
PER  SONAL VOICES

Re li gion and Natasha
Mc Don ald

Francine Rus sell Bennion0

I AM NATASHA MCDONALD. THIS IS MY MOM AND DAD. I HAVE

CEREBRAL PALSY. I THINK AND FEEL LIKE YOU DO BUT THE PART OF

MY BRAIN THAT CONTROLS MY PHYSICAL SELF WAS DAMAGED WHEN

I WAS BORN. MY VOICE IS A COMPUTER VOICE. I CAN PRODUCE

WORDS MYSELF.

THIS IS THE IN TRO DUC TION Natasha ac ti vated by re peat edly press ing
the right side of her head against a switch when I in ter viewed her with a
pro fes sional videographer in July 2004 in her home in Al berta where I
grew up and had re turned for a visit. Twenty-four years old and com pletely
de pend ent on oth ers for all phys i cal care, Natasha weighed sixty-seven
pounds.

Later in the in ter view, I ask, “How do you ex pect Heav enly Fa ther to 
be when you meet him again?” She thinks, ad justs her com puter screen,
ac ti vates the switch nine times, her face se ri ous, then in creas ingly happy,
arms askew, then spread wide, and an swers “LOV ING.”

0 FR ANCINE RUSSELL BENNION is re tired with her hus band, Rob ert,
in Provo, Utah. Her writ ing has in cluded pub li ca tions in the En sign, Sun stone, Di -
a logue, the AMCAP Jour nal, and di verse es say col lec tions, and in trans la tion in
The Neth er lands and Ja pan. She pre sented this es say and a short vid eo tape of
Natasha at the Sun stone Sym po sium in Au gust 2004 in Salt Lake Cit y, in a ses -
sion spon sored by Di a logue.
      With this es say, Di a logue be gins a se ries of pieces about the re la tion ship be -
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And later, “If you had to de scribe your Dad in one word, what would 
it be?” She breaks into glee, di rects the com puter switch through an other
nine steps, laugh ing in her own way through out the pro cess, and an swers,
“CRAZY!”

No one has ex pected this an swer, not her par ents, not the pro fes -
sional videographer, not I; and we are all laugh ing to gether.

The com puter soft ware with which Natasha writes and speaks is
called MINSPEAK, mean ing “min i mum-ef fort speech.” It is de signed to re -
quire the least pos si ble amount of phys i cal ef fort, based on the idea of hi -
ero glyph ics in which one pic ture can be used to rep re sent many ideas. For
ex am ple, a shark could mean fish, teeth, gray, wa ter, dan ger, big, fast,
mean, wild, strong, etc. MINSPEAK is a lan guage of cat e go ri za tion, as so ci a -
tion, and some times sound-alikes.

One day Natasha wanted to say “orang utan.” She had been at a zoo,
and while she was look ing at an orang utan, it came up, pressed its face
against the glass wall sep a rat ing them, and stayed there, star ing at Natasha 
who was star ing at it. To say “orang utan,” Natasha first needs to ac ti vate
the icon ZE BRA, be cause all an i mals are rep re sented by that icon. To ac ti -
vate the icon, Natasha pushes her switch to start a search. Each quad rant
of the 128-icon key board is high lighted in turn till Natasha sig nals when
the right one is reached. Then each line in the quad rant is high lighted,
then each icon in the right line. With the three se lec tions, she chooses the 
icon ZE BRA.

Next, she must go through the same three steps, high light ing and
choos ing, to iden tify the icon for the sub-cat e gory “wild an i mals”, which
again is ZE BRA. Fi nally, she goes through the same three steps to iden tify
the par tic u lar icon that she has cho sen to rep re sent, in this par tic u lar con -
text, ORANG UTAN.

To say, “I don’t know,” Natasha first chooses an icon for SEN TENCE,
then an icon for THINK, then an icon with a knot ted rope, KNOT. The
com puter trans lates SEN TENCE THINK KNOT into “I don’t know.”

Natasha must take nine steps to pro duce any sin gle word or sim ple
sen tence. Be cause the sys tem in cludes thou sands of choices of cat e go ries
and icons, in clud ing cus tom ized ones spe cif i cally for Natasha that have
been re corded in a three-inch binder with Su san’s help, some times only
Su san can trans late the full mean ing of a word or sentence from Natasha.

