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Breakthrough
Breakthrough is a quarterly 

publication providing

inspiration and ideas for 

congregations and teachers 

serving people who have 

developmental disabilities. 

Articles can be reprinted with 
permission by contacting Public 

Relations at ext. 4439.

Your comments and story ideas are welcome.

For a FREE subscription or to submit comments and story ideas 
call 800.369.4636, ext. 3817, e-mail breakthrough@blhs.org, 

or write to Breakthrough, C/O Bethesda Lutheran Homes and 
Services, Inc. 600 Hoffmann Dr., Watertown, WI 53094.
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For the teacher, the challenging 
questions about communication 
are obvious: What is our common 
language? How will I convey 
information? How will I determine
if learning is occurring?   

Communication skills among people 
with disabilities are a practical 
issue as well as a perceptual one. 
To a certain extent, this is a social 
phenomenon; if someone – with 
or without a disability – does not 
communicate well, we may often 
believe there is a certain lack 
of understanding on their part. 
Likewise, if someone communicates 
well, the skill is considered 
an indication of their social 
competence and overall capability. 
This may be the reason that lack 
of communication skills is often a 
principal barrier to employment and 
community inclusion for people with 
developmental disabilities.

In the long run, the root causes 
of communication difficulties may 
not matter much, but they may 
have some relevance to a teacher 
who struggles for an alternative to 
the spoken word. Communication 
challenges may be the result of 
a complex disability like autism, 

physical structure of the face that 
makes speech hard to understand, 
or even the brain knowing the 
words and the mouth being able 
to form them, but the connection 
between the two simply not 
permitting the process to occur. 

Whatever the cause of the result, 
the need for communication exists; 
therefore, alternatives to standard 
speech must be explored.

Alternative Communication Methods
Communication Cards. Using 
commonly recognizable pictures,
cards can be placed on a table or 
wheelchair tray, or displayed on 
a bulletin board or other readily 
available workspace. Cards can 
be easily constructed based on 
the needs of the individual or 
the classroom. For a quick start 
on your collection, a set of 50 
religious-themed communication 
cards is available in the Spiritual Life 
Resources section of Bethesda’s 
website, www.blhs.org. 

Sign Language. Even people who 
are not hearing impaired can use 
sign language as an augmentation or 
alternative to speech. Combining 
spoken words with some key signs
for emphasis can add efficiency and 
clarity in the teaching environment. 
Pictorial dictionaries of key signs 
are available at most libraries and 
bookstores. An animated online 
dictionary of religious signs is 
available at www.deafmissions.com. 
Print versions of religious signs are 
also widely available. 

Struggling to Understand
As we seek to carry on meaningful 
conversations, there are two 
strategies for understanding that 
seem to rise above the rest:

Clues and Context. Communication 
doesn’t usually come from out of 
nowhere. When someone is trying 
to communicate with you, look 
for clues in their appearance and 
behavior:  Do they seem happy? Sad? 
Frustrated? Also, consider what is 
important to them and what it is they 
are likely to be talking about: Sports? 
Family? Others in class? The context 
of someone’s life and the physical 
clues they provide can suggest a 
great deal about the content of the 
communication. 

Patience. Of all the strategies that 
exist, this one is clearly the most 
effective. When faced with an 
individual who is communicating 
something you do not understand,
it is always perfectly acceptable to 
say, “I’m sorry; I’m not able to 
understand you.” The general rule
of thumb is: If you don’t know what 
someone is saying, don’t pretend
that you do. Saying, “Try telling me 
that again,” or “Let me find
someone who can help me 
understand,” convey honesty
and a sense of caring.

CLICK & LEARN
Learn religious words in sign language
online with this helpful video based

resource from Deaf Missions.

www.deafmissions.com 

then click on Media & Tools,

then ASL Dictionary of Religious Signs

Art Turke communicates with
an electronic picture board. 
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Bethesda’s Family Album

Lydia Stewart and Ann Finta speak at the LSA-DN “One God, One Call” Conference in October 2006.
(l to r) Jennifer Burnett, Lydia Stewart, Cheryl Nelson and Jessica (staff), having dinner at DaVinci’s as part of the filming of “Balancing Choice and Risk.”

