Caring Church Program: A Model for Community Integration

Persons with disabilities constitute a sizeable segment of our society.  This is a segment that is growing and becoming more prominent.  There are various reasons for this: 

· Developing medical technology is saving and extending the lives of persons with disabilities;

· The present trend toward decentralization of living facilities and its counterpart, “normalization” is relocating persons into the local community;

· Support groups and advocacy organizations are promoting awareness of persons with disabilities.

The church, because it is the body of the loving, caring Christ, should be the leader in seeking to integrate persons with disabilities into the community.  It is within the church that they should find acceptance, they should be able to exercise their abilities and make their contribution.  It is from the members of the church that they and their families should receive the support and consideration that they need.

The Committee on Disability Concerns seeks to assist the churches in becoming the kind of group that meets this responsibility.  To fulfill this goal we encourage congregations to commit themselves to becoming A Caring Church and, as such, to follow the steps outlined below.

Committee Formulation
The acceptance of the truths and implications set forth above will lead churches to seek to meet their responsibilities.  Some may be inclined to think that this can be done simply by making the congregation aware of the principles of caring and by exhorting them to be loving.  While this is necessary, it is not enough.  The average individual is going to need specific direction in how to approach and give support to persons with special needs.  For this there is not set formula which will fit every congregation  There are always variables such as the size and nature of the congregation, the average age of the members, the number of persons with disabilities, etc.  For these reasons a planned approach, fitted to the needs of the particular congregation, should be adopted.
The most effective method of approach is by means of committee or task force which is appointed for the purpose of researching the existence and needs of persons with disabilities within the congregation.  This appointment should be a direct action of the church council.  In some cases interest in this cause may arise from with a congregation.  A group of persons may together decide that they want to deal with this matter.  Such a group should inform the church council of its desire and receive the council’s endorsement as a committee.  This legitimizes the group in its endeavors.

In the selection of committee members careful thought should be given as to what the overall make-up of the committee will be.  See Committee Member, Table 1.

Committee Membership (Table 1)

1. Members should be loving, caring people who are generally known within the church as persons who are concerned about others.  This is important in gaining the confidence of individuals with disabilities.

2. Some persons with disabilities and/or their relatives should be placed on the committee.  Their firsthand experience is invaluable.  These should not, however, be the majority of the committee since that would place them in the position of being the sole advocates for their own needs.

3. Professionals who deal with persons with disabilities can be of real assistance.  They can give insights into clinical considerations.  These should not be the majority of the committee because they may have a tendency to be too “critical.”

4. A member of the church council should be placed on the committee since it should have a strong concern about the matter and should have direct input into the committee.

5. Some members of the committee should be members of the congregation who may not be directly involved with persons with disabilities but are understanding and caring people who can represent the concern of the entire church membership.

6. The number of committee members must not be so small as to be unrepresentative nor so large as to be unworkable.  Five to seven members would seem to be the most effective.

Identification
In order to address needs within a particular congregation information has to be gathered.  The information needed is who they are and what is their disability.

In seeking this information, care should be taken to be inclusive enough but not to inclusive.  Either extreme could render an overall program of concern ineffective.  Perhaps a working definition of a disability might be a condition that requires significant assistance or adaptation in order for a person to perform the tasks of daily living.  For instance a person who wears glasses would not be included in this category but a person who uses a seeing-eye dog would be. 

While seeking to identify persons who are disabled and the nature of their situation, remember that there are a variety of limitations.  They may be physical, mental or emotional.  They may be present at birth or may be caused by accident or illness.  They may be very apparent or may be hidden (such as addiction or learning disabilities).  They can develop at any stage in life; certainly many difficulties come with old age.

