
"Army Strong" Family Triumphs Over Tragedy 
Michael Johnson shares how your gifts transform his family’s lives 
 
Thank you for supporting Jill’s House!  Your generosity towards Jill’s House brings joy to my son with 
disabilities, healing to my wife, and renewed strength for all of us to carry on. Grateful for the precious gift 
we have received, we would like to tell our story of how Jill’s House helped to transform our family. 

 
Young, newly married, and completely overconfident, my wife Brigid and I thought we had a plan for our 
future. But when a doctor says a word of power like “autism” or “brain tumor,” your course changes, 
unexpectedly and irrevocably. You realize you are not in control, but still have no idea what is to come. 
 

As an American soldier, I thought I was Army strong. Yet I had 
no idea just how much my faith, courage and endurance would 
be tested by autism. With God’s help, I have survived Beast 
Barracks at West Point, Airborne School, jungle warfare in 
Panama, a desert of fire in the Middle East and the war in 
Afghanistan.  But the hardest thing I have ever done in my life 
is to care for our severely autistic son, all day, every day, with 
no end in sight.   

 
 
Frustrated by his inability to communicate, with off-the-chart anxiety about everything in life we take for 
granted and little understanding of human relations, we forgive Patrick ten times a day because he knows 
not what he does. His severe tantrums can last for an hour; he has hit every teacher and family member. 
Now that he’s 17 years old, 6 feet tall, and 206 pounds strong, that’s a much bigger problem. He needs 24/7 
trained supervision just to keep him safe and avoid another surgery to remove a foreign object he 
swallowed. He has difficulty falling asleep, but no problem waking up early. 
 
Caring for a loved one with autism is like running a marathon every day, with recurring chronic grief at every 
milestone when we realize the “normal” life experiences Patrick will never have. We were growing 
exhausted, but didn’t know where to turn. We tried babysitters so my wife and I could have some time 
alone. All of them called during our date because they were overwhelmed. They declined to come back. No 
day care center has ever accepted him. It’s just too hard for ordinary people without expert training to 
understand severe autism, learn his anxieties, and follow an effective behavioral plan to address them. We 
gradually lost contact with friends, forced to live our own isolated autistic life with all its crazy routines.   
 
In fact, June 28, 2011 was the first night Brigid and I spent away from Patrick. Unfortunately, that was the 
terrible night she endured 20 hours of neurosurgery to resect a tumor that was compressing her brain stem. 
I thank God the doctor saved her life, but the damage to her optic nerve was significant. My dearest friend 
and Patrick’s best teacher was suddenly permanently blind.   
 
Once again, we learned how precious and fragile life can be. In the recovery room at 2:00 am when Brigid 
opened her eyes but couldn’t see, our course in life changed once again. We went from watching Patrick as 
a two-parent “tag team” to a one-parent caregiver for two people with disabilities. All the while I was working 
in the Pentagon as a strategic planner for the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff during the ongoing 
conflicts in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya and Syria. 
 
As an Army family, we live by the Army ethos: we will never quit, nor leave a fallen comrade. My wife and I 
prayed together, drawing closer and stronger than before—much like Jane Eyre and Mr. Rochester 
overcame blindness as two equal measures of the same indomitable spirit.   
 
But practically speaking, we needed someone to watch Patrick so I could have some time to help Brigid 
recover from brain surgery, blindness, radiation and rehabilitation. Feeling overwhelmed one night, I 
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Your gifts bring joy, healing and renewal 
to the Johnson family. 



remembered the Bible verse, “Come unto me all ye who are weary and carry a heavy burden, and I will 
give you rest.”  The very next day, someone from Patrick’s school told me about Jill’s House.   
 
Realistic experience with autism taught me to be skeptical, but desperate times called for more research. 
The more I learned about Jill’s House, the more I began to hope this divinely inspired place might just work. 
The staff had expert training in autism; nothing we said about Patrick came as a shock to them. They 
understood the sources of his anxiety, could respect and track his desire to schedule every moment of his 
day, could confidently respond to any disruption or physical aggression, and the on-site medical staff could 
safely monitor and provide his medication. 
 
Beyond behavior management, the caregivers made a real connection with Patrick.  Jill’s House had all the 
things a child with autism loves: a swimming pool with its sensation of immersion, a moon bounce, a 
computer to watch his favorite videos, and crayons for him to draw a rainbow—a sign of God’s promise that 
He loves all the little children.  Everyone we met at Jill’s House lives their faith, called to love the least of His 
brothers, and their exhausted parents. There is no place like Jill’s House. 
 
I can think of no higher accomplishment or sign of success than this: the next day, an autistic child who is 
terrified of new social situations he does not understand, asked to go back to Jill’s House.  We were blown 
away. Our dear son, who has never been invited to a birthday party or a sleep-over in his life, finally had a 
safe place to spend the night with his classmates from school.  Words fail to describe the depth of emotion 
and gratitude we feel to everyone who made this miracle happen.   
 
The last year has not been easy, but drawing strength from our faith, our family and our friends at Jill’s 
House, we have come a long way. Brigid recovered from two months of radiation therapy at the University 
of Pennsylvania. She has learned the life skills and mobility-orientation techniques the blind need to regain 
their independence.  While Patrick was safely cared for at Jill’s House, Brigid and I had peaceful moments 
together walking arm-in-arm in the woods and listening to all the sounds of nature the seeing might miss.   
 
We thank God for His amazing grace and love that heals the soul. And we thank you for your support of 
Jill’s House. You help make these moments happen in our life. As you consider your end-of-year giving, 
please consider making your best gift to Jill’s House. Right now, hundreds of families are on their waiting list 
who carry a heavy burden like ours, need a night of rest and rely on your strong support. You can give right 
now when you complete the enclosed reply card or give online at jillshouse.org/donate.  
 
Your financial gifts make it possible for Brigid, my children and me—and hundreds of families just like 
ours—to finally have hope and simply breathe again. You just cannot know how much you have done for 
my family, and for so many others, because you support Jill’s House.   

 
With deepest appreciation and respect,  

 
Michael W. Johnson 
Colonel, United States Army 
Special Assistant to the Chairman 
   of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 

(and Patrick’s dad) 
 
 
P.S. As the year draws to a close, we humbly ask for your increased support to help hundreds of families 

like ours who carry a heavy burden and are waiting for just one night of rest. Please give today. Your gift 
transforms lives.  