“But she can spell with the al pha bet, so why does n’t she just use it in -
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stead of icons?” I won der. “Spell ing out words would give her more flex i -
bil ity and flu id ity.” 

But us ing let ters on a stan dard com puter key board to spell a five-let -
ter word, or a sen tence like “I don’t know”, would re quire more steps and,
there fore, sig nif i cantly more en ergy. I tried spell ing out “IDONTKNOW”
on my own com puter key board as though I were Natasha high light ing and 
choos ing from only the let ter lines and keys, with no punc tu a tion or spac -
ing. I would need to push my head against the switch eigh teen times, twice 
the num ber and there fore twice the en ergy Minspeak re quires.

Natasha’s cum ber some com puter speech frees her from si lence and
iso la tion but also pre vents the ease and com plex ity of lan guage most of us
en joy. Her pro cess re quires a pe riod of si lence in ter rupted only by com -
puter beeps be fore she re sponds to a question.

For the first fif teen min utes of her life, Natasha did not breathe. The 
lack of ox y gen de stroyed brain cells for in ten tional con trol of her body but 
did not de stroy ma jor au to nomic pro cesses or ca pac ity for thought and
emo tion. In Lethbridge, Al berta, Can ada, in 1979, her teen aged par ents
were not yet mar ried and not pre pared to take care of any baby—but es pe -
cially this baby—so her grandmother took her.

With se vere athetoid ce re bral palsy caused by the brain dam age at
birth, Natasha would be com pletely de pend ent on other per sons all her
life. She would never roll over, sit with out sup port, walk, talk, con trol
elim i na tion, or eat solid food. She would con trol only some face and head 
mus cles, could re spond to stress or ex press emo tion only with fa cial ex -
pres sions and al tered range and tempo of body ac tiv ity. Though alert and
ea ger to learn, and lov ing play and hu mor, she would have no free dom to
ex plore, ex per i ment, or ques tion in ways that most chil dren do. She
needed in struc tion to dis cover spa tial re la tion ships, iden tify cause and ef -
fect, learn how to swal low blender-mixed food, and identify a comfortable
position.

  When Natasha was more than a year old, my niece Mar sha
Edmunds, an oc cu pa tional ther a pist, was as signed to go to the home and
help Natasha dis cover her abil i ties. Mar sha found Natasha so joy ous in
learn ing and play ing that Mar sha in vited her own sis ter, Su san Mc Don -
ald, to come and meet Natasha. Su san fell in love with her.

“Why? How did you know her, if she could n’t move or speak?” I ask.
“How could you fall in love with her?”

“We saw the light in her eyes,” an swers Su san. “Look,” point ing at a
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pic ture of young Natasha. “Who could re sist?” Su san and Mar sha saw
Natasha through Natasha’s eyes.

Su san and her hus band George had three chil dren: Laura-Lynne,
aged nine, Da vid, seven, and Chantelle, six. One eve ning when the fam ily
had just ar rived home from a camp ing trip, Mar sha came by: Natasha’s
grand mother had a health prob lem and could no lon ger care for Natasha.
Would Su san and George like to adopt her? If so, they needed to go to the
grand mother’s home that night.

“I don’t know,” Su san hes i tated, “if I could re ally love some one
else’s child as much as I love my own.” “Yes, you’ll be able to,” said
George, and it was so. They went to see Natasha and, the next morn ing,
brought her home. Laura-Lynne had been pray ing for a lit tle sis ter and
thought Natasha was an an swer to her prayer.

Natasha was twenty-two months old. Be fore they of fi cially adopted
her, Su san and George took Natasha to the Di ag nos tic, As sess ment, and
Treat ment Cen ter in Cal gary (the DAT). Pro fes sion als there ad vised them
not to go through with the adop tion. “She’ll never be any thing but a veg e ta -
ble,” they said, know ing the enor mity of the task of car ing for her but per -
haps not know ing what Su san and George and their fam ily would give to it.

They took Natasha home and adopted her.

She and the other Mc Don ald chil dren gladly bonded with each
other. Su san re calls one oc ca sion when the fam ily ate at a fast food res tau -
rant, and peo ple stared at Natasha. Laura-Lynne, Da vid, and Chantelle
point edly stared right back at them.

