Ways the Church Can Provide Help for Families of Persons with Disabilities

The birth of a child with a disability contributes to the divorce rate and to women being single parent, head of household. Even where there is no divorce, it seems to contribute to the growing incidence of spouse and child abuse. It also affects family income—usually leaving one income instead of two, and creating greater demand on available financial resources. 

I. When you know there is a child with a disability:

· early intervention can provide for better information and options for the family

· connect family with someone who knows where programs/services are and who knows how to access them

· arrange for respite care through volunteers

Although there are many programs for families, there are few which speak to the needs of families of persons with disabilities.

II.  Families need on-going spiritual growth.

· They need access to the church through accessible architecture, appropriate communications, and welcoming and inclusive attitudes.

· We need to recognize that there are differences in needs for these families; there are also differences in how each church can carry out their ministry with persons with disabilities.

· There is a real ministry in expecting ”appropriate” behavior  from persons with disabilities.  Allowing inappropriate behavior is destructive to the persons and to the community.

· Provide aid in Christian education classes and in worship services. Allow persons with developmental disabilities or mental retardation to be full participants in the mainstream and not in "special" classes or separate services.

· Be aware that the staff of  group homes often interfere with church participation. Their approach is that ”we” know what ”they” need (This is also dismissive of parents who may be the real authorities on their child).

III.   What can Church do uniquely that no one in community can do:

· Provide faith commitment 

· Provide a presence



· Be a community of prayer

· Be a source of spiritual growth for the family

IV.   What must the Church do:

· Accept

· Hope

· Celebrate

· Educate

· Minister

V.  What might the Church do:

· Serve as a model of total accessibility and acceptance

VI.  What the Church should not do:

· inflict guilt

· be blind to need, e.g. " we have no one with a disability here"

· be ignorant of either the needs or the abilities of someone with a disability

VII.  What Churches can do to undo the damage:

· REMEMBER: the church can be a lonely place for the family of a person with a disability.

· People with disabilities do not want to be "special" but want to be part of the community.

· People with disabilities want to be touched - but always ask first.

· Help the parish to know that mental retardation can happen in any family.

· The challenge to the church is whether they can and will accept any and everyone

· Know how to respond to the birth of a child with a disability rather than reacting to it.

· Learn how to respond to all persons with disabilities.

· If there are no persons with developmental disabilities in your church, ask  WHY: what are you doing about it?

· If there are persons with D.D., are you doing ”with” them, rather than ”to” or ”for” them?

· Are there people who will sit with a child who is disabled during church so that parents can participate in worship?

· Are young persons w/ disabilities active in Youth Group, or camping?

· The Church can address the alienation of persons with disabilities by caring, which leads to healing.

· Do not be afraid to speak to the sexuality of persons with disabilities. 

· The Church can serve as an advocate for people with disabilities, especially in employment: 


· does their employer value the person for his or her work?

· remember that their rate of pay = value

· Are we ministering to the staff and volunteers of persons with disabilities, who are often wounded  people?
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