To formulate a list of persons with the congregation who have special needs and their specific conditions the following procedures might be followed:

1. Committee members review the membership directory and list those with whom they are familiar.
2. Contact the pastor for his input and information

3. Contact council members for information that they may have.

4. Place a carefully worded announcement in the bulletin explaining what is being done and what information is needed.

Analysis
After a list of persons and their disabilities has been formulated, the next step is to make a careful analysis of the needs that exist in the lives of those individuals and in the lives of their families.  The needs of the families must not be ignored.  Loving, living with, and caring for loved ones who have disabilities puts great stress on individuals and families.  These stresses are brought about both by the disability itself and by seeking to meet the needs of the loved one.  Personal feelings and family and social relationships are affected.  Energies and finances are strained.  Spiritual awareness may be abnormally high or low.  All of these are matters with which the church should be concerned.  However, before there can be proper concern there must be understanding and awareness.

Great care must be taken in the analysis phase of the program since the analysis will form the basis of the entire approach.  Determining needs is not a simple task.  There are some people who feel they have no right to complain, that if they admit to needs they will be less than saintly.  There are others who will have great difficulty expressing their needs because they feel embarrassed to be in need of help.  On the other hand there are those who will find nothing right with the church and its members, so much so that one wonders if it is worthwhile seeking to help them.  Sometimes it may appear as if major needs are being minimized while minor needs are being over-emphasized.
A good listening ear is very important.  Do not be too quick to judge motives.  Listen carefully to words but also to hurts.  Always keep in mind that what may seem to be unimportant to an able-bodied person may be very important to someone with a disability.  All needs must be carefully noted and addressed.  The best procedure is to acknowledge all concerns, write them down and discuss them carefully as a committee.

Perhaps it may be of help in this program to take a look at the kinds of needs that may be addressed so that the committee may be alerted as to what should be looked for.  It should be noted that the concerns of the church should not be limited to those needs which are narrowly spiritual but should embrace the needs of the whole person – emotionally, socially, financially, as well as spiritually.  With this in mind, review Table 2 to assess the needs and consider the suggestions in Table 3.

After all information has been gathered the committee must review and discuss it thoroughly and evaluate it carefully.  All expressed and observed needs should be listed and determinations made as to which are real and which are merely perceived.  All needs must be addressed, but the means of addressing them will be determined by the nature and seriousness of the need.

Possible Needs of Persons with Disabilities (Table 2)
1. Church relationships

a. Adequate educational programs

b. Opportunities for personal involvement

c. Feelings of acceptance

d. Facility accessibility

2. Day-to-day living needs

a. Finances

b. Housing

c. Employment

3. Personal support (including families)

a. Group support

b. Respite care

c. Accessing community services

4. Social
a. Opportunities for participation

b. Feeling of acceptance

Methods of Assessment (Table 3)
1. Submit questionnaires to individuals with disabilities and their families.  Some of these have been devised for churches and are in print.  If one is formulated by the committee great care must be taken as to what questions are asked and how they are worded.

2. Review church facilities as to their adequacy and accessibility.  Checklists are available.  Include a review of all church programs and activities.
3. Interview the individuals involved and their families.  Seek to know their needs and feelings.  Seek to determine what they perceive the attitude of the church and society to be toward them.  Encourage them to be your teachers and learn from them.  This must be done with sensitivity and a spirit of mutual concern.  Avoid projecting a paternalistic attitude.  Never talk about someone who is disabled in front of them as if they were not present.  No matter how severe a person’s limitations may appear to be they are persons and should be respected as such.  Seek to develop a spirit of working together.
4. Schedule a panel discussion bringing together persons with disabilities and/or their families.  If this is done properly, and those involved feel free to share their feelings with the committee and with each other, this could be the most productive method of all.  This should be done at some time during the process in addition to using the other suggested means.

Planning
The committee has now gathered the information.  It has a list of those who have significant disabilities.  It also has a list of the special needs that the church must address.  Now comes the challenge.  How can the needs be met?
For the orderly approach it is well to organize the needs into areas of concern and then stating the possible solutions.  See Table 4 for an example.

After all possibilities are studied, write out the necessary and feasible solutions.  Under each of these set forth the procedures to be followed.  Along with this determine the people that will be needed and the time that will be required.  Determine the finances needed for each program that is recommended.  Set a time-line for achieving various goals.  The committee now has a plan for helping the congregation to become A Caring Church.

