
Workshop on the Church and Disabilities


The Able-bodied Church
Workshop Concept
The Church, every church, is disabled until all its members including those with disabilities are included as active members.  When the disabled are involved, the church is no longer disabled.

Goals
1.
Each attendee will be able to describe the change in his/her attitude toward people with disabilities as a result of the workshop.

2.
Each attendee will decide on a measurable action he/she will take to bring members or neighbors with disabilities more fully into church life.

3.
Each attendee will report progress back to the group in six months through the services of the workshop leader.

Attendees
People will probably need to be recruited and should especially include people and families with disabilities.  Others to be urged to attend are ministers, elders, deacons, church school staff, care committee members, Stephen counselors, and disability coordinators and/or members of disability committees of the church, classis or diaconal conference.

Time needed for the Workshop
From one-and-a-half to two hours, excluding break time.

Prior arrangements to be made
1.
A fully accessible building, preferably a church, which is conveniently and centrally located for the attendees, should be reserved.

2.
Care must be taken that hearing and visual aids are provided and that no communication barriers prevent any attendees from taking part in the entire workshop.

3.
Seating should be arranged to accommodate disabilities and to facilitate full group and break-out group discussions.

4.
Written material must be available to attendees beforehand in alternative format, and care must be taken that instructional aids do not exclude anyone.

Schedule
I.
Worshiping together (10 min.)

II.
Describing the typical church situation, description and personal anecdotes of participants (20 min.)

III.
Initiating change, roles of each party (10 min.)

Break-out group case discussions (20 min.)

IV.
Developing church policies for removing barriers, break-out group proposals (20 min.)

V.
Celebrating the able-bodied church (10 min.)

Leading the Workshop
I.
Worship (10 min.)

Begin by reading I Cor. 1:18-31.  Point out God's strategy for his church and kingdom and his choice (election) of the people he wants for this kingdom as indicated particularly in v. 26 and following.  Then read I Cor. 12:4 & 11 to show how each member has a gift according to the Spirit's determination.  Go on to select verses from the body imagery in the rest of the chapter to show how the church should celebrate the gifts of all, including those with disabilities.

Conclude with a prayer asking that God's Spirit will show us the church as he sees it and give us the patience and perseverance to help our congregations shape themselves into that likeness.  

II.
Describing the typical church situation, description and personal anecdotes of participants, (20 min.)  As you take participants through the following outline, invite them to tell their stories.  Use some as cases.

A.
What disabilities mean for the people/families who have them: embarrassment, shame, longing to be "normal", determination to be independent, pride in being special, loneliness, sense of isolation.

B.
What disabilities mean for those who don't have them: fear, embarrassment, fascination, aversion, compassion, helplessness, resentment.

C.
What results: denial, inaction, anger, feelings of guilt, broken relationships.

III.
Initiating change, roles of each party, (10 min.)  Set the scene using the following outline.

A.
The church council bears primary responsibility for initiating change.

1.
They are entrusted by the Lord with the health of his people and are accountable to him.

2.
They must address the members' needs and enlist the members' gifts.

B.
The people/families with disabilities carry primary responsibility for guiding change.

1.
They have the knowledge of what needs to be done.

2.
They have the competence to direct the change.

3.
They have the obligation from Christ to serve with their gifts.

C.
The entire congregation shares responsibility.

1.
They are already one in Christ, no separation can be permitted.

2.
Each member has gifts needed by the others.

D.
Disability committees or coordinators and friends facilitate change.  (They, strictly speaking, don't "empower" or "enable."  They don't have such capacities and the people with disabilities already have that power and ability.)

1.
By asking

2.
By listening

3.
By interpreting

4.
By encouraging

5.
By advocating

Break-out case discussions (20 min.)

Arrange participants in small groups of four or five people.  Give each group one of the anecdotes as a case.  Ask people in the group to propose ways to help the person in their case.  Someone from each group should be asked to write these down and act as a reporter for the group.  Another person should chair the group conversation.  This chairperson should try to have everyone give an idea before anyone speaks twice.  If you as leader mention this, it will help the chair of the group.  You may also want to mention that each person should not speak longer than a minute.  This will keep anyone from dominating the discussion.

IV.
Developing church policies for removing barriers, break-out group proposals (20 min.)

Ask the reporter for each group to describe its anecdote for the whole group, followed by his or her group's proposals for instituting sound church disability policies.  Allow a minute or two after each presentation for additional comments from participants not in that group.  When this step is completed, participants will have heard suggestions from each group as to how a healthy church handles situations like those described in each anecdote.

Suggested General Guidelines
A.
People with disabilities participate like others.

1.
Segregated groups when wanted.

2.
Inclusion in worship, education and social life like the rest.

B.
People with disabilities lead and serve in ways matching their gifts.

1.
On council.

2.
On church staff.

3.
On teaching staff.

4.
On committees.

5.
In age and gender appropriate societies.

6.
On spiritual support teams giving encouragement, counsel and guidance.

C.
The church helps meet the personal and family needs of people with disabilities.

1.
Support groups.

2.
Respite.

3.
Advocacy.

4.
Financial help.

5.
Transportation.

6.
Counseling.

V.
Celebrating the Able-bodied Church.

Conclude by asking all participants to write down their own brief personal action plans for bringing members or neighbors with disabilities more fully into church life and for moving their congregations to celebrate the presence of these people in the church body.  Ask each attendee to report progress back to the group in six months through the services of the workshop leader.

Then go on to suggest that the participants think about people they know who have mental impairments.  Ask them to keep these people in mind as they listen to what you are about to read.  Then read I Cor. 13.  Remind the participants that what members of the church can do and do, is not nearly as important as how they do what they do, and why they do it.  Our Lord can and does provide all the gifts he wants us to use, and he has ample resources to meet all our needs.  What the able-bodied church needs to remember is that the love of our Savior must be what identifies and distinguishes his body, the church.