A photo shows lit tle Natasha, grin ning with de light, perched se -
curely on George’s shoul ders and back pack and lean ing her head against
his on a fam ily hike. On bi cy cle trips, Natasha rolled along in a bike trailer 
be hind George. Se curely wrapped in a pulk, an ad ap ta tion of the tra di -
tional Lapl and pulka pulled by a rein deer, Natasha went skim ming across
the snow pulled by George or one of her sib lings as they skied. Natasha
loved fam ily mu sic: Laura-Lynne’s vi ola, Da vid’s cello, Chantelle’s vi o lin,
Su san’s pi ano, George’s sing ing. While Su san fixed meals, Natasha in her
wheel chair was with her in the kitchen where, af ter Natasha mas tered her
com puter, Su san taught her to ask ques tions, for ques tions had not come
naturally or easily to Natasha.

When the strain of lift ing Natasha be gan af fect ing Su san’s back, Da -
vid and George knocked out a wall in their small home be tween Natasha’s 
bed room and the bath room. They in stalled a ceil ing track and pul ley with
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a sling that could go un der Natasha for mov ing her from bed to bath tub,
and then to a fold-up chang ing ta ble they had made and in stalled at Su -
san’s hip level. In a junk yard they found a long bath tub in which Natasha
could lie. They in stalled it and the plumb ing on a plat form so that Su san
could bathe Natasha at hip level. They took out a wall be tween the liv ing
room and kitchen to make wheel chair move ment eas ier, and the house
more pleasant and light.

An aide, Darlene, is now with Natasha a few hours on week days to
visit, watch Natasha’s fa vor ite TV show with her, play games, and en gage
in var i ous other ac tiv i ties. Natasha’s fa vor ite game is “Mem ory,” at which
she is very good. She likes vid eos, es pe cially, ac cord ing to George, “chick
flicks,” ro mances in which a woman gets what Natasha wants.

Natasha can read but, even with sup port, can not hold her head still
enough long enough to do it with out strain and great fa tigue, so ev ery day
Su san reads to her.

“What kinds of books?” I ask.

“Ev ery kind,” says Su san. In June it was a mys tery, in July a novel,
Lloyd C. Douglas’s The Robe.

Natasha’s health is now frag ile. She can not han dle heat or cold. Two 
years ago, doc tors said she would not sur vive a nine-month bout with,
among other ill nesses, flu, pneu mo nia, a bowel block age and con se quent
sur gery, hip dis place ment and tight ham strings and con se quent sur gery,
asthma that made breath ing dif fi cult, se vere re flux ex ac er bated by
Natasha’s swal low ing prob lems, and long heavy pain. Su san spent months 
“sleep ing” in her hospital room.

Re flux be came such a prob lem that Natasha now re ceives only li-
quid nu tri tion, through out much of the day and night, through a tube
from a back pack to a per ma nent open ing in her ab do men. This nu tri -
tional sys tem is work ing well. Natasha her self chose tube-feed ing over reg -
u lar blender food (in clud ing her fa vor ites: pizza and ice cream). Be cause
tim ing the feed ings is es sen tial to con trol ling the re flux, Su san gets up at
mid night to start a feed ing, then is up to check Natasha two or three times 
a night.

And Natasha, like Su san, thinks, and feels.

As is cus tom ary for dis abled chil dren in Al berta, Natasha started
school at age four so she would have two years of kin der gar ten be fore
grade one. Da vid and Chantelle were in a school near by, and some times
in good weather they pushed Natasha home in her wheel chair. One such
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day when they got home, Da vid told his mother that they had met a grade
three class mate of Chantelle’s on the street.

“Oooh,” he said, “is that your sis ter? Is she re tarded?”
“No,” shot back Chantelle, “but you are. She has ears, too, you

know.”
Natasha still calls Chantelle her best friend.
Natasha en tered a reg u lar grade one class with a gov ern ment-pro -

vided aide and an Ap ple IIe com puter with spe cial soft ware and an on/off 
switch Natasha could op er ate with her head, but she did not yet have a
com puter voice. Teach ing and learn ing pro ceeded as usual for the rest of
the class, but Natasha had never spo ken and could not copy, im i tate, con -
verse, or use a let ter or num ber ex cept by trans lat ing it into com puter lan -
guage she did not yet know. The aide helped, but the process was slow.

