the young lady was introduced to me, I was told she had recently graduated first in her class from the
University of Tennessee Medical School in Memphis.  She was cute as a button, bubbly and so enthusiastic about her
career that we struck up a conversation.  As the conversation revealed that I was having some health problems, she
looked at me and said, “I can tell you are very sick.”  She started asking me questions about procedures and tests that I
should have had done to rule out the cause of my kidney failure.  When I told her none of those had been done and



George H. Williams
Honor that unknown donor and the sacrifice that
their family made.
The transplant clinic can be a place of extreme happiness. Most have been on
one list or another for quite a while. They have undergone probing,
embarrassing tests. They have been subjected to pain, illness and depression.
They have often felt that sense of being forsaken by their bodies and, yes, a sense
of shame for getting this sick in the first place. After the transplant, graft or

other medical procedure, we are in a rush to thank the Doctors and Nurses and of course, God for our new sense of
freedom and well-being. 

When asked what caused my kidneys to fail, I usually respond, “I EARNED this failure by doing what I wanted to do,
eating and drinking and generally enjoying life to excess.” However, the guy or girl that donated the body part that we
have received might have left this Earth far too soon. They didn't know us and won't. Their gift was consummated on
the back of a driver's license or a donor card.  The act was probably an afterthought or a forgotten moment of largess.
The angst and pain that their families went through to follow these wishes and insure that they were executed from the
dictates of that official document are unimaginable to me.

Legal requirement protects the privacy of all of us, patients and donors alike. In some cases, the donors are organ
donors from other places and other cultures. Individually, we will never know who they were or why they were so
generous to give us renewed life. We can say “thank you” but to whom? I was fortunate enough to know my donor; he
has since become my 'hero'.

As I went through the process, my son Chris said he really wanted to be tested for a match.  He was another answer to
a prayer, as he was a PERFECT match.  So perfect that I have not had to take Prednisone post transplant.

Our surgeries took place on October 19, 2010.  Chris went in for surgery about 7:00 a.m. with Dr. Modanlou as his
surgeon and I followed at 7:30 a.m. with Dr. Nezakatgoo as my surgeon.  As my wife and Chris’s wife, several friends
and our pastor waited patiently, the O.R. nurses called the waiting room in a timely manner to keep our families
informed of our progress.  Our recoveries went well with Chris going home in two days and my discharge 3 days
after Chris.

Here I am, almost a year post-transplant, and feeling so much better!  My advice for those needing a transplant is to
get started on the process.  It’s easy when you follow the guidance of all the knowledgeable people there to help you.
The transplant personnel are to be commended for their good humor and empathy with us folks who are so sick and
looking for a ray of hope to live a healthy life again.  Thank you Methodist University Hospital Transplant Institute!



he dresses, the women he dates, what he eats and if I know about it, how late he stays out. When he visits, he is only
welcome for three days, fish and relatives tend to spoil after that. 

Some things a father, a person, must do because it is part of the role that has been carved out and the structure of
‘who we are’. I will thank God for him with more fervor.  I will wish him well in my prayers. I will look upon him with
a deeper sense of respect. I will sing my gratitude and his praise every chance that I can. These are things that I can do,
because I know him. What can you do for the unknown donor? 

You can ‘pay it forward.’  Honor that unknown donor and the sacrifice that their family made. You can keep, in
your daily life, kindness and understanding for others. You can nurture a ‘generosity of spirit’ toward those that just
‘get on your last nerve.’ You can smile and be happy, finding joy in the day to day experiences that try our souls.
Mostly, however, you can give of yourself as if you are living on borrowed time, because you are.

We expect a lot from our children. We expect them to contribute to society. We want them to raise their children with
morals, a sense of fairness, generosity and a belief that they are not the center of existence. We feel vindicated for the
sacrifices that our parents made, when our children sacrifice for their children. My son is the father of a beautiful
little girl. He struggles to be a good father and role model for her. On September 13, 2011, he gave her an object
lesson that we all learned from. He donated a kidney to me. Understandably, I am humbled. I am not the kind of
person to accept gifts or give compliments. I believe that one must face life ‘head on.’ I do not accept excuses from
myself. I hold a high standard for those things that I have embraced as my ‘rules of life.’ 

