
STARTING DISABILITY MINISTRY IN YOUR CHURCH
People with disabilities comprise a large group (17 percent of the population) which churches have neglected all too often.  Roughly 80 percent of people with disabilities stay away from church, but this is not because they are more rebellious or less believing than the rest of the population.  It is because the churches make it clear by the various barriers they tolerate that they don't mean to include people with disabilities when they invite their neighbors to participate in church life.

If you are reading this, you probably want to make your church different from that typical pattern, and you are to be commended and encouraged in this resolve.  To help you in this, we make available to you the resources and services we at the denominational Disability Concerns Committee can provide.  We urge you to contact us to secure any of these resources and services, which may be helpful to you.  We make the following suggestions in the hope that they will help you in your planning.

1.
A vital part of this outreach is a survey of the needs the people with disabilities in your community have and then of the strengths and abilities your congregation possesses to meet those needs.  You will probably find that you neither can nor should try to serve all people with all disabilities at the beginning, but that you should deal with the more pressing needs first.

2.
If your neighborhood includes a halfway home for people with mental illness, their need for a Christian support group, let's say, should be addressed first.  If, on the other hand, you are near an adult foster care home, your first effort might be establishing a Friendship class.  ("Friendship" is a program, including educational curricula, for the Christian instruction of people with mental impairments.)  In either of these instances, the church should take care to invite the people with these disabilities to join in the full social and spiritual life of the congregation as well as assisting them to meet in their special group.

3.
If at all possible, your church building must be made accessible to people with mobility impairments.  The cost of making some older buildings accessible is so high as to discourage the congregations using them from making a serious start.  However, the Lord does not expect us to do the impossible.  He only asks that we do what we can.  Even the federal Americans with Disabilities Act requires of organizations it covers that in this regard, they do only what is "readily achievable."

4.
Wheelchairs are highly visible and often seem to draw out the prejudices (attitudinal barriers) people hold into the foreground.  So, sensitivity training for your congregation might be advisable before neighbors using wheelchairs begin to enter church life.  Sometimes those with mobility impairments have other kinds of disabilities as well, and church members may need help to accept each person as a unique child of God rather than as simply a case of disabilities.

5.
Families of people with disabilities frequently need respite care to relieve them of the stress they feel from living with a disability.  Christian support groups, too, may be needed, not only for the people with disabilities, but also for their siblings, spouses, parents or children.  Marriages in families with disabilities break up at a much higher rate than do those in the rest of the population, and the Christian church must do what it can to help these families overcome stress and remain strong.

6.
Large print Bibles, song books and bulletins ought to be standard in all churches.  So should amplification systems for the hard-of-hearing.  The number of people who appreciate and need these aids will continue to increase as the population ages.

7.
You need not routinely provide Braille bulletins and educational material until you learn that there are blind people in your area who wish to use them.  Many blind people prefer to have material read to them or put on cassette or computer disc.  The same is true for sign language interpreting for the deaf.  You should identify deaf people who would avail themselves of this service before you contract with an interpreter.  Deaf people are socially isolated by their deafness and will probably come to your church only if their deaf companions come too.

8.
Transportation to church services and other congregational activities, will probably be appreciated by many people with disabilities.  Even if public transportation is available, it may be too expensive or poorly scheduled to be useful.  People with disabilities may not need specially equipped vans, but they may still deeply appreciate cheerfully and generously provided rides to church by Christian friends.

9.
People with disabilities, just like all the rest of us, want to be valued and helpful.  The sooner your church finds useful and important jobs for them to do, the happier everyone will be.  They should especially receive assignments, which give them some visibility, like teaching Sunday school classes, leading parts of the worship services, and serving on the church council.  This will be a way for the congregation to affirm them and show that it is not embarrassed by their disabilities.

10.
Finally, your church may need to help people with disabilities meet some of their particular needs, such as, securing special equipment, locating professional services, enlisting influential advocates, paying some bills, etc.  If your church cannot meet these needs out of its own resources, it will probably have members who can help gain access to agencies or organizations that can.  

If we can be of any further assistance to you, please contact us at 2850 Kalamazoo Avenue SE, Grand Rapids, MI  49560, Phone 616-224-0844.  May the Lord bless your efforts to reflect his own love for people with disabilities, and may you experience his joy and peace as you serve him.


DISABILITY CONCERNS


HOW A CHURCH CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE WITH VERY LITTLE MONEY
Provide large print copies of the bulletin, Psalter Hymnal and Bible.

Provide a PA system with aids for the hearing impaired.

Prepare greeters and ushers to help people with disabilities.

Conduct a "disability-friendly" accessibility study of its practices, programs, and policies.

Conduct a "disability-friendly" accessibility study of its building.

Provide transportation for those whose disability prevents mobility.

Provide respite care for families on a regular basis.

Call on a local adult foster care/group home every three months.  Encourage the congregation to form "Circles of Friends" with its residents.

Make "disability matters" a permanent item on the agenda of monthly deacons' meetings.

Have each committee within the church (building, education, library, finance, mission, worship, etc) place disabilities on its agenda at least once each year.

Supply the education committee with resources in the form of study material, speakers, videos.

Give disabilities a page in the congregational newsletter. (DC has articles on specific disabilities available for printing in newsletters.)
HOW A SCHOOL CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE WITH VERY LITTLE MONEY
Do a unit on disabilities, a disabilities week, and a disabilities service project.

A panel of volunteers to promote such a project, turn it into a contest, and give awards.

Give a "Career Awareness Award" to high school students for things such as hours of community service in disabilities, essays written on disabilities, etc.

Adopt such projects as

- Bible study on disabilities

- a mural on disabilities

- art and posters on disabilities

- classroom visits by professionals

- Disability Awareness Day

- special chapel

Upgrade the school library holdings on disability issues.


(Suggestion: photocopy this page and give to deacons)

