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Mission Hospice was there when Al Perris called to ask about help 
for his wife, who died last June. He knew they needed help and 
wasn’t afraid to ask for it when it came to getting the best care.

Joan Perris, a retired geriatric social worker who worked for 
many years with the Senior Coastsiders day care program, urged 
him to contact Mission Hospice & Home Care as her health 
deteriorated. She had been on the hospice board when it was  
an all-volunteer organization.

“I called her doctor, who said OK. That was 11 o’clock in the 
morning on a weekday in mid-March, and they were here in three 
or four hours to evaluate her and provide medication, a care 
manager, a social worker, and a doctor.”

Al, a retired leasing agent involved in shopping center 
development, was very much a part of Joan’s care, whether she 
was in a nursing facility or at home, according to Mission Hospice 
social worker Mariano Guzman.

“Al wanted the best for Joan,” Guzman said. “He’d send 
out detailed emails, and when she was in a nursing 
facility, he visited several times a day. It was just very 
touching. I admired the love and dedication they had.”

Al credits Mission Hospice with always being there for 
him whether he needed advice about installing a stair 
lift or someone to talk to. “I was surprised at how helpful 
they were,” Al said. “I could call up any time. Whatever 
needed to be done, there was backup and guidance.”

The couple was married in 1950, when Joan was 18, and 
they were together for 63 years. They had three children 
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“I could call (Mission Hospice) any 
time. Whatever needed to be done,  
there was backup and guidance.” 

– Al Perris
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Al and Joan Perris: When strength means accepting help

Together for 63 years, Al and Joan Perris both knew that as Joan’s health declined, 
they could call on Mission Hospice for help.

A leading research group has attracted 
national attention with their recent report, 
“Dying in America.” The esteemed Institute 
of Medicine (IOM), a group chartered by 
the National Academy of Sciences, spent 
two years studying existing policy, funding, 
and care practices for the chronically and 
terminally ill. Their report calls for significant 
reforms in end-of-life care with a number 
of recommendations – many of which have 
long been a part of our services at Mission 
Hospice & Home Care.

The IOM recommends that medical care 
be integrated with social, psychological, 
and spiritual care to support the highest 
possible quality of life. The group also 
recognizes the need for personalized care 
and a “family-oriented approach that 
honors individual preferences.” 

These have been key principles for Mission 
Hospice since our founding in 1979, and 
we are glad to see this model of care used 
more widely.

Additionally, the IOM urges people to 
begin advance care planning at a young 
age, including completing an Advance 
Health Care Directive when they turn 18 
and revisiting plans at key life transitions. 
Our staff is trained to facilitate difficult 
conversations with patients and families, 
and we work closely with patients to 
understand their wishes and goals. 

Our teams can help patients create or 
revise Advance Health Care Directives, which 

National report urges Advance Care Planning for quality of life



As one of our volunteers said 
recently, the Mission Hospice family 
is truly “a community of caring 
people.” This community was formed more than 35 years ago with the 
leadership of two extraordinary women, Mac Nash and Helen Lagen. 
Mission Hospice volunteers cared for Mac in 1979 (she was our very 
first hospice patient); recently, we had the honor of caring for Helen 
in her final months. Through many of her 101 years, Helen was an 
inspiring presence at volunteer trainings, board meetings, and other 
events. We wouldn’t be here today without her vision and get-it-done 
spirit, and we are proud to carry on her legacy.
We are also mourning the loss of two other beloved members of our 
community. Nurse Jane Tobin was a teacher to us all, and many patients 
benefited from her extraordinary compassion, healing touch, and 
calming spirit. Longtime Auxiliary volunteer June Field worked tirelessly 
to help ensure that all patients in need would have access to quality  
end-of-life care, regardless of their medical coverage or ability to pay.
These three dedicated women were key parts of our caring community, 
and it was our privilege to provide hospice care for all of them. And 
as all three would have wanted, we now look to the future, and to the 
many other patients and families who need our care. 
Last month, thanks to our creative and hard-working Auxiliary, our 
Fall Gala raised a record-breaking $150,000 to support our hospice 
house project. I’d like to thank Event Chair Martha Melton, Auxiliary 
President Yolanda Crosby, and their dedicated team that organized 
this fun and successful evening.
As we continue to talk with community leaders and health care 
professionals about our vision for a hospice house in San Mateo 
County, we are building partnerships with care facilities and other 
organizations that will help us fulfill this dream. I look forward to 
sharing more information about our campaign in the months ahead.
I also invite you to save the date of our 36th anniversary celebration: 
January 25, 2015. This annual event gives us the opportunity to bring 
our community together, and to honor a few special people for their 
contributions. It is our pleasure to award Rev. Walt Johnson with the 
2015 Lotus Award, and to present the Special Recognition Award to  
Sovereign Order of St. John of Jerusalem, Knights Hospitaller, St. 
Joseph Commandery.
Thank you for being part of our community, and for supporting our 
work to help patients and their families.  – dw
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Upcoming events
Light Up A Life Remembrance Service
Sunday, November 9, 2-4pm
San Mateo Senior Center, 2645 Alameda de las Pulgas, San Mateo
This annual interfaith ceremony celebrates the lives of those who have died, 
and offers comfort to those who remember them. RSVP to 650-554-1000.