My son knows this. He knows that for me to receive his kidney, or any other body part is very difficult. He insisted.
He joked that he couldn't let me die because he wanted to put me into a poorly run 'ole folk home.'  The kind of a
place that has an angry staff who hates old people and who never feels like changing the sheets. There, knowing that I
hate old people and tapioca pudding; he would order it as part of each meal and then take it from me and eat it!

My dilemma, if it is such, is how I can say 'thank you.' with all the gratitude that I feel?  How do you say it? I know
my donor. I will honor him by living a long and productive life. I will honor his gift by taking care of it, taking care of
myself. Even though it goes against a lifetime of bad habits, I will make every effort to eat sensibly, drink socially, and
not smoke. I will follow my doctor’s advice. I will act as if he (or she) actually knows what is best for me. I will not
assume that they are just ‘practicing medicine’ and that I am the practice dummy.

I won't be 'nice' to my son; I will not treat him with over blown and hyper-demonstrative affection.  The rules have
not changed, as his father; I will not abdicate a life time of behavior. I will only loan him money if all else has been
exhausted.  I won't allow him to call me by my first name or drop by the house without calling.  I will criticize the way



Around the same time, my wife visited with her doctor because she was “always tired”, short of breath and had no
stamina.  Her blood work indicated a bone marrow biopsy was necessary.  The result was Acute Mylogenous Leukemia,
AML for short.  She passed away about a year later.  Needless to say, I did not have any of the tests I needed for my
liver issues.

In 1999, I tried to purchase additional life insurance but completely flunked the physical; severe liver problems.  I
visited my doctor in Pittsburgh again with the same severely abnormal liver function.  My doctor suspected liver cancer
and sent me to The University of Pittsburgh Medical Center for additional tests.  The additional blood tests are
inconclusive for cancer.  A liver biopsy was done showing severe scaring and cirrhosis.  Absent a cancer diagnosis,
UPMC began trying to determine the underlying cause.  The next diagnosis was Hemochromatosis.  This was based on
always high iron levels in my blood tests.

I moved again, this time to Memphis.  The move brought more new doctors and a continuation of tracking
hemochromatosis.  Dr. Lee Vieron in Memphis took one look at my lab reports and said “Why have never seen a liver
specialist?”  And we said “We thought we had!”  He immediately referred me to Dr. Mike Levinson – phenomenal
Gastroenterologist who is a TRUE liver specialist.  Several more tests ended with a diagnosis of NASH, fatty liver
disease.  My liver continued to deteriorate and when my MELD score reached 12 in May, 2008, I made my first
appointment to visit the Methodist University Hospital Transplant Institute.

James Guisti
I know for certain that I would not be alive today were it
not for the dedicated people at the Transplant Institute.
My name is Jim Giusti.  I am 65 years old I am in my second marriage; my first
ended in 1999 when my wife 32 years died from leukemia.  I am now married to
my high school sweetheart, 37 years after we graduated high school.  We have five
children scattered from Atlanta, to Seattle, WA and Portland, OR and seven
grandchildren, with the eighth on the way.  We live here in Memphis.
I was the recipient of a new liver August 5, 2008.  How blessed we are with our

families, and a second chance at life.

The odyssey for me began in 1983 when I had my first company physical.  My liver functions were all elevated.  My
doctor suggested a re-test at my next physical.  On the next physical, liver tests were nearly normal so we stopped
worrying.  I moved with my company from Illinois to Washington State for a new plant construction and start-up.
My 1988 physical again had abnormal liver functions.  Again, my doctor suggested we re-test at my next physical
planned for 1991.