 At the end of grade one, Natasha had not com pleted learn ing the al -
pha bet. Su san met with the teacher and told her Natasha would need an -
other year of first grade to fin ish learn ing her let ters.

“What’s the point?” said the teacher. “She’ll never learn them any -
way.”

But she did. In grade two she was pro duc ing short sen tences with
her com puter. The first, to Su san, was, “I LOVE YOU.”

An other, about her brother whose end less teas ing she liked, was,
“DAVID CRAZY.”

In grade seven she got a com puter voice and for the first time could
an swer a ques tion vo cally if the asker were will ing to wait through the
cum ber some com puter pro cess and try to un der stand her ab bre vi ated
response.

One ju nior high school ed u ca tor was per plexed about how to as sess
Natasha’s learn ing, be cause she could not take the usual exams.

“As sess ment is n’t the point of her ed u ca tion,” said Su san. “We just
want her to learn all she can.”

When I asked Natasha what she thinks is the pur pose of life, her re -
ply was “GROW.” She did not say, “To be tested.”

In high school she got an elec tric wheel chair and, for the first time,
once strapped in, could move her self. While Natasha was learn ing to
“drive” the chair, George and Su san took her out in the drive way to prac -
tice ma neu ver ing it with her head switch. Cloth in hand, Da vid was there, 
proudly pol ish ing the fi nal coat of fin ish on the old car he and George
had spent months lov ingly re stor ing. Af ter prac tic ing a lit tle, Natasha
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took aim at the beau ti ful shiny clas sic car and rammed straight into the
bumper at full speed. Fi nally an ac tive teaser like her be loved brother, she
laughed and laughed. So did ev ery one else, except David.

When she fin ished high school at age twenty, Natasha wrote a short
val e dic tory ad dress. Here are a few sen tences from an ed ited copy of her
com puter talk:

My fa vor ite part of school was that I learned lots. The next best part
was get ting to know my teach ers and aides. . . .

In high school I drove my elec tric wheel chair. My fa vor ite sub ject was
psy chol ogy.

The things I learned that are most help ful to me are writ ing and read -
ing. These will help me in work ing to ward my sec ond goal which is to be -
come a writer. My first goal is to get healthy.

I am happy when I am with my fam ily and friends and when I go to
church. I also es pe cially like walk ing, sing ing, and flow ers.

I think the most im por tant part of life is to learn. I am very ex cited to
be able to con tinue to do this in col lege with Ronda’s help.

Al though Natasha at tended one or two classes per se mes ter with her 
aide for a cou ple of years, Natasha found col lege un man age able.

Now Natasha is in vited back into pub lic schools to help stu dents
and teach ers rec og nize per sons like them selves in dis abled bod ies. She in -
tro duces her self and an swers ques tions with her com puter voice. At the
end of an hour last May, a fifth grade stu dent said, “Natasha, I did n’t
know you’d be so cool!”

Natasha has ex pe ri enced most LDS ac tiv i ties and rit u als, in clud ing
meet ings, ac tiv i ties, bap tism, tem ple en dow ment, and work for the dead.
Some ad ap ta tions have been nec es sary. For ex am ple, be cause Natasha has 
never been able to swal low solid food, sac ra ment bread is only a small
crumb or two, and water a touch on her lips.

I asked Su san if Natasha was afraid to be put un der wa ter when she
was bap tized.

“No,” said Su san, “be cause her fa ther did it. She trusts her fa ther.”
When she was eleven, in a Pri mary talk about “What I Am Thank ful 

For,” Natasha named fam ily mem bers and friends, her teddy bear, tele -
phone, cookie mon ster book, doll, bed, and more sig nif i cantly, “TALK

FRIENDS,” and most sig nif i cantly, “NATASHA ME,” and “MY COME ME.”
With fol low-up ques tions, Su san was able to trans late this as, “I am thank -
ful I came to earth as ME.”

Dur ing Natasha’s teens, Su san taught her sem i nary les sons at home. 
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One day she found Natasha teach ing her doll Jennifer, as she of ten did
with what she was learn ing at school.

