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Leader’s Guide 
How to use “Urgent Care: Disabilities” by BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS. 

Welcome to BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS: URGENT CARE. You’ve purchased an 
innovative resource that will help you and your leaders minister in some of life’s most 
sensitive circumstances.  
 Urgent Care handouts give a succinct and practical overview of the issues relevant 
in your situation. We hope you use their hands-on advice, theological guidance, and 
careful warnings to offer the best ministry possible in the toughest of situations. All of 
this material is written by authors familiar with ministry in this particular situation, and 
both a pastor and a counselor have reviewed all of the articles. 
 If you have an urgent need, select the article most relevant to the demands you face, 
and follow the article’s guidance. If time is on your side, use these handouts to launch a 
discussion and training for leaders in your church.  

Select & Copy 
This specific theme is designed to help equip pastors and leaders who need to minister to 
a family after an individual—usually a child—is diagnosed with a disability. Simply print 
and photocopy the handouts and distribute them as needed. (You do not need to ask for 
permission provided you are making fewer than 1,000 copies, are using the material in a 
church or educational setting, and are not charging for it.) 
 The following articles cover a variety of topics. For example, to consider how 
disabilities fit into the world in which we live, read “Normal in an Abnormal World.” For 
insight into what parents experience and how you can reach out to them, see “What 
Parents Want You to Know.”  For advice getting your whole church involved in ministry 
to people with disabilities, see “Mobilizing Church Ministry.” For an overview of action 
steps and important concerns that need to be remembered as you minister, see “Quick 
Guide for Action.”  

Pray 
Ask God to equip your church to minister with sensitivity and great hope as you reach out 
to parents, families, and children coming to terms with a disability diagnosis. 

Need more material, or something on a specific topic? See our website at 
www.BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 
 To contact the editors: 
  E-mail BCL@christianitytoday.com 
  Mail BUILDING CHURCH LEADERS, Christianity Today 
   465 Gundersen Drive, Carol Stream, IL 60188 

 



A Quick Guide For Action 
Key points for caregiving ministry. 

Urgent care situations require a response from church leaders. This overview outlines 
major steps you should take in addressing a child’s disability diagnosis. These steps are 
explored in greater depth and detail in the remainder of this packet. 

Immediate Concerns 
 A disability diagnosis can usher in a host of medical decisions, as well as a crisis that 

is spiritual and emotional. Make yourself available to the family as it processes this 
shocking news and begins to assemble a new outlook on life. 

Keep in Mind 
 A child is always a gift from God—a new person created in his image.  

 Your presence and prayers are some of your most effective ways to minister. 

 Not all disabilities are the same—some have only mild or temporary effects, others 
are severe and require a total reordering of life. All disabilities are unexpected and 
will be received with a degree of shock. 

 Reordering life after a disability diagnosis takes weeks and months. Commit to 
ministry over the long haul. 

 Disability is a normal part of life in our abnormal world. 

What to Say 
 Pray with the parents, and mobilize others to pray as well.  

 Remind parents that their child is a gift and that God’s love for them and their 
child is constant. 

 Talk about Jesus’ ministry among the disabled. 

 Share reasons for hope and encouragement, even as the outlook for the family is 
more difficult or uncertain than expected. 

 Try to talk about areas of life beyond the medical situation and the disability 
diagnosis. 

What Not to Say 
 Avoid thoughtless comments and generalized platitudes. When you try to say an 

encouraging word, be specific and able to discuss what you mean. 

 Do not speculate as to why God allowed the child to be born with a disability. 

Plan Ahead 
 Gather resources for parenting and for shepherding children with disabilities. 

 Consider what your church currently offers in terms of disability ministry and how 
it can grow to serve this family. 

 Reach out to the family by offering respite care, counseling, prayer, anointing, and 
the company of caring Christians. 

 Organize practical help, such as meals, financial counseling, and babysitting. 



Where to Begin 
Ministry to families who are facing a disability starts with these principles.  

Galatians 6:2 

by Jim Pierson  

The family of a child with a disability needs the ministry of the church. This ministry 
starts with understanding. Understand that the family is forever changed; that they 
question why this happened; that they often deal with a negative, staring society; that 
educational services are not always easy to get; that their other children have difficulty 
with the disability; that the information they get is not always clear; that disability is 
expensive; that the medical community can be confusing; and that their friends often 
leave. The key is understanding. 