Z 36th Anniversary Celebration Z
Sunday, January 25, 2015, 4pm
Peninsula Golf & Country Club, 701 Madera Drive, San Mateo
Come celebrate 36 years of service to the local community, and honor our 2015 
Lotus Award and Special Recognition Award winners. Tickets will go on sale in 
December. For more information, call 650-554-1000.

Mission Hospice Auxiliary Bridge Day & Luncheon
Friday, February 6, 2015, 9:30am
Peninsula Golf & Country Club, 701 Madera Drive, San Mateo
The Mission Hospice Auxiliary will host its 18th annual bridge tournament to 
support Mission Hospice. Tickets will go on sale in late December. For more 
information, please call Martha Melton at 650-996-7930. 

Bereavement Support Groups
Tuesdays from 6-7:30pm, or 1st and 3rd Saturdays, 10-11:30am
Mission Hospice & Home Care, 1670 South Amphlett, Suite 300, San Mateo
Open to all members of the community on a drop-in basis. We also offer a 
Spanish speaking support group at St. Anthony’s Church in Menlo Park from 
6-7:30pm on Wednesdays. For more information, please call 650-554-1000.

Specialized Support Groups
Grief and the Holidays: Mondays, November 10, 2014–January 12, 
2015, from 6-7:30pm
Writing through Loss: Wednesdays, January 14, 2015–March 4, 2015, 
from  6:30-8pm
Mission Hospice & Home Care, 1670 South Amphlett, Suite 300, San Mateo
Each group meets for a total of eight sessions. Attendance is free; registration is 
required. For more information, please call 650-554-1000.

Advance Care Planning ...continued from front

express their values and goals for end of life, and to indicate who they 
would like to make decisions for them if they are no longer able. 

We also use a widely-accepted, standardized form called POLST 
(Physician Orders for Life-Sustaining Treatment) to help patients 
express what kind of medical interventions they do – and do not 
– want during the final stages of their life. Frequently printed on 
bright pink paper, the POLST is very clear and easy for physicians, 
EMTs, and other caregivers to find in an emergency. 

For more information about advance care planning and  
end-of-life decisions, including links to the IOM report, visit 
www.MissionHospice.org/patients-families.   



Throughout Helen Lagen’s life, she wove 
a tapestry that connected her family, her 
church, and her friends and colleagues. 
These connections not only supported 
Helen, they helped with the founding of 
San Mateo County’s first hospice program.

Married to physician John Lagen when 
she was just 19, Helen soon found herself 
raising their children alone when John was 
called to the Army Reserve Medical Corps. 
He headed up field hospitals throughout 
Europe – efforts that earned him a Bronze 
star for meritorious service.

Once the young family was reunited and 
their children had started school, Helen 
focused on community service. She led 
the Women’s Auxiliary to the San Mateo 
County Medical Society, the county 
Community Council of Social Agencies, and 
the Northern California Unit of Recording 
for the Blind. Deeply spiritual, she was also 
devoted to the congregation at St. Paul’s 
Episcopal Church in Burlingame.

In 1978, Helen joined a group of women 
who watched over a long-time friend, 
Bernice Gray, as she died of cancer. 
Together, they learned first-hand the 
importance of companionship, advocacy, 
and pain relief at the end of life.