“I love it!” says Lydia Stewart on the 
subject of Bethesda Lutheran Homes 
and Services, Inc., and the supports 
and services that she has chosen to 
receive from the organization. Lydia 
currently receives support from 
Bethesda in Frankenmuth, Mich., 
where she resides in an independent 
living facility.

“It’s a miracle,” says her mom, of 
what Lydia has been able 
to accomplish with the 
support of Bethesda. 
Initially, her family 
was skeptical about 
Lydia moving from a 
group home into an 
independent living facility. 

Family is very important to Lydia. 
She speaks to her mom frequently, 
and recently attended her nephew’s 
wedding where she wore a purple 
dress she picked out. “If he doesn’t 
dance with me, he’ll get a kick in the 
butt,” she said before the wedding. 

Lydia moved at age eight to 
Bethesda’s Watertown, Wis. campus 
and resided there until she moved to 
the Frankenmuth group home
in 1982.

In 2000, Lydia took the final step to 
independence when she moved into 
the independent living facility. She 
lives with three other women and a 
cat, Elvis.

Currently, Lydia is employed at 
Springhill Suites, where she performs 
maid services daily. Her favorite part 
is, “lunch, then everything else,”
she says.

Honored in 2002 with a Christian 
Service Award for Volunteers 
by Bethesda, Lydia continues to 
volunteer her free time to great 
causes. She works with the
Lutheran Women’s Missionary 
League setting up banquets and 
meetings. She also gives her time 
to a Lutheran nursing home in the 
area, where she visits with residents. 
Finally, she has assisted Bethesda in 
several film projects.

“I love Jesus, he’s in my heart all the 
time,” says Lydia. She attends church 
at St. Lorenz near her home. She 
loves her pastor, Pastor Kaiser; his 
presence is her favorite part about 
going to church.

Of course, living alone is a big 
responsibility. The women must keep 
the house clean, do laundry, pick out 
groceries, and everything else that 
comes with a lifestyle without live-in 
support. “I can do anything I want,” 
says Lydia. She also determines how 

to spend her money; 
she recently purchased 
a television and a DVD 
player with money she 
earned from her job.

In her free time, the 
enthusiastic Lydia loves to cross-
stitch pillowcases for friends and 
family. She also loves riding her bike, 
going to the library and reading 
poetry. She enjoys staying fit and 
recently won ‘The Big Loser’ award 
in her house for losing the most 
weight in a month.

Lydia loves her family and Bethesda,
but she reserves a special place for 
her Lord and Savior; “when I’m in 
the dumps I look at Jesus and say, 
‘Help me be strong.’” 

says Lydia. She also determines how 

Lydia Stewart
LyLyL dia Stewart

2002 Christian Service Award for Volunteers
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Perhaps as few as ten years ago, if 
someone had used the term ‘autism’ 
as part of a conversation, most 
would have asked what autism is.
But now, autism – and the other 
disorders under the umbrella of
the autism spectrum – has 
commanded a much more 
prominent place in the media and 
education. It has evolved from a 
relatively unfamiliar expression into
a recognized condition. 

Upon examination of local bookstore 
shelves, one would find numerous 
resources that address how children 
and adults with autism spectrum 
disorders (ASD) are affected at 
home, school and work. Also, 
one would find that most of the 
information focuses on educational 
issues in general terms, applicable 
primarily to school situations and to 
a certain extent, vocational settings. 

But what about autism and the 
church, or more specifically, what 
about autism and your church? 
How can your church become a 
welcoming place for persons
affected by ASD and their families?