Following Jesus’ Example 
Jesus was sensitive to the family of the person with a disability. Jesus healed a boy 

with epilepsy after his disciples couldn’t (Mark 9:18–24). Following a stern discussion 
with his disciples about their inability to minister to the boy, Jesus radiated a warm 
concern for his parents. Jesus’ example of expressing interest in the child and his family 
is better than a stare or a turned head. 

Sometimes parents are blamed for the disability of a child. Such an approach did not 
originate with Jesus. After meeting a man who was born blind, Jesus’ disciples revealed 
that they had judgmental thoughts (John 9:1–3). Their exchange and Jesus’ response 
provide an eternal answer to the reason for a disability. The man’s condition was not due 
to either his sin or that of his parents. His blindness happened, Jesus said, “So that the 
work of God might be displayed in his life” (John 9:3). There is no reason to blame, but 
every reason to support the family, and to help display God’s mercy, kindness, love, and 
hope in their lives and the life of the child. 

Families Ask Questions 
“Why did God allow this to happen?” “Is it permanent?” “Can I afford the care?” “Can 

my child still be productive?” “How do I discipline my child who has a disability?” “Will I 
still have a normal family life?” “What do I say to people who stare at my daughter and 
make thoughtless remarks?” “Where do I get more information?” “How do I respond to, 
‘If you had more faith, God would heal your child’?” “Will my child ever be able to accept 
Jesus?” “I thought parents naturally loved their children, but I don’t feel that way about 
my son; what’s wrong with me?” “What will happen to my child after we are gone?” 

These are tough questions. Seeing them in print should give some insight into the 
needs of these families, their reactions, and their feelings. First Peter 3:15 tells us, 
“Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks you to give the reason for 
the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect.” Was ever a Bible verse 
more applicable to a situation? You can—you must—be prepared to share your reason for 
hope with the family who has just received a devastating medical diagnosis.  
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You must be prepared to welcome that family visiting your congregation, searching 
for someone to accept them and their disabled child. What will you say when the father 
or mother in your Bible study group cries out in anguish? Will you offer some pat cliché 
that does more harm than good, or will you have a well-thought-out, sensitive response? 
You can be prepared with helpful information about available services; you can be 
prepared to share the hope we have in Christ; you can be prepared with open arms, a 
listening ear, and a shoulder to cry on. And remember Peter’s admonition: whatever you 
say, say with gentleness and respect. 

—Jim Pierson is president of the Christian Church Foundation for the 
Handicapped (CCFH ministries). 

Excerpt from Exceptional Teaching by Jim Pierson. Copyright © 2002 Standard Publishing. Used by 
permission. 
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Normal in an Abnormal World 
A biblical understanding of disabilities guides us toward effective 
ministry. 

Romans 8:22 

by Stephanie O. Hubach 

Even in the church, many people live with an outdated and unbiblical 
perspective on those affected by disabilities. Here, in an excerpt from her 

book Same Lake, Different Boat (P & R Publishing, 2006), Stephanie Hubach 
reviews traditional ways of viewing disabilities; she then offers a new way of 

viewing them, based on the bedrock of God’s redemptive work. 

The Historical View: Disability Is an Abnormal Part of Life in a Normal 
World 

Throughout the ages, people with disabilities have typically been, and continue to be, 
seen as aberrations. They are viewed as an abnormal part of life in a normal world. This is 
why we are often surprised by disability: it is viewed as outside the mainstream of the 
expected.  

Tragically, this is an accurate accounting of many people’s view today. Clearly, how 
people are viewed affects how they are treated. The historical perspective of disability has 
focused almost exclusively on the distinctive, negative characteristics of the diagnosis and 
very little on the reality of the shared, valuable personhood of the individual. A reaction to 
this imbalance has given rise to the next view: the postmodern view of disability. 

The Postmodern View: Disability Is a Normal Part of Life in a Normal 
World 

For some time now, disability advocates have been thoroughly annoyed by the 
“abnormal” label slapped on those with disabling conditions. As we’ve just seen, there is 
good reason for this sense of frustration. Determined to improve the lives of people affected 
by disability, activists are attempting to reframe the debate. In predictable postmodern 
fashion, this is being accomplished by resorting to changing the language of disability. This 
alteration cannot be overemphasized. If you listen carefully, you can hear the dramatically 
shifting terminology. Ponder these statements from the writings of a nationally known 
speaker at a recent Down syndrome conference: 

Having a disability is a difference like any other human characteristic. It is 

not a deficiency. It is by no means a tragedy and does not deserve pity or 

benevolence or charity. Now is the time to recognize and celebrate disability 
rather than ignore, devalue, or use it as a justification for lower expectations. 