“What are you teach ing about?” Su san asked.
Natasha an swered, “LEARN ING ABOUT SCRIP TURE BE HOLD I WILL

GIVE YOU GREAT JOY THAT ME AND MY HOUSE WE WILL SERVE LORD.”
An other day when Su san found Natasha teach ing sem i nary to

Jennifer, the les son was:

GET TING KNOW JESUS

LOV ING NICE

WEAR ING WHITE CLOTHES

LIVE WITH HEAVENLY FATHER

BORN DECEMBER 25

KEEP COM MAND MENTS

KEEP SUNDAY HOLY

I WAS NEED A PLACE TO LIVE 

I WAS SICK TAKE CARE

 
Here are some ex cerpts from an Oc to ber 2000 di a logue be tween

Natasha and her par ents about Natasha’s tem ple ex pe ri ences. The first
time she had gone to the tem ple was at age three to be sealed to her fam ily. 
Natasha did not re mem ber this first visit.

“How old were you the next time you went to the tem ple?”
FOUR TEEN

“Why did you go?”
YOUNG WOMEN’S BAPTISMS FOR THE DEAD

“Why did you do this?”
THEY CAN’T DO IT THEM SELVES

“How did it make you feel to do this?”
GREAT

“How many times were you able to go?”
THREE OR FOUR

“Is there any thing spe cial you re mem ber about your en dow -
ment?”

FAMILY THERE

“How did you get around in the tem ple?”
DAVID AND DAD [There are steps be tween rooms in the
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Cardston Al berta Tem ple. Natasha and her bulky wheel chair had to
be lifted up them.]

“Why was it im por tant to you to take out your en dow ment?”
HEAVENLY FATHER WANT US TO RE TURN

“Have you gone to the tem ple since then?”
YES

“Why?”
WORK FOR THE DEAD

“Why does work have to be done for the dead?”
SO THEY CAN BE WITH HEAVENLY FATHER AGAIN

At this point, Su san thought the con ver sa tion was over, but Natasha
was ex cit edly writ ing some thing else: “CHANTELLE HAD WED DING IN

TEM PLE.” This was very spe cial to Natasha be cause the wed ding was four
months af ter she was en dowed, and she was able to at tend.

When the bishop re cently asked Natasha to bear her tes ti mony dur -
ing a talk he was giv ing at a joint priest hood and Re lief So ci ety meet ing, this 
is what she wrote, one sen tence a day over a two-week pe riod, with no help:

THANK YOU EV ERY ONE HELP ME GET BETTER.
HEAVENLY FATHER IS LOV ING.
HOLY GHOST LIS TENS TO PEO PLE.
JESUS DIED FOR US.
HEAVENLY FATHER MAKE US FEEL BETTER.
HEAVENLY FATHER GIVE US FRIEND.
HEAVENLY FATHER GIVE US WON DER FUL SIS TERS AND 

BROTH ERS.
JESUS LET US CEL E BRATE HIS BIRTH DAY.
HEAVENLY FATHER TEACH US HOW PRAY.
JESUS TAUGHT US HOW LOVE.
JESUS TEACH US HOW GIVE.

 
When Su san asked Natasha some ques tions I had mailed for her,

Natasha was so ex cited that she an swered them all at one sit ting, then
added more re sponses and wanted more ques tions. Here are some of
them:

When you pray to Heav enly Fa ther, what do you pray about? 
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HEALTHY, GOOD FAM ILY

How does Heav enly Fa ther make you feel better? 
MEDICINE [With fol low-up re sponses, she ex plained that God

helps peo ple know how to make it.]
What do you think is the most im por tant thing peo ple can give

to each other? 
LOVE

What do you think is the pur pose of life? 
GROW

What is the hard est thing about life? 
SICK

What is the best thing about life? 
FAMILY

What do you want to do in heaven? 
TALK, FALL IN LOVE, WORK, FAM ILY [mean ing a hus band and

chil dren of her own]
Is there any one you feel sorry for? 
JOY

Why?
SHE HAS N’T LOVE

Why do you think Je sus died?
LOVE US [Not jus tice, mercy, blood sac ri fice, or atone ment. Just

love.]
When do you feel clos est to God? 
SICK

Why?
HELP

Is there any thing you wish were dif fer ent than it is?
FAMILY [of her own]

I asked Natasha what she likes best at church. Af ter think ing for a
while, she slowly ac ti vated the com puter and re plied, “I DON’T KNOW.”

I asked if she could tell me one thing she likes about church. Her an -
swer was “FRIENDS.”

