Notes of Family Conference: October 1st-3rd 2004

Group Discussions on Learning Difficulty/Disability

A Statement on Learning Disability
We affirm God’s wonderful creation of humankind in all our uniqueness and diversity. 

We invite churches to celebrate diversity by recognising and accepting the challenges and opportunities of people living with learning disability. 
 
By responding practically with sensitivity and love, we can offer ministry accessible to all.

Towards an Action Plan

Churches wanting to engage in this ministry may like to consider the following:

Acceptance and an understanding of people with learning difficulties may demand an attitudinal change. Opportunities will need to be created where misunderstandings and preconceptions can be addressed in a safe and supportive environment, facilitating changes in attitude.  This can be achieved by: 

· More effective communication: setting up open forums to talk about issues and to share experiences and information.  Listening to those affected by learning difficulties, including telling stories about situations faced;

· Recognising the value of one-to-one contacts;

· Training: piggybacking training opportunities on existing  events. Training opportunities should facilitate an understanding of the issues faced by people living with learning difficulties.  The skills and knowledge acquired will inform practice and behaviour thereby equipping and enabling church members and leaders for fuller acceptance of all affected by learning difficulties. 

· Identifying champions./advisers who can work with people living with these disabilities within the Church and community. An extension of the role of the adviser might be to provide input into policy discussions within structures of the churches.

· Using Appropriate resources;

A recognition and understanding of the needs and challenges faced by people living with learning disabilities will lead the Church to address the barriers created by the Church environment.

The environment will offer appropriate facilities and resources. Congregations and church leaders will to be more flexible and innovative in the service provision.  This may include: 

· Scope for taking Church to the people

· Multi-sensory worship

· Worship: e.g. songs and choruses: any actions used could easily be standardised using Makaton, a simple form of sign language (Based on British Sign Language)), which is used by many children and adults with learning difficulties. This would be one effective way of including more people in worship.

· It may be valuable to hold study courses, especially perhaps a Lent Course, to celebrate diversity in the Church, including the positive contribution people with learning difficulties can bring.

Changes in our attitude will lead to changes in our response:

· Increased empathy

· Desire to be better informed, and to learn more

· An improving environment

· Inclusive worship

· Celebration of gifts and the positive aspects that people with learning difficulties bring

Further Points 

· The Church has a responsibility to Connect and Communicate with all affected by learning disabilities and difficulties. This includes all family members and carers; the impact on siblings should be especially taken into account.

· Worship: e.g songs and choruses: any actions used could easily be standardised using Makaton, a simple form of sign language (based on British Sign Language), which is used by many children and adults with leaning difficulties. This would be one effective way of including everyone in worship.

· The level of practical support offered by churches to people living with learning difficulties needs constant review, and basic education about the nature of the difficulties.  This is an ongoing process which needs prayer, continuing evaluation and a review of needs and responses, both as communities and individuals.

Case Study A

James’ Story

James is ten and has Down’s Syndrome.  He used to attend church every Sunday with his family but his older teenage siblings have stopped going because of other activities.

Now he goes to church just a couple of Sundays a month when his father is able to attend.  He particularly enjoys the music which is contemporary and lively, and sometime he has been allowed to have a go on the drums after the service has finished, thanks to the kindness of John, the 19 year old who looks after them.  James has a great sense of rhythm and although he plays loudly, he can produce quite a beat.

One Sunday James asked if he could play the drums and was allowed to.  His dad stood nearby just to make sure he was okay.  Dad’s problem was that James would not stop playing so that they could go home.

After a while John came over rather sheepishly and said some of the ladies who were drinking coffee at the back of the church were complaining about the noise, and please could James stop the drumming now.  John had clearly been made to feel that it was his fault that there was such a racket going on.  

For his part, James’ dad felt embarrassed and hurt that he had been left to struggle with his son at one end of the church, while people drinking coffee at the other end were complaining.

How might this have been handled differently?

Case Study B

Terrance’s Story

On Friday, August 22nd 2003, at a church in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, a service took place that made national news.  Pastor Hemphill gathered people around him to pray for Terrance and ask God to deliver him from the evil spirit that he had.

Terrance was, by all accounts, typical for a child with autism.  He had limited or no verbal ability, had difficulty with sensory integration, and disliked being touched by others.  Pastor Hemphill has maintained that the purpose of the prayer vigil was to free Terrance from the evil spirits causing his autism.

The Pastor said that they were asking God to take the spirit that was tormenting this little boy, but apparently during the two hour prayer Terrance was wrapped in sheets to restrain him.  His shoes were removed to avoid injury and hands were “laid lightly” upon the boy.  

Terrance died of suffocation.  During the prayer to remove the evil spirit he was unable to inhale or exhale and it was too late when someone realised he was not moving.  Paramedics were unable to revive him.

The Pastor believed that Terrance’s autism was not an illness or condition but a spiritual battle occurring within the eight year old.  

How should churches address autism?  What would be appropriate ways of praying for a child and his/her family in this kind of situation?

Contacts

Through the Roof, PO Box 353, Epsom, Surrey, KT18 5WS, Tel: 01372 749 955, www.throughtheroof.org/dms.htm  

Providing resources and training in ministry for disabled people.

Causeway Prospects, PO Box 351, Reading, RG15 7AL, Tel: 0118 957 2722

Providing resources and training for ministry to adults with learning disabilities.

Adventist Special Needs Association, 65 St Helen’s Avenue, Benson, Oxfordshire, OX10 6RU Tel: 01491 833 395, Contact asna@special1.fsnet.co.uk, Website: www.asna.co.uk
Providing resources, education/awareness, support and training in the ministry with disabled people.

