DEAFNESS
The person you sat next to in church on Sunday shook hands with you, smiled in response to your smile, and nodded his head in answer to your words of greeting.  The rest of the time he struggled with growing feelings of isolation, embarrassment, frustration, anger, and self-pity.  He truly wanted to be in church, but it would have been so much easier just to stay home.

This person, whom we will call Joe, has impaired hearing.  Because of his hearing impairment, Joe finds church services one of the most difficult activities he participates in all week.  The architectural distance between the minister and himself and the poor lighting make it very difficult for Joe to speech read.  Often he finds himself catching just a few words in each sentence.  At the end of the service, Joe is exhausted.  Yet he still does not know what the minister actually said.

Joe feels more like an observer than a participant in the service.  The excessive sound caused by the organ and the congregational singing distort the sound Joe receives through his hearing aids.  All he hears is static, much like interference on a radio.  So it is impossible for Joe to sing along during hymns.  The choir singing has the same effect on his hearing aids, so Joe does not really appreciate the choir's anthems either.

If Joe wants to hear the minister when he prays, Joe has to keep his eyes open to watch him.  When he does this he misses out on the solemn feeling of communion with God.  If Joe does bow his head and close his eyes in prayer, he risks missing the minister's ending to the prayer.  It's embarrassing to be sitting with one's eyes closed while everyone else is looking up, or even standing up!

Joe enjoys being active in church functions.  However, this often includes sitting in committee meetings, and that involves communication difficulties for Joe.  The other people seldom speak directly to him, coffee cups or hands frequently block the speaker's face, and committee members often mumble or engage in small talk between business.  Joe has a lot of good ideas, but he is often not sure when he should speak to share them.

Church social functions frequently cause Joe grief.  He genuinely likes being with people and having fun, but it is difficult, if not impossible, for him to carry on a conversation with more than one person at a time.  Background sounds also frequently block out the voice of the person talking to him.  Often Joe ends up remaining quiet, watching everyone else have a good time.

Discussion Questions on Hearing Impairments:

1.
How should you speak to people with hearing impairments so that they understand what you are saying?  How should you speak to them in places where everyone else is quiet?  How should you speak to them where it is very noisy?

2.
When you are sitting next to people with impaired hearing during a meeting or service, and it's apparent to you that they are missing out, what can you do to help them?

3.
What should the church do to bring people with impaired hearing fully into church life?

Suggestions:

1.
When you talk to them, look directly at them, speak slowly, but normally, enunciate plainly without exaggerating, speak up but do not shout, do not block your face with your hand or hair, and make sure that the light is in front of you, not behind you.

2.
If you wish to say something to people with impaired hearing when you are in places where everyone else is quiet, do not embarrass them by talking out loud.  Instead either mouth your words silently or write them down.

3.
If you are sitting next to deaf or hard-of-hearing people during a meeting or service, and it's apparent to you that they are missing out, write down generalizations of what is being said so that they can catch up again.

4.
If you cannot talk to them because of the surrounding noise, use gestures such as a smile, hand wave, pat on the back.  Let them know you care, that you are glad they are there, and that they belong.