Hospice care was a relatively new concept 
in the U.S. at the time. Warren Dale, the 
chaplain at Mills, introduced Helen to Mac 
Nash – a cancer patient who had herself 
been thinking about hospice care – and the 
two immediately joined in purpose. With 
help from many others, the partnership led 
to the founding of Mission Hospice in 1979.

For the first three years of the organization, 
Helen served as the President, something 
she considered “a privilege.” Carol Gray, one 
of the first volunteer nurses and later the 
organization’s long-time Executive Director, 
said, “Helen was the perfect person to 
lead this organization. The community 
respected her tremendously. She was a 
great model for us all.”

Poised and modest, Helen remained active 
with Mission Hospice into her early 90s, 
serving as the radiant elder spokeswoman. 

She delighted in seeing the organization 
grow to serve ever more patients and 
families, creating a ripple effect within the 
community she so loved. Helen called the 
founding of Mission Hospice her “most 
rewarding accomplishment.” 

Appropriately enough, this same network 
rallied to Helen’s side in the final months 
of her life. At 101 years of age, her formerly 
busy life had contracted significantly, but 
she always welcomed her Mission Hospice 
team (including Medical Director Dr. Gary 
Pasternak, Nurses Susan Freyberg and Heidi 
Keng, Social Worker Roby Newman, and 
Volunteer Craig Schroeder) to her home. 
This group made a special effort to take 
her outside to her garden, where she could 
enjoy sunshine and nature – efforts that 
really improved Helen’s quality of life in her 
final months. 

Knowing of Helen’s love of books and 
poetry, Roby frequently read to her, sharing 
poems that they both found meaningful – 
including Tennyson’s “Crossing the Bar.” 

As Helen’s very full life came to its end, she 
was surrounded by the network she had 
created so many years before. “I had such 
admiration for her, for what she and others 
had started,” said Roby. “It was a privilege 
to know her, and to carry on this tradition 
of care for our community.”    

For a longer profile of Helen Lagen and our 
other co-founder, Mac Nash, visit the history 
section of our website:  
www.missionhospice.org/events-news/
history/
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Accepting help ...continued from front

Remembering Helen Lagen, Mission Hospice Co-founder

Always gracious, compassionate, and 
tenacious, Helen was the co-founder and 
guiding light for Mission Hospice.

(and later two grandchildren) and Joan was a typical mid-century 
housewife and homemaker, who later ventured outside her San 
Mateo home to work in business.

“As she progressed and matured, she became a very strong, 
self-confident, capable and decisive person,” recalled Al. Joan 
earned her college degree and a master’s in social work at age 59 
and became a licensed clinical social worker (LCSW). After retiring 
at age 70 from Senior Coastsiders, Joan volunteered at Kaiser 
Hospital and other places, and she and Al travelled extensively 
until a series of health problems intervened.

Al believes that getting care for his wife also meant getting 
care for himself. When Joan was first diagnosed with vascular 

dementia in 2010, Al attended an Alzheimer’s caregiver group. 
He started attending a Mission Hospice grief support group just 
before Joan died.

“I think a lot of guys have trouble with getting help,” he said. “I 
have to admit, sometimes I felt a little wimpy in a group with six 
widows, but it helped. Since then, I’ve joined the writing group at 
Mission Hospice and it’s been very helpful.

“I believe that if there’s help available, take it. Let’s face it. You’re 
in for a tough time, and it won’t get better. Even if you don’t 
participate, you can get valuable information that you won’t hear 
about unless you let yourself be exposed to it.”   
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Mission Hospice & Home Care serves patients and families in the San Mateo 
County area with quality care and compassionate end-of-life support. Founded 
in 1979, we are a local, independent nonprofit that has provided thousands 
of patients and their families with physical, emotional, and spiritual support 
throughout the journey from a life-threatening diagnosis through death and 
the process of bereavement.   www.MissionHospice.org  •  650.554.1000
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SAVE THE DATE!

35th Anniversary 
Celebration

Sunday, Jan. 25

Nearly 250 people in poodle skirts, letterman jackets, and saddle 
shoes rocked around the clock at the Mission Hospice Auxiliary 
Fall Gala – and raised a record $150,000 to support our hospice 
house project. Thank you to the event committee 
for a fun evening of auctions, dinner, and dancing! 

Find more photos from the  
Fall Gala (and other events) at  
www.MissionHospice.org/
photo-gallery – as well as  
on our Facebook page: 
facebook.com/missionhospice
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