Does this person really mean what she said? Is disability to be regarded with no greater 
acknowledgment than hair color? Of course no one wants to be an object of pity, but are 
people affected by disability begging to be released from the compassion of those around 
them? If disability is something to be celebrated, then why don’t more people attempt to 
acquire traumatic brain injuries? In response to an appropriate desire to celebrate the 
individual, the postmodern view instead ends up celebrating the diagnosis. 

The Biblical View: Disability Is a Normal Part of Life in an Abnormal 
World 

Those with a postmodern perspective are capturing partial truths in an inaccurate 
context. Disability is indeed a normal part of life as we know it. It is unpredictable but 
occurs with a degree of regularity. You will find people with an endless variety of disabilities 
in cultures of every kind across the world. This has occurred across the centuries. But does 
that make disability itself something celebratory?  
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The key to understanding this is the context, and the context is the following four 
missing words: in an abnormal world. When we recognize that disability is a normal part 
of life in an abnormal world, we can begin to make sense of it—and ourselves.  

Human beings were God’s crowning act of creation. While fashioned as creatures, 
people were designed to intrinsically embody his likeness. But when the fall of mankind 
occurred, our world became an abnormal world. For the first time in human experience, 
brokenness and difficulty were introduced.  

For some people, the effects of brokenness are more noticeable or more dramatically 
experienced in one part of life over another. Disability is essentially a more noticeable form 
of the brokenness that is common to the human experience—a normal part of life in an 
abnormal world. Due to God’s common grace, no one exists in the extreme of complete 
brokenness. Due to the fall, no one enjoys the extreme of complete blessing. We all 
experience some mixture of the two in every aspect of our humanity—including the 
spiritual, the physical, the intellectual, the emotional, the psychological, and the social. 

Envisioning How It Looks in Practice 
We slipped into the back row of Reformed Presbyterian Church of Ephrata during the 

morning announcements, with newborn Timmy tucked into the infant seat resting beside 
us.  

As we sat down, my husband and I heard the words of our pastor, “Timothy Robert 
Hubach was born last Sunday morning. Fred and Steph have asked me to let you know that 
he was born with Down syndrome.” At this point the audible gasps of our church family 
could be heard around the sanctuary, giving voice to the raw pain in our own hearts. “But 
Fred and Steph also want you to know that your condolences are not expected. Instead, they 
want you to celebrate with them the life of this child of the covenant.” Greeted after the 
service by the congratulatory hugs of our teary-eyed friends, we could not imagine a more 
wonderful way to introduce Timmy to his church family. Even as our hearts were racked 
with sorrow at the diagnosis and all of its implications to Timmy’s life and ours, we chose to 
focus on the precious value of his personhood. As parents, we remembered our vows: “Joy 
and sorrow... plenty and want... sickness and health.” This is the stuff of disability, which is 
simply the stuff of life.  

It’s time to tell the truth about disability: it is a normal part of life in an abnormal world. 
We are all recipients of the blessedness of creation and the brokenness of the fall. 
Upholding a biblical perspective of disability really matters, because when we see our world 
truthfully, we can view ourselves more correctly. When we view ourselves more correctly, 
we can also regard others more accurately. And when we regard others more accurately, we 
are more likely to respond to them appropriately. 

—Stephanie O. Hubach is the parent to a child with Down syndrome and 
director, with her husband, of the special needs ministry at Reformed 

Presbyterian Church in Ephrata, Pennsylvania. 

Reprinted from Same Lake, Different Boat by Stephanie O. Hubach. Copyright © 2006 P & R Publishing, 
Phillipsburg, NJ. Used by permission. 
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What Parents Want You to Know 
How to respond when an unexpected event clouds a child’s future 
development 

James 3:13–15 

by Matt Branaugh 

I still remember the sickly sensation I felt in the pit of my stomach early one Sunday 
morning after the doctor and nurse tending to our newborn daughter, Mattea, knocked on 
our hospital room door. Rather than bringing her back to us for her morning feeding, they 
entered our room without her and told us there were some things we needed to talk about.  

During the night, Mattea suddenly began having small seizures that progressively 
worsened. The doctor told us myriad possibilities could cause the seizures: A bacterial 
infection. A stroke. An unexplainable fluke that might pass. Only tests and x-rays would tell 
us for sure.  

