Congregational Disability Concerns

Prepared by

Disability Concerns of The Christian Reformed Church

Note: The following are common concerns faced by people with disabilities and their families.  These then become the concerns of the church. Ideas and projects are also included for dealing with these concerns. 

I.
Intention / Attention

A. Churches should intentionally seek to minister to people with disabilities and their families. 

B. This can be more effectively accomplished if the church appoints a congregational disability committee and /or resource person specifically mandated to monitor this ministry. 

II
Consultation / Resource

A. Pastors, council members, individuals, and families may need one or more of the following:

1. Advice and information

2. Referral to proper agencies and resources

3. Direct Assistance of various types

B. This need can be met by the following:

1. Library information

2. Local resource persons

3. Assistance from the Christian Reformed Church office of Disability    Concerns

III. 
Training / Education

A. A congregational disability committee or resource person can be appointed, trained, and, encouraged as needed.

B. Events within the congregation and with other groups can be Planned and sponsored to enhance awareness of disability concerns. (e.g. a Handicap Awareness Sunday, a list of speakers for Adult education, etc.)

IV. 
Respite Care

A. Families with members who have major disabilities need occasionally to be relieved of their constant responsibility for care.

B. This can be done most satisfactorily within a congregation in many situations. However, in some cases, it may need to be done through a cooperative effort of several churches. The congregational disability committee can be the promoter, coordinator, and/or sponsor of this program.

V. 
Housing

A. People with mental illnesses, mental impairments, and/or physical disabilities need appropriate housing with a proper spiritual setting. 

B. When their families can no longer meet this need it will usually have to be met on an area basis with the support of several congregations. The congregational disability committee can assist in establishing this housing or in the formulation and/or encouragement of non-profit organizations to do so.

VI. 
Spiritual Development

A. People with disabilities, like everyone else, need spiritual education and nurture. Normally this can and should be done by integrating them into the existing programs of the church. However, those with mental impairments may need programs, which supplement or substitute for existing programs.

B. The Friendship Series is an excellent curriculum developed and published by CRC Publications for people with mental impairments. It can be used both for church members and for residents of group homes in the community.  It has been successful as a week night Bible study sponsored cooperatively by several congregations. The congregational disability concerns committee can initiate such groups. Assistance in establishing such a program can be obtained by contacting Friendship Ministries, 2850 Kalamazoo Ave. SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49560.  Phone 616-224-0842, 800-333-8300.  This is an independent organization established to help found Friendship groups.

VII. 
Environment / Architectural Concerns

A. The facilities in which congregational activities are held often indicate how accepted people with disabilities are as valued members of the congregation.  A welcoming environment is one that is not only accessible but also has special sound systems, large-print Bibles, Orders of Worship, hymnals, etc.

B. The congregational disability committee can assist the congregation and its building committee to make the building environments as barrier-free as possible. This can be done by, providing information regarding equipment, knowledgeable local architects, etc.

VIII.
Inclusion/ Acceptance

A. Attitudinal barriers are often the most subtle and difficult to overcome. When people with disabilities are not explicitly included in church activities and social get-togethers and when their gifts are not employed in congregational life, then they are effectively excluded.

B. Those responsible for addressing disability concerns should make a conscious effort to see that people with disabilities are invited to participate in all church functions.

C. The church, remembering that most people have more abilities than disabilities, should make conscious efforts to assign responsibilities in keeping with every person's abilities and desires.

IX.
 Finances

A. Some disabilities can create large financial burdens for families and individuals. Special equipment, treatment, or proper housing are needed.  There is also the essential planning  for meeting needs that will remain after parents are gone. This often means creation of trusts to be funded, special provision in wills, etc.

B. The congregational disability committee can encourage the congregation to give attention to these needs. In churches where specific cases create an impossible financial burden the committee can assist in obtaining financial help or in coordinating  a joint effort by many churches. Attorneys with expertise in these matters may be recommended where needed.

X. 
Christian Special Education

A. Special education is often not offered in Christian Day Schools or, when it is, is very costly with the financial burden falling upon families that are already overburdened.

B. The congregational disability committee can be instrumental in encouraging Christian education for all youth and in making it affordable.

XI. 
Mutual Support Groups

A. Individuals and/or their families can be strengthened and supported by others with similar experiences, and there are fine support groups for this purpose. In addition, it is very important that Christians who carry special burdens should share with other Christians who have the same loads.

B. Christian support groups can best be established with the involvement of people from many churches. The congregational disability committee can help in sponsoring and encouraging such groups.

XII. 
Advocacy

A. People with disabilities and their families have many needs, which must be met through a variety of agencies and organizations. Often obtaining the available services takes know-how, time, and energy, which they do not have.  In some cases, the services they require are not provided or made available even though they have a right to them.

B. The congregational disability committee can advocate on behalf of people with disabilities and their families with the church, school, and government (local, state, or federal), to see that services which they need and to which they are entitled are provided.

XIII. 
Employment

A. People with disabilities have the highest unemployment rate of any definable segment of our society even though many are well trained, highly educated, and skilled. They remain unemployed even though there are many incentives for the employer to make use of their abilities.

B. The congregational disability committee may wish to form a task force of Christian employers who will assist in finding work for people with disabilities.

C. The church itself can seek people with disabilities as its own employees.

Resources and services to help congregations meet concerns relating to disabilities are available from Disability Concerns:

2850 Kalamazoo Ave. SE Grand Rapids MI 49560

Phone: 616-224-0801 or toll-free at 888-463-0272
E-mail: disabilityconcerns@crcna.org