Organizing the Data (Table 4)
	Existing Needs
	Possible Solutions

	1. Architectural
	

	    a. Access for wheelchairs
	1. Ramp

2. Elevator

	    b. Hearing impaired
	1. Special sound equipment

2. Signing

	
	

	2. Attitudes
	

	    a. Congregation lacks knowledge regarding persons with disabilities
	1. Handicap awareness Sunday
2. Handouts to congregation

3. Speakers, Adult Education Discussion

	    b. Lack of acceptance with the congregation
	1. Special sermons
2. Study groups

	
	

	3. Spiritual needs
	

	    a. Church education
	1. Friendship Group for those with mental impairments
2. Arrange for integration into existing classes

	    b. Lack of personal involvement in Church life
	1. Plan for using talents- ushering, handing out bulletins, etc.

	    c. Confession of faith
	1. Request the elders to consider the abilities of individuals
2. Encourage the pastor to consider adaptive education methods

	
	

	4. Personal support
	

	    a. Helping in dealing with disabilities emotionally and spiritually
	1. Formulate support group
2. Refer to support group

3. Promote one-to-one friendships

	    b. Need for service
	1. Determine what is available in the community
2. Assist in accessing community services

	    c. Housing needs
	1. Support existing housing
2. Encourage founding of home

	    d. Finances
	1. Encourage deacons to offer funding
2. Help in finding employment


Acceptance
Without official adoption by the church council the plan will probably not proceed beyond the written stage.  A meeting of the council should be scheduled at which the committee can present and explain the plan.  There should be an adequate amount of time to discuss freely the reasons for and implications of the actions that are being recommended.  The council should approve the plan in general while not getting into each minute detail.  The plan will need to be adaptable as it is being implemented.  The council should then empower the committee to put the plan into effect.  It should be noted that presentation of the program and its acceptance by the council does not need to wait until all information is at hand.  Waiting for everything to be complete could delay some steps that could and should be implemented immediately.  Some parts of the program may well be long-range.  For example, encouraging the establishment of a group home is very detailed.  Much information needs to be gathered.  It may even mean that a group other than the committee should get involved, e.g. the deacons.  Certainly this should not hold up the implementation of aspects of the program which could be started very soon.
In addition to the official adoption of a program by the church council, a very vital need is the endorsement of the congregation.  It may be wise to present the entire plan to the congregation for an approving vote.  At the very least, various means should be used in making the congregation fully aware of what is transpiring and in gaining their support.  The committee in its overall plan should include plans and procedures for meeting this need also.
Action
Now comes the vital part: putting the programs into effect.  This is where so many good intentions seem to fail and so many programs stay on paper.  This is the point at which true dedication must compel all concerned to go forward.  Remember that what is being done is helping people, God’s image bearers.  It is touching lives in a very significant way.  The mutuality of the Body of Christ demands that we reach out to others as we have the need for others to reach out to us.  The basis of it all is, very simple, to fulfill our purpose in life by helping others to fulfill theirs.  At this point, especially, it would be well for the committee to spend some time in prayer and in reviewing the motives for Christian practice.  Perhaps others who are concerned could be asked to join in this.
The first concrete step in carrying out a program of any kind is the assignment and acceptance of responsibilities.  At this stage it is apparent that a much wider involvement than just committee members is required.  Reach out for the assistance of other members of the congregation.  But choose wisely and assign responsibility judiciously.

Another important element in the carrying out of any program is follow-up.  Monitor progress and be available to help where it is needed.  Thankfully, in this type of venture the joy of showing love and receiving love will prove to be its own motivation.

Continuation
The work of the committee is never done.  As time goes on the needs change.  Other persons enter the church with other types of disabilities.  Effectiveness needs to be measured.  Programs need to be revised, discontinued or added.  A yearly analysis should be scheduled.  The plans should be regularly altered, reviewed and updated.

And then there is the community.  Many persons with disabilities live within the shadow of the church.  They share some of the same needs as those within the church.  If your church is A Caring Church the community has probably heard about it already.  Some may be participation in and benefiting from the programs already.  Others may be waiting for an invitation.  How your church meets the needs of the community will be a further indication of whether or not you are truly A Caring Church.

