PASTORAL RESPONSES TO PEOPLE WITH DISABILITIES

If your Warden, organist, secretary, or best friend had an accident or illness that incapacitated him or her today, you would respond with care, suggestions and offers of assistance.  It is no different in caring for someone who lives with disability.PRIVATE 

1.  See the presence of the Incarnate God in the person. Respond to the disability secondly. Then you can see and hear what is offered or needed. 

2.  It is rarely inappropriate to ask the person what their disability is or to ask how you can be helpful. Asking is caring enough to know the person.

3.  Disability is not usually an illness. It is rarely contagious. 

4.  Listen:  you may not be asked to do anything but asked to receive something they have to offer.

5.  Listen: you do not need to have the answers and may not be called upon to provide any.

6.  Listen: simply be present to the pain or the joy. Caring is part of your job already.

7.  Listen: the person with a disability can tell you best what they need, how you can provide it, and why it is important.

8.  Learn: You do not have to be an expert in anything. People with disabilities are the experts in their disability and usually know what they need for acceptance and inclusion.

9.  Learn from their ability to embrace vulnerability and their ability to ask the tough questions of life and faith. Do not be afraid of your own vulnerability.

10.  Learn that some people with disabilities are angry, stuck, hurting or without needed care, support, etc. These are universal experiences which are often heaped onto the person who has been ignored, forgotten, or unwelcome. Their ability (and inability) to sort it all out can teach you about prejudice, compassion, discrimination, courage and suffering.

11.  Accept the person as you would any other. You don't have to understand everything or like everything about them.

12.  Be prepared to make referrals just as you would for anyone needing counseling, respite care, employment, etc. (Most clergy are not good at referral for anything and need to develop this skill.)

13.  Recognize your own fears (and/or) projections about limitation, powerlessness, illness, and death.  Fear of their need for assistance or help is probably denial and fear of your own in ability to be inter-dependent.

14.  Don't be afraid to ask someone to repeat something if you did not understand. It is insulting and patronizing to pretend you understood when it is crystal clear by your look or response that you did not--and did not care enough to be sure you did.

15.  People with disabilities have the same emotions, desires, and needs as people without disabilities. They may have tough questions of faith and prayer but they are not different from others; we are forced by circumstance to wrestle with God-issues more openly and honestly because we usually cannot hide or deny our limitations. 

Ministering with people with disabilities is not something added on to your pastoral responsibilities. It is an integral part of what you already do and is something which can nurture your spiritual life if you allow it to do so.

Clergy get caught up in wondering how to answer or address the issues posed by the simple presence of a person with disability. The more important questions are ignored: 

What is God asking of you by the presence of this person in your life? 

What can you learn from or because of this person(s)? 

What issues and questions of your life are confronted by the needs or issues of the person(s) with a disability in your congregation?

Does your church reflect diversity and receive the gifts of all people or does the church work to avoid and exclude any who remind them of the limitations, imperfections and injustices of God's created order?

How does your church's response reflect their ability (or lack thereof) to be a welcoming and healing community? 

What is God doing in the life of your church under your leadership because of the person(s) with disabilities and/or their families? 
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