Statistically speaking, about one out 
of every 166 people experience 
some degree of ASD. That means in 

a congregation of 1,000, there would 
be about 6 individuals affected by 
ASD, and additionally, their families.
How can your church effectively 
understand the needs of these 
people?

“Autism and Your Church: Nurturing 
the Spiritual Growth of People with 
Autism Spectrum Disorders” is a 
unique resource that will help your 
church integrate people with ASD 
into the full life of your congregation. 

This book is geared toward the 
layperson that may not have much 
prior experience with ASD (or 
disabilities in general). The focus is 
more on what can be done, and not 
so much on what ASD is. It includes 
practical methods to inclusively 
minister to those with ASD. 

Divided into five sections, this 
resource will enable a church to 
support those with ASD who, like
all of us, are created in God’s image. 
Learn about the five specific 
disorders included under the ASD 
umbrella, strategies to include 
people with ASD in fellowship,
and construction of an action plan 
ensuring growth of this ministry 
within your congregation. 

Autism and Your Church:
Nurturing the Spiritual Growth of People with Autism Spectrum Disorders

Breakthrough | Summer 2007

An added benefit is a set 

of reproducible sample 

documents that can 

assist the congregation in 

creating and sustaining 

a ministry to persons 

affected by ASD. 

 • An Interview Questionnaire for 
Children’s Ministry 

 • An Interview Questionnaire for 
Adult Ministry 

 • An Observation Form 

 • A Parent Permission Form 

 • An Adult Permission Form 

 • A Job Description for 
Coordinator of Ministry to 
Children and Adults with Special 
Needs 

 • An Individual Spiritual 
Formation Plan (ISFP)

Included among these are samples of: 

Available for

$27.95 through

Faith Alive

Christian Resources,

Grand Rapids, Mich.,

to order call 

800.333.8300.
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Christian Service Award for Volunteers

In 2003, Bethesda awarded a Local 
Action Grant to Christ Lutheran 
Church in St. Catharines, Ontario, 
Canada. In 2005, Bethesda honored 
Christ Lutheran Church’s The 
SOUL Program, bolstered by the 
grant, with the Christian Service 
Award for Volunteers. Founded in 1997, 
The SOUL Program’s mission is “to share 
the message of Jesus Christ with people with disabilities.” Those in the program meet weekly to participate in choir, 
Bible study, arts and crafts and MAD (music, art and drama). Through the grant, The SOUL Program expanded the 
program by providing equipment, supplies and sign language training to volunteers, empowering them to assist even 
more people with developmental disabilities. 

St. Paul’s Lutheran Church of Exton, Penn. began Rejoicing Spirits Ministry
in 2003 after recognizing the lack of meaningful worship and fellowship 
opportunities for people with developmental disabilities. The program
includes music, meaningful messages and fellowship opportunities in a welcoming 
and accessible setting. Bethesda honored Rejoicing Spirits Ministry for their 
inclusive programming and their manual, How to Start a Rejoicing Spirits Ministry, 

empowering numerous congregations to include 
people with developmental disabilities. 

Susan Crawford and Cynthia McCurdy 
accepted the award for

Rejoicing Spirits Ministry.

2005 The SOUL Program

and accessible setting. Bethesda honored Rejoicing Spirits Ministry for their 
inclusive programming and their manual, 

empowering numerous congregations to include 
people with developmental disabilities. 

Susan Crawford and Cynthia McCurdy 
accepted the award for

inclusive programming and their manual, 

Susan Crawford and Cynthia McCurdy 

2006 Rejoicing Spirits Ministry

As a Board member of Voice of Care/Lutherans for Persons Developmentally Disabled, 
Eldra Rakow, of West Chicago, has partnered with Bethesda, Northern Illinois’ LCMS 
District and other groups, through workshops on special needs ministry. Presented to 
parents, pastors, volunteers, professional teachers and people with disabilities, these 
workshops showed the value of inclusive ministry, not only to people with developmental 
disabilities, but to those in the congregation and community as well. disabilities, but to those in the congregation and community as well. disabilities, but to those in the congregation and community as well. 

