ILLNESSES RESULTING IN DISABILITIES
The person you sat next to in church on Sunday smiled and said hello.  We will call him Jack.  He and his family had been active members for a long time.  They are well known and liked by many people in the congregation.

Quite a while ago Jack, who had always been a hardy and healthy person, became very ill.  He was admitted to the hospital where he fought for his life.  Those first few days and weeks were very difficult for Jack's family.  He was "busy" fighting for each moment of his life, and they felt helpless to do anything for him.  They were full of grief at the thought of losing him and were worried about their own future.  They did not know how they could live without Jack's love, care, and provision for them.  During this time, Jack's family needed and received the active support of their friends and their church to handle their pain and fear.

Finally, Jack began to get better, and the crisis passed.  There was a real sense of relief and joy as everyone looked forward to Jack's homecoming.  They were anxious for the return of "normalcy" to their lives.  But "normalcy" never did return.  Jack and his family were gradually becoming aware that he would never be completely well again.

With each new barrier Jack had to face because of his disability, he grew more angry and bitter.  He lost his job because he was no longer physically able to perform adequately.  His sick leave and vacation pay were all used up.  He was no longer able to provide for his family, and he became very depressed, even to the point of wanting to die.

Jack's family did not know where they could find the money they needed for even the basic essentials.  They were afraid that they would lose everything they had.  Jack needed help, but did not know where to turn.  The church and his friends had long since concluded that everything was okay because Jack was home from the hospital.  No one was there now to offer the help or support they so badly needed.

Jack and his family eventually managed to work through their problems and adapt to their new situation.  However, their struggle was much more difficult and lonely than it needed to have been because their friends and church did not realize the extent of the long term problems they faced after the crisis was past.

People who are left with a disability as a result of an illness or accident, or who are experiencing a chronic progressive disability, need the help and support of friends as they face each new barrier or limitation imposed on them by the disability.  People do not like change, especially change that is forced on them.  Disabilities of all kinds force people to change:  change their jobs, their lifestyle, their social life, and even their friendships.  Yes, because they are no longer able to do what they did before they became disabled, even friends may drop them.  These are very difficult and painful changes to make.

Discussion Questions on Illness-related Disabilities:

1.
Should you call regularly to offer help or companionship?  How often can you call without being a bother?

2.
Can you think of other ways to let them know you are thinking of them?

3.
Anger, bitterness and despair are not unusual or unacceptable feelings for people in similar situations.  How can you help them handle these feelings?

4.
How can you honor the severity of the problems they face and yet give them encouragement and hope?

5.
How can you help such people gain acceptance of their disabilities?  How long do you think they should take to reach acceptance?

6.
How can you pass on to them positive feelings of hope, encouragement, strength, belief in themselves, and above all faith in God's love and total care for them?

Suggestions:

1.
Call them regularly to see if there is anything they need, or anything that you can do to help, or just to offer your support, concern and friendship.

2.
If you do not feel close enough to call, send a cheery card or note so that they know people are thinking about them.

3.
Allow both the people with the disabling injury/illness and their families to talk about their situation as much as they wish.  This could include talking about feelings of anger and bitterness.

4.
Do not minimize their concern about the disability or the problems it has created for them.

5.
Often acceptance has to come before disabled people and their families can learn to compensate for the newly acquired disabilities.  Allow time to achieve this acceptance without pressuring them to begin to function at their fullest potential.

6.
Pass on to them positive feelings of hope, encouragement, strength, belief in themselves, and above all faith in God's love and total care for them.