There was a pe riod, Su san says, when Natasha was lonely, “dy ing for
friends.” Su san ar ranged for a girl from church to come over to visit and,
in time, oth ers also, tak ing care that Natasha not be a char ity case and the
vis its not be gold-star-earn ing ser vice pro jects but just plain acts of friend -
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ship. Natasha gained friends and de lights in vis its with them. (There is lit -
tle joy in be ing at best an ob ject of kind, tol er ant pity. Natasha yearned for
friends and knows one when she sees one.)

When the ward cha pel was be ing re mod eled, two men thought, “If
we cut off the bench by the or gan, Natasha can sit in her wheel chair next
to the or gan while her mother plays for choir prac tice and sac ra ment
meet ing.” They got per mis sion and did cut off the bench for Natasha.

George sings in the choir and Su san is the ac com pa nist. They be gan
tak ing Natasha with them in her wheel chair in the van. Natasha loved the
choir and loves “sing ing” hymns with the con gre ga tion. At choir prac tice,
she be gan mak ing noises as the choir sang: Su san says she “Let it all out”
and “sang” though with out con trol la ble pitch, mel ody, or rhythm. Choir
mem bers and di rec tor smiled, and some told Natasha what a happy thing
it is to have her mak ing mu sic with them. Natasha un der stands that she
re mains si lent dur ing per for mances. In the me di eval Cath o lic Church,
only uni son sing ing was al lowed—no di ver sity of voices, no har mo nies
from di verse pitches. I prefer the harmony in Natasha’s ward.

Natasha’s com puter is too cum ber some to be taken to church. She
does not ver bal ize ques tions there or make com ments. Some teach ers
would con sider her the per fect lis tener, at ten tive and silent.

Un less they ask Natasha later, no one knows what she thinks of a
teacher, a talk, or an idea. If she does have a ques tion or new idea, she can
think about it but her dis abil i ties pre vent her from search ing the scrip -
tures, wan der ing into a li brary or book store, scan ning the internet, or ex -
plor ing the idea with di verse per sons. Her com puter lan guage makes
quick di a logue impossible.

Ut terly de pend ent upon her fam ily for life and lan guage, Natasha has
also been de pend ent on them for re li gious ex pe ri ence, if in deed re li gion
can be con sid ered a cat e gory sep a rate from all else in the Mc Don ald fam ily.

“Su san,” I asked one day, “you did n’t grow up with sem i nary or reg u -
lar church meet ings. As a child and teen ager, how did you de velop your
un der stand ing of the re li gious con cepts you’ve taught Natasha?”

“By watch ing my par ents,” said Su san. “Both of them.”

A rel a tive has asked what I think Natasha’s I.Q. might be, a ques tion 
im pos si ble to an swer. “I.Q.” is an ar bi trary mea sure ment of se lected skills
rep re sent ing norms for a spe cific group. Nei ther Natasha’s re mark able
mem ory nor her think ing skills could be dem on strated on stan dard I.Q.
tests that re quire ver bal ease and the ca pac ity to copy or re ar range pat -
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terns. To as sess her in tel li gence would re quire find ing 10,000 per sons like 
her to cre ate a stan dard ized test, and what would be the point anyway?

More pro duc tive ques tions might be, “How can Natasha and I know 
each other and en joy each other? What do we have in com mon? How are
we dif fer ent? What might we give to each other?” Such ques tions might be 
ex plored by talk ing to Natasha as to any per son (“she has ears, you know”), 
and see ing through her eyes, and lis ten ing to her even if it re quires more
time, pa tience, and at ten tion than is usual in ca sual con ver sa tion. It
might mean ask ing fol low-up ques tions rather than hur ry ing to talk over
her or an swer the ques tions for her. This may take practice.

When I called Su san to ask whether she and Natasha would par tic i -
pate in pre par ing for this dis cus sion, we agreed that she should talk it over
with Natasha, which she did.

“Natasha wants to know what the pur pose is,” she said, “and so do I.
We agreed that if it is to glo rify some one, no, but if it is to help any one un -
der stand that the dis abled are per sons like them selves, we will do any thing
we can.”

