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Mother Joseph Award for beginning 
a work of charity that stemmed 
from her own personal sorrow.

When Teresaʼ’s husband, attorney 
Bill Robertson, died of cancer in 
February of 1989 at just 34 years of 
age, she had three young children, 
6-year-old Colleen, 5-year-old 
Ian, and six-month-old Duncan.  
Since Billʼ’s diagnosis the previous 
June, the couple had sought a grief 
counselor to work with them and 
their children.  They were able to find 
help because they had the means 
to pay for it, Teresa recalled.  “I had 
a career, a supportive family, and 
enough money, but I asked myself, 
ʻ‘whatʼ’s it like for someone else?ʼ’.”

➺➺

Outreach to children 
has always been 
dear to the hearts 
of the Sisters of 
Providence,” said 
Provincial Councilor 
Jo Ann Showalter, SP.  
“Just as the needs of 
children and others 
were always integral 
to the mission of 
Mother Joseph, we 
see that same deep 
love and compassion 
expressed through 
the untiring efforts of 
Teresa Bigelow and 
her love of children 
and her willingness to 
tackle the huge unmet 
need. Mother Joseph 
must be smiling!

the lobby of a Seattle health-care 
client, waiting for a scheduled 
meeting, when she picked up litera-
ture that told the story of Mother 
Emilie Gamelin, foundress of the 
Sisters of Providence.  Teresa was 
moved by the description of how the 
young woman in Montreal turned 
her sorrow over the deaths of her 
three young sons and her husband 
into works of charity that began in 
1843 and blossomed.  That moment 
in the health-care lobby is ironic 
because Teresa is being honored in 
2013 with the religious communityʼ’s 
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2013 Mother Joseph Award... 

 
that there was no free, compre-
hensive grief support program in 
King County for children facing 
the terminal illness and death of a 
loved one. “Grief is not a diagnos-
able illness,” she explained.  “There 
were some programs to help, 
but nothing prior to the death 
of a parent or loved one.  Help 
before the death is important for 
the child and it is a godsend for 
the ill parent to be reassured that 
ʻ‘my children will be alright.ʼ’”

  In Billʼ’s memory, Teresa 
made it her mission to change 
that.  “I wanted to do something 
in memory of Bill that was signifi-
cant and that would impact 
peopleʼ’s lives. I learned from 
my mother that thereʼ’s nothing 
like helping other people to help 
you get through hard times.”  

She set a goal of bringing grief 
and bereavement counseling to 
children facing those emotional 
challenges and to ensure that 
the service was available to all 
families at no cost.  Teresa and 
Carol McMullin, a friend facing 
similar circumstances after the 
death of her husband Ken, began 
the McMullin-Robertson Founda-
tion, now known as Safe Crossings 
Foundation.  They approached 
Hospice of Seattle about partner-
ing to provide children with not 
only grief counseling after a death, 
but also anticipatory counseling.  

Financial support came from 
a college roommate of Billʼ’s and 
from the law firm Williams Kastner, 
where he and Ken had worked.  

Initially, Safe Crossings Founda-
tion had a small board of three 
attorneys and met once a year.  For 
the first 10 years the foundation did 
no fundraising, but existed on the 
interest and dividends earned on the 
initial donations.  “We kind of let it 
chug along, but there is a huge need 
in the community and, as word got 
out, referrals increased.  Families 
were referred through Hospice of 
Seattle initially, but we began getting 
referrals from school counselors, 
mental-health professionals, and 
people in the community who knew 
about the program,” Teresa said.  
The first fundraiser was a success, 
and things took off from there.

is the largest contributor to the 
Safe Crossings Program, Provi-
dence Hospice of Seattleʼ’s grief 
program for children and teens.  
The program has served more 
than 27,000 children, most of 
them in King County, although no 
one is turned away.  The program 
has been blessed with more than 
$1.8 million in donations from the 
foundation since 1990.  There is 
no charge for services and families 
are not asked for donations. Safe 
Crossings Foundation has helped 
to fund the grief program and 
expansion into grief counseling 
in schools, day camps and Camp 
Erin, an overnight weekend 
camp for children and teens.

It was Teresaʼ’s determination, 
leadership and values, like those of 
Mother Joseph, that led Gary Crum, 
director of the Providence Hospice 
of Seattle Foundation, to nominate 
her for the Mother Joseph Award.

Being compared to Mother Joseph 
is “very flattering,” Teresa said.  “So 
many are deserving of recogni-
tion and never get it.  It is very nice 
to be recognized and acknowl-
edged.  This program embodies the 
values of Providence and of Mother 
Joseph by reaching out to take care 
of the vulnerable and the needy.” 

as Safe Crossings Foundationʼ’s 
president and today she is an 
emeritus member of its board.  Her 
oldest daughter, Colleen Robertson, 
who has worked for nonprofit organi-
zations, also is a passionate Safe 
Crossings Foundation board member.    

In 2008, Providence Hospice 
of Seattle Foundation awarded 
Teresa its highest honor, the 
Hospice Award of Distinction, for 
her impact on grieving children.

Service to others is something 
that comes naturally to Teresa.  A 
Seattle native, her late father John 
had been executive director of the 
Washington State Hospital Associa-
tion, where he was familiar with 
the Sisters of Providence and their 
health-care ministries.  Her 98-year-
old mother Virginia was director 
of volunteer services for Seattle 
Public Schools in addition to being 
a volunteer herself.  Teresa has one 
sister and two brothers, one of whom 
is a former Providence administrator.

Teresa retired 12 years ago from 
the law firm of Bennett, Bigelow & 
Leedom, P.S., after a 25-year practice 
in health-care law, representing 
Providence hospitals and other 
health-care organizations.  After 
retiring, she turned her attention 
to her remaining child at home, her 
aging parents, and to “strengthen-
ing and expanding Safe Crossings 
so that it would continue to provide 
services into the future. This involved 

She set a goal 
of bringing grief 
and bereavement 
counseling to 
children facing 
those emotional 
challenges and 
to ensure that 
the service was 
available to all 
families at no cost. 
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expanding the board of directors 
and hiring staff.”  She remarried four 
years ago to Eric Larson, an internist 
and executive director of the Group 
Health Research Institute.  Since 
2007 she has served on the board 
of trustees (now the community 
board) of Swedish Medical Center.

 
continues to be unique.  Of 14 other 
bereavement programs in the Puget 
Sound area, only one deals with 
anticipatory grief, according to 
Juliana Perez, executive director of 
the Safe Crossings Foundation.  

Its counselors, “walking the journey 
to dealing with death” with children 
from toddlers through 17 years of 
age, do what others do not have the 
expertise to do.

Does it make a difference?  
A friend of Safe Crossings Founda-
tion board member Kim Isaacs tells a 
story about one of Kimʼ’s three young 
children who received Safe Crossings 
services before and after the death 
of Kimʼ’s husband from cancer. Her 
young son was overheard providing 
comfort and talking about the 
grieving process - “Grief is a normal 
process and you can get sad” - to a 
schoolmate whose father had died.  

“This program 
embodies the 
values of 
Providence and 
of Mother Joseph 
by reaching out 
to take care of 
the vulnerable 
and the needy.”

“It is an amazing thing to have a 
child speak to another child that 
way,” Juliana said.

“For me, this is an inspiration in 
that hereʼ’s a woman who lost her 
husband and was left with three 
young children, but went outside 
herself to help others,” Juliana 
said.  “Twenty-four years later, Safe 
Crossings Foundation is strong, 
well-respected and well-managed 
because of what she started.”  ●
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Rita Ferschweiler, SP
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Lucille (Lucy) 
Villanova, SP
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