2004 Eldra Rakow

(l to r) Krysti Martin, Miriam Braithwaite, Rev. Steve Oetting, Gillian 
Leaver and Heather Simons accepted the award in November 2005.

Bethesda Lutheran Homes and Services, Inc. presents this award yearly
to individuals or groups who serve the Lord by volunteering

their time and talent to support people with developmental disabilities.

Bethesda Lutheran Homes and Services, Inc. presents this award yearly
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Name   

Organization   

Address   

City  State  Zip 

Mail completed order form and check or money order to: Bethesda Lutheran Homes and Services, Inc. 
600 Hoffmann Drive, Watertown, WI 53094.

More ways to order: by phone 800.369.4636 ext. 4448 or online at www.blhs.org/?spirit

Item Price x Qty =$ Amount

Building a Developmental 
Disability Ministry: A Manual for 
Congregations

$25

Exploring Faith and Life
Curriculum Package $75

Additional Student Leaflets (set of 5) $20

(prices include shipping)  Total

For more information on these products and more, visit our web site at www.blhs.org/?spirit 

Inclusion Ministry Materials
Building a Developmental Disability Ministry
This resource manual draws upon Bethesda’s more than 100 years of
Christ-centered services for people with developmental disabilities, 
as well as the professional expertise of Bethesda’s Chief Religious Life 
Officer, chaplains, and Parish Ministry Consultants. Beginning with a 
“survey” of the local “landscape,” Building a Developmental Disability 
Ministry guides leadership teams through all the various ministry-building 
stages: from planning to implementation, evaluation and ongoing ministry 
development. Packaged in a binder; 81 pages. $25 each.

Exploring Faith and Life
Geared toward adults and young adults in small Bible study groups, 
these lessons have been designed with flexibility and adaptability to your 
students’ ability levels in mind. $75 each. Curriculum package includes:

 • Teacher guide, including teaching tips and suggestions,
24 Bible study lesson plans, visual aids, and sheet music
for 15 Christian classroom songs. 

 • Student leaflets, to accompany each of the 24 lessons.
Five sets of student leaflets are included in the package;
additional sets may be ordered.

 • Music CD, featuring 15 Christian classroom songs.
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Workshops & Seminars
Autism Spectrum Disorders:

Piecing Together the Puzzle in School, Church, Family and the Community

August 23-26
Stanhope, New Jersey 

Each day is geared for a different primary audience,
but anyone can attend any day.

Date Time  Primary Audience

August 23 9 a.m. - 3 p.m. Educators (especially ECE)
Key presenter: Amanda Geidel, who teaches special education classes at Concordia 
University, Seward, NE. Learn to recognize early signs of autism, communicate with 
parents about concerns, create a positive learning environment, find resources and more.

August 24 9 a.m. - 3 p.m. Church workers
Learn the characteristics of ASDs, how to teach and include people with autism,
support families, etc. 

August 24 5:30 - 9 p.m. Sunday school teachers hear about sensory 
and learning challenges for kids/adults with autism, teaching tips, facilitating an inclusive 
classroom, etc. 

August 25 9 a.m. - 3 p.m. Parents & caregivers
find gamut of topics geared to helping maintain healthy family relationships and as 
normal a life as possible, getting needed services, connecting with the church, finding 
resources, etc. Respite care available for family member with ASD.

August 26 2 - 5 p.m. All
Facilitated “First Steps” planning sessions, in which each attendee will decide on first 
steps for taking action on idea(s) gained from the conference. 

Conference on autism 
spectrum disorders
(ASDs) is for:

 EDUCATORS (with CEUs)

 CHURCH WORKERS
(professional, lay, Sunday 
school teachers, etc.)

  FAMILIES & CAREGIVERS
of individuals with autism 

To register or for more 
information about this
conference, contact:

Kathy Morris at 
248.680.1679 or
kmorris@blhs.org
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