In 1991, my company moved me back to Illinois.  I never seemed to have time to have physical and also changed
doctors again.  In 1993, results were similar to previous tests:  abnormal liver function.  We scheduled a physical for
1995, only I moved again, this time to Pittsburgh, PA.  So, I missed another one!!  In 1998, I finally got around to
another physical with another new doctor.  Really abnormal liver function this time.  My new doctor suggested
additional tests to determine the cause.



Our advice for someone needing a transplant:

1. Ask questions everywhere.  You are not alone.

2. Use the internet to gather information.

3. Use support groups, online and at the Institute.

4. Get a copy of every lab report, every insurance filing, and every piece of correspondence from doctors, the 
hospital, etc…and keep in a folder or 3 ring binders.  (I am now on my third binder, heading toward the fourth!)

5. TAKE YOUR MEDICATIONS ON TIME, EVERY TIME

We began using the internet to do as much research as possible on liver transplants.  The UNOS site, various hospital
web sites, and support groups helped us make the necessary decisions.

In early July, my wife and I met with Dr. Satish Nair, Director of Transplant Hepatology.  We were scared beyond
belief!!  Dr. Nair was very reassuring and very straight forward.  His assessment was I needed a liver transplant, sooner
rather than later.  I began a full battery of tests to determine IF I could tolerate a transplant.  This was the first time we
met Dr. Vanatta who did my surgery.  After completing the battery of tests in Mid-July, I was “officially listed” on the
transplant list in later July.  By now my MELD score had deteriorated to the mid 20’s and rising very fast.

August 5, 2008, the call came.  A liver with a perfect match had become available.  We grabbed the suitcase and were in
surgery within four hours.  Dr. Vanatta led the surgical team.  The nurses from the OR called my wife in the room
every hour with an update.  I was out of surgery and into ICU in 4 ½ hours.  The care on 10 Thomas was nearly
perfect.  Everyone was concerned, answered any questions we had and got necessary medication as needed.  My follow
up care has been wonderful.  I have had virtually no issues since the transplant.  I feel wonderful, love my wife, my
children and grandchildren, and enjoy travelling!  I know for certain that I would not be alive today were it not for the
dedicated people at the Transplant Institute.



Established to promote and enhance quality of life, the Transplant Resource Center at Methodist University Hospital 
supports the educational, emotional, spiritual and financial needs of our transplant recipients, organ donors and
their families. 

We are able to accomplish our mission through four main goals:

      1.  Provide an open forum for transplant recipients, organ donors and family members to obtain up-to-date 
           information about organ transplantation and organ donation. 

      2.  Promote organ donation and transplantation throughout the community in an effort to help
           increase awareness. 

      3.  Enhance quality of life by providing limited financial resources for transplant recipients and organ donors as 
           well as their family members.  

      4.  Provide a supportive environment for transplant recipients, organ donors and family members.

Donations may be made to the Transplant Resource Center through the Methodist Healthcare Foundation.

Mail donations to:
Methodist Healthcare Foundation
1211 Union Ave., Suite 450
Memphis, Tennessee 38104 

Transplant Resource Center Transplant Institute: Living Kindly Support Group
Get the support you need with Living Kindly, a monthly support group sponsored by Methodist Healthcare. The
group is open to caregivers, family members, transplant candidates, donors, those who have had a transplant, and
anyone who is interested in transplantation. You will have access to knowledgeable speakers discussing a variety of
topics, such as medication side effects, living donation, transplant resources, financial concerns, and maintaining a
healthy life style. 

Methodist University Hospital Transplant Institute’s staff is on hand at each meeting to offer support, share their
knowledge and answer any questions you might have. More importantly, other transplant donors and recipients are
available to share their transplant experiences or provide mutual peer support to you and your family.

Not a joiner? That’s okay. You are welcome to attend and listen. Living Kindly is designed to give donors and
recipients access to as much information as possible to assist with their transplantation journey. 

For more information on times and locations, please call the Transplant Clinic at (901) 516-9183.
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