We were stunned. Panic and worry instantly descended upon us. In our moment of 
crisis, we did the only two things we could think of—pray together, and call our pastor and 
families.  

What transpired during our time of need taught us about the incredible power of the 
church family, and the love church leaders can give to a family suddenly facing an 
unsettling future for a child. 

Weeks of tests later confirmed what preliminary signs suggested: Mattea had a small 
stroke during the pregnancy, resulting in a small amount of brain damage that could slow 
her development physically, mentally, and possibly even emotionally. Her seizure activity 
remained, requiring nightly doses of Phenobarbital, a medication to suppress seizures.  

Today, she is doing extremely well—a healthy, happy toddler whose outer appearance 
and activity suggest she is working around the brain damage. Although there have been 
some small developmental delays, she now is seizure-free. And while the road ahead 
remains uncertain, the outlook is very bright. 

Looking back, our experience taught us at least ten things that families need or want 
from their church leaders as they deal with the crisis of a child’s physical and mental 
challenges:  

 Get there early, and don’t stop. Every parent is different, so be sure to check 
first before you pay a visit to the hospital or home. Our pastor and his wife visited 
us immediately after church that Sunday, and they even sat with us as the first 
mentions of “brain damage” came from the doctor. Their presence was among the 
ways the Lord carried us that first day.  
 
Be sure to check in with the family in the days and weeks that follow. The shock 
subsides, but the realities do not. Your presence means a lot. 

 Have a prayer chain in place. As soon as your church learns a child in the 
congregation faces an injury or illness that threatens disability, put your church 
prayer chain into action. Even better: help the family implement their own chain 
with family, friends, and their churches nearby and around the world. 

 Be a good listener. It’s surprising how many well-intentioned people asked 
how we were doing, but instead of hearing and acknowledging our joys, fears, 
griefs, and challenges, they responded with general platitudes of, “God is in 
control,” or “Everything will be okay.” Parents need people to listen and respond 
with specific, heartfelt encouragement and empathy.  

 Plan a visit to the home with a few key church leaders. Our church’s 
prayer team and a few church leaders joined our family members at our home 
shortly after Mattea was released from the hospital. The time of prayer and the 
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anointment of oil on her head remains vivid in my memory. What a powerful 
moment of coming together and lifting our child up before the Lord. 

 Implement a meal system. Our church’s secretary coordinated with my 
employer to deliver dinners to us every day for three weeks. After an extended 
stay in the hospital and numerous appointments, those became major blessings 
on two fronts. First, they eliminated the need to plan and prepare meals (or 
worse, regularly resort to fast-food options). And second, they gave us regular 
contact with different people from outside the home. 

 Help coordinate childcare. Unless the parents have only one child, there are 
other children in the home who need love and attention. Parents can become 
exhausted trying to keep up. Friends and family can help schedule occasional 
childcare so that mom and dad can get out and take a break. 

 Chat about life. As you encounter parents and siblings at church or other public 
settings, don’t just focus on the child in need. Learn how everyone is doing in 
other respects, such as work, school, family life, and so on. 

 Talk with the family about financial needs. Even with insurance, bills pile 
up fast, and continue to do so, perhaps for years. Benefit dinners or walks can 
raise money and help families who face hefty costs. 

 Compile resources. It may be books or other materials on raising a child with 
disabilities or overcoming emotional and spiritual challenges related to 
disabilities. It may be lists of county agencies and government services that can 
help with costs and rehabilitation programs. Before a crisis occurs, leaders can 
build a small library of these resources.  

 Remember, “normal” is a subjective term. Be cautious when you use the 
word “normal” to inquire about how the child is doing. Does any child with or 
without a disability really develop “normally” compared to other children, or the 
guidelines of doctors and experts? Each child is a gift from God, made to grow 
according to his plans and purposes. Thankfully, those around us understood 
this. Together, we now celebrate the wonderful work God does each day in 
Mattea’s life.  

—Matt Branaugh is manager of the Ministry Resources department at 
Christianity Today. 

Copyright © 2007 Christianity Today/BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 
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Stigmata: Discovering Disability in an Able-
Bodied World 
Understand the hardship of disability to offer authentically valuable 
ministry 

Ephesians 4:1–6 

by Brett Webb-Mitchell 

Stigmata: a mark of disgrace or infamy; a stain or reproach,  

as on one's reputation. 

