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A parish must be
prepared emotionally,
physically, spiritually and
financially to accept and
welcome people with
disabilities.  

In the beginning, it is necessary
to enlist the full support of the pas-
tor and the bishop.  In their leader-
ship capacities pastor and bishop
need to commit to change and to
be there for the long haul.  

When a faith community
actively seeks to invite people with
mental retardation and their fami-
lies to participate in the parish, the
issues will involve a different kind
of accessibility and will require
changes in hearts, attitudes and
effort.  What needs to be done first,
is to make a commitment to an
evolving plan beginning with con-
crete situations.  This means that
persons with mental retardation
and their families will not be told
what they need to do in order to be
a part of the parish community.
Rather, the parish community will
commit to assisting in the develop-
ment of an inclusion plan for the
family.  

Including persons with mental
retardation and their families and
caretakers in parish life does not

require a comprehensive major
program at the outset.  Each mem-
ber of the Body of Christ possesses
unique dignity and, as such, has
gifts of the spirit as well as human
and spiritual needs.  In responding
to individual needs, a “ministry”
or “program” will be launched.  As
people with disabilities are wel-
comed to share their situation,
they will be teaching themselves
and the parish how to minister,
and the business of building rela-
tionships will begin.

The availability of resources,
volunteers and funds will vary.
Each situation will be as unique as
the people involved.  It may not be
possible for a parish to initially
respond to every need or demand.
However, it would be in the best
interests of everyone involved to
know what resources are available
in the community at large and be
able to help the circle of persons
around the person with a disabili-
ty through the maze. 

A vital aspect of inclusion is
the support and encouragement of
leadership by all persons with dis-
abilities.  This is very important.
When persons with disabilities are
made visible in the faith communi-
ty, their fellow parishioners will
appreciate their contributions to
the life of the parish.  When parish-
ioners can personally recognize

the person with a disability for his
or her gifts and talents, they will
find themselves most aware of the
powerful love of Christ for us all.  

Trained Volunteers
Volunteers need to be recruited

and trained. Recruitment and
training should be specific to a sit-
uation.  Some people with disabil-
ities need a ride; some people need
a committed friend. The volun-
teers should be fully informed
about what commitment of tasks
and time is needed. Volunteers
should be given spiritual, emo-
tional, educational and physical
preparation.  The better a volun-
teer understands the situation of
the person and his or her needs,
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the better the volunteer’s response
will be.  There is nothing more dis-
heartening for a volunteer to have
no job or a misunderstanding of
what time or task needs to be
accomplished. Preparation for vol-
unteers should encourage relation-
ships, increase knowledge, reduce
fears and expand comfort zones.
Dioceses and deaneries can be
very helpful in coordinating such
training for parish volunteers.

Existing groups within the
parish community should be
encouraged to welcome people
with disabilities.   Groups of men,
women and youth in the parish, if
given the opportunity, will assist
in responding to the needs of peo-
ple with developmental disabili-
ties.  Each group is unique in its
gifts and talents.  Proper matching
of the group to persons needing
welcome in the parish enables all
to grow in Christ.  

Physical Accessibility
Parish spaces need to be phys-

ically accessible.  Many recent laws
and building codes provide guide-
lines for including people with a
variety of disabilities.  Sanctuaries
can be a stumbling block, but
many faith communities have
found creative ways to allow for
full participation of their dis-
abled peers with minimal cost.
Moreover, accommodating the dis-
abled historically has provided
accommodations for the wider
community. For example, aging
people and parents with infants in
strollers have found curb cuts and

automatic door openers increase
their own accessibility to commu-
nity services.  And, the accessible
parish is not only concerned with
physically facilitating the recep-
tion of the Eucharist, but is also
concerned about creating and
maintaining welcoming attitudes
as well.   

The Sunday Mass or service is
the place to begin to build the wel-
coming atmosphere for the inclu-
sive parish. For Catholics, the
Eucharist is the Source and
Summit of Christian life.  The
Sunday celebration is the primary
gathering place where parish-
ioners can interact and build rela-
tionships.  All parishioners should
enter the sacred space with prepa-
ration.  People with developmen-
tal disabilities should be encour-
aged to express how they feel
about Mass and they should be
encouraged to help the parish
identify what it needs to do to be a
place where they feel at home.
Well-planned and executed inclu-
sive liturgies or services will pro-
mote inclusion in other parish
activities.

The Bible, especially the
Gospels, needs to be read, taught
and preached with an "inclusive"
spirit.  Homilies as well as other
traditional parish activities can

become forums for inclusion.  Our
God in the creation story found
EVERYTHING was good and the
people He created were very good.
Scripture study and sharing
should encourage spiritual growth
while avoiding an attitude of pity;
it should bring out issues of justice
and the response of discipleship.
Then, following the example of
Jesus, parishioners can expand
their horizons to those who are
even more marginalized and treat
them as the beloved children of
God that they are.  All ministries
should be open to those who have
gifts and the ability to develop the
skills to serve.  It is important to
note that there is no benefit in
putting people in places of service
if they cannot learn to do the job.

Remember, changes do not
usually happen overnight.  It is
important to emphasize the impor-
tance of education, awareness and
sensitivity.  A variety of programs,
such as Welcome to my World help
us to do this.  It is important to
share stories and to be available to
speak to parish groups.  Even bet-
ter, encourage people with devel-
opmental disabilities to tell their
own stories.  Be willing to take
time to build relationships.
Creating an inclusive faith com-
munity is a lifetime effort.
Envisioning this goal, working for
this goal makes it happen!

Jack Green is Director of Sun-Up and 
former Director of Disability Ministry 
at the Schott Center in the Archdiocese 
of Miami.
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