Ex pe ri ence with Natasha, Su san, and Aunt Mar sha has evoked for
me many con sid er ations, some of which I’d like to sug gest here:

1. Ac cord ing to Deu ter on omy, for at least two rea sons Natasha
could not have joined the re li gious com mu nity in an cient Is rael: she is an
il le git i mate child, and her body is fright fully flawed be yond the norm.
There is a third rea son not in cluded in Deu ter on omy: An ciently she
would not have sur vived her birth, not breathed a breath, not been
deemed worth sav ing. Among many peo ples of scar city, re sources are not
“wasted” upon so needy a per son. But in our own time and place, med i cal
per son nel do all they can to en hance the life of a Natasha, and the Al berta 
gov ern ment does all it can af ford. Shall religious persons today do less?

2. Our church says that lit tle chil dren do not need bap tism or other
rit u als, be cause they are not ac count able and do not com pre hend pro -
found so lem ni ties. Should we say, then, that rit u als don’t mat ter to
Natasha—she is as a child who can not sin or comprehend?

Her one-word cat e gor i cal an swers and help less body do not make
Natasha a twenty-four-year-old child.

What has she gained from the rit u als, and what would she miss with -
out them? They have given her a sense of for mal ized com mu nity with the
liv ing and dead, as well as with God, which is es pe cially pre cious to one
who has known iso la tion and lone li ness. Rit u als have af firmed for her
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tran scen dent re al ity be yond pres ent ex pe ri ence. She feels she has made
nec es sary prep a ra tion for heaven where she can move, talk, and marry.
She has helped oth ers who could not act for them selves. In rit u als she has
done what is right and good, which mat ters to her, and she has made her
fam ily happy, which mat ters greatly to her. Most es pe cially, she con sid ers
her self a nor mal per son and would not un der stand why she could not be
baptized and endowed like everyone else.

3. Per sons have ques tioned for mil len nia why an all-pow er ful be nev -
o lent God al lows un earned suf fer ing, loss, or dis abil ity, and many have
writ ten con tra dic tory con clu sions as though they come ei ther from God
or from ir re fut able logic based on un ques tioned as sump tions. In the dark
of the night, with ex cru ci at ing mus cle spasms, or strug gling to breathe or
swal low, or la bor ing to ex press her self in lan guage like and dif fer ent from
that of those around her, Natasha might have be lieved in a dis tant God,
un ap proach able with out an in ter me di ary, a God judg ing her for the very
lim i ta tions he is in flict ing upon her, but in stead she knows, as I do, a God 
who is a helper and close com forter as we strug gle to grow with a de gree of
agency on a globe with in her ent ma te rial laws, among fellow humans who
also have much growing to do.

4. Le nin called re li gion the opi ate of the peo ple, and of ten it is so.
But opium dulls not only pain but also the soul. Natasha’s re li gion en liv -
ens her.

5. When my hus band Bob came out of an es the sia from open-heart
sur gery, all yel low, puffy, tongue hang ing out, tubes down his throat and
in his nose and arms, un able to move or talk, he mo tioned to the nurse for 
pen and pa per, and wrote, “Life is good.” At age eleven in her Pri mary talk 
about what she is thank ful for, Natasha said, “MY COME ME” (“I am
thank ful I came to earth as me.”) When low func tion ing au tis tic Tito
Mukhopadhyay was asked, “Would you like to be nor mal?” he scrawled in
rough but leg i ble script, “Why should I be Dick and not Tito?” 11

6. I’m re mem ber ing a com ment of John Gardner, a now-re tired
BYU phys ics pro fes sor who said to me one eve ning long ago, “I’ve been
pon der ing how to be the best Mor mon I can, and think it might be by be -
ing the best phys i cist I can.” Can George and Da vid’s hip-high chang ing
ta ble, ceil ing trol ley, and plat form tub, and Su san’s use of them to keep
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Natasha clean and com fort able, be sep a rated from their re li gion? Can
Natasha’s doc tors, or in ven tors of med i cines, tubes, sur gi cal in stru ments,
com put ers, wheels un der her chair, or leg is la tors who en able the hand i -
capped be sep a rated from the his tory of west ern re li gion? Can re li gion
ever be a separate category, even for atheists?

7. For mil len nia, many have said that only fear of de tec tion and pun -
ish ment, or hope of re ward, de ters able per sons from the evil they would
oth er wise do. I do not be lieve this. Have they never known per sons in
whom fear of pun ish ment and hope of ar bi trary re ward are ab sent, peo ple 
who move on love, or on what is quite sim ply a good thing to do?
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