—Based on The Random House Unabridged Dictionary  
(Random House, 2006) 

The world of “the disabled” is hidden to the eyes of most people who are able-bodied.  
We who are considered able simply zoom on in life with nary a thought about what a 
disability or physical limit is, or whether or not we could soon be living with a disability. But 
this blissful thoughtlessness about a disability is too often taken for granted and can be lost 
with frightening speed. 

I have a friend who noticed one day that he was walking differently, with his right foot 
dropping down awkwardly and scraping the surface of the pavement in a strange manner.  
Conscious of the change, he simply tried to be more conscious of his walking pattern.  After 
a week he went to his doctor about the problem. He was told that he had a tumor on his 
spine that was pinching a nerve, thus affecting his walking. Within a matter of weeks he had 
gone from being a part of the “able-bodied” majority to the minority group called “the 
disabled,” and now lives the rest of his life using a wheelchair. 

For children, slow social and educational development can herald the diagnosis of 
Asperger’s syndrome or another variation of autism.  All of sudden, an “able” person is 
reclassified as “a person with a disability.” 

This article’s focus is on pastoral care after a person receives the diagnosis that they are 
living with a disabling condition. The title of this essay, “Stigmata,” is reflective of what 
many people with disabilities feel they have after they have heard the news of a disability 
diagnosis: they feel they are living with a stigma, forced upon them by the medical, 
psychological, social service, and church communities.  

The Stigmata of Disability 
Many times, a person with a disability feels that they have been stigmatized because they 

have a limitation or inability that most others do not share.  In his book, Stigma (Simon & 
Schuster, 2003), Erving Goffman writes that “stigma: was a term originally used by the 
ancient Greeks to refer to a bodily sign created to designate something abnormal or bad 
about the moral status of the one marked.  These signs were either cut or burned into a 
person’s skin, showing all that the person was a slave, a criminal, or a traitor to the state.” 

The ancient Greek’s worldview continues to influence how we perceive people who are 
disabled. We consider their disability a stigma, a tragic mark.  Consider the child with 
Down syndrome who is developmentally delayed, with a round or oval shaped face, narrow 
eyes, a smaller statue, looking like someone who is different than the “rest of us” (whoever 
that may be).  Or consider what we think of the young teenager who is made disabled by a 
car accident; the adult with multiple sclerosis, whose spasms are sometimes uncontrollable, 
physically shaking as she wheels herself down a hall in a wheelchair. 

All of the people who live with these limitations are considered to bear a stigma that 
marks them as “different than you or me.”  We have all seen what happens when one with 
these “disabling conditions” comes down the sidewalk or rolls through the church hallways. 
We give the person wide berth, stay out of his or her way, try not to look too hard when it is 
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a natural inclination to stare at that which is different than what society has deemed 
normal.  

We don’t stare at the person who wears glasses or a hearing aid—those aids are more 
socially acceptable. But give us a person with a more obvious physical disability, and we 
react as if they had a stigma that labeled them “different,” and therefore possibly physically 
or morally dangerous. 

Consider the story of Sue in the book Images of Ourselves (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1981), a compendium of stories lived and told by women with disabilities.  Sue, who lives 
with multiple sclerosis, writes that she has become a member of “the disabled; the 
beginning of the frightening descent into the world of the social minority”: 

The “sick role” is society’s niche for the disabled. You must behave as “the 

sick” at all times but never complain about it. You must allow your person to 
have good works vented upon it, it makes them feel better, accept with a 

gracious smile the fuss, offers of “help” you don’t need. It puts you in the 

“sick role”—the good feel good, everyone is happy. “They are just trying to 
help”—but whom they are actually helping is supposition in need of analysis 

that these good souls would never attempt. 

The burden of living in modern society with a disabling condition is heavy upon the 
shoulders of a person living with a disability.  Often times, that person feels isolated, set 
aside, unable to relate to others who do not necessarily share the stigma of a disabling 
condition. 

But in the Christian community, the person with a recently diagnosed disability is not 
alone, and neither is the person’s family.  Both are part of a larger gathering—the body of 
Christ.  There are several aspects of a pastoral response that the community of Christ can 
use to move toward the person with a disability. 

A Faith Community’s Response 
 Focus on the person with a disability. It is important to honor and respect 

the person who has been diagnosed.  No person reacts to the news that they are 
living with a disability in the same way another person would; each person reacts 
differently. It is this difference that needs to be honored and respected.  For 
example, some people will need to talk about the condition soon after hearing a 
diagnosis, looking up information on the condition and plotting ways of 
treatment, while others will need to take more time to realize and adapt to the 
news they just heard.  At all times, let persons with a disability instruct family 
members, friends, and congregations as to what they need or want. In some 
situations, parents need to go through these stages for their recently diagnosed 
young child; they need the honor and respect of their peers during that time.  

 Focus on the family. A person with a recently diagnosed disability is not a lone 
individual.  Instead, many people are part a large network of family and friends 
that also need to have time to respond to the news of a diagnosis.  In much 
disability literature, it is written that for many families it isn’t a “person with 
Fragile X syndrome,” per se, but the entire family now has “Fragile X syndrome.” 
Everyone in the family will be affected by the diagnosis, treatment, and 
adaptations that follow the disability diagnosis. 

 Focus on the congregation. The person with a disability and the family will 
continue to rely on a congregation, who now have an opportunity to share in the 
joys and burdens that accompany the onset of a disabling condition.  
Congregations can quickly pull their resources together financially, providing 

http://www.buildingchurchleaders.com/
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opportunities to make the church’s physical plant more welcoming to people with 
disabilities; congregations can gather people together to provide respite care for 
the family members who may need a break in living with a person with a 
disability; congregations can offer prayer support, as well as tangible support, by 
providing meals and helping families with the financial burdens that arise when 
caring for the needs of a person with disability. 

From Stigma to Catalyst: A Call to Being Community with One 
Another 

Finally, what is amazing after a person first learns that they have a disability is that their 
sense of having a stigma placed upon them is also a catalyst for a church to move from 
being a gathering of individuals into being more united as the body of Christ (1 Corinthians 
12).  That is because in the midst of feeling vulnerable, the community of Christians has an 
opportunity to live out the virtues of their faith.  For example, when living with a person 
who has a disability, there are plenty of opportunities to learn the virtue of patience as one 
maneuvers from a wheelchair into a pew; there is time to work on the virtue of justice, as 
the person with a disability may recognize that this “disability” is a rallying cry for 
congregations to not only be more sensitive about issues facing people with disabilities in a 
church, but the greater injustice that needs to be righted in the public square for all people 
with disabilities. In the church, therefore, a person’s disability is not a stigma, but a catalyst 
for a congregation to embody the words of the prophet Micah, “to do justice, and to love 
kindness, and to walk (or roll) humbly with our God” (Micah 6:8). 

—Brett Webb-Mitchell is founder and director of The School of the Pilgrim in 
Carrboro, North Carolina. He is an ordained pastor in the Presbyterian Church 

(USA) and the author of numerous books, among them Follow Me (Seabury 
Press, 2006) and School of the Pilgrim (W/JKP, 2007). 
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Ministering With a Family Experiencing 
Disability 
The best ministry is infused with the proper attitude. 

Mark 9:20–22 

by Jim Pierson 

“Ministering” and “with” belong together. “With” speaks of an attitude. Using the word 
to suggests the person doing the ministry offers his service to the family. With, on the other 
hand, implies both the minister and the participant of the ministry are equals.  Church 
families experiencing disability are not mission fields. They are friends facing a new 
challenge and wanting acceptance from their church family. We are fellow strugglers in the 
drama of life. As we minister with them, their gifts will bless us as we bless them. Consider 
some steps that will develop a ministering “with” attitude. 

Be Sensitive 
Many families who experience disability report that their friends do not talk as openly or 

visit as often. While the behavior can be interpreted as not caring, the truth is found in a 
common response, “I just don’t know what to say or do.” Jesus’ example gives a direction. 
When a father whose son had epilepsy was introduced to Jesus, Jesus asked a question we 
should mimic. 

Because Jesus’ disciples were not able to heal the son, Jesus scolded them for their lack 
of faith (Mark 9:20–24). Turning to the father, Jesus radiated a warm concern. He did not 
blame; he did not refer to Job; he did not stare. Rather, he asked a direct, sensitive 
question: “How long has he been like this?”   

The father offered a direct, personal answer. He had been that way since childhood.    
When the seizures occurred, the family feared the child would drown or be burned to death. 
Note Jesus’ empathy, concern, and acceptance in the request: “Bring the boy to me.” 

Do not be afraid to ask questions about the disability. When the words come through a 
caring heart, they will be appreciated. 

Provide Understanding 
Understand the family’s world of disability. Understand that the family is forever 

changed. Their plans and schedules are altered. Understand their questions: Why did this 
happen to us? Will my child outgrow it? Who will care for our child when we cannot? 
Understand that services are not always easy to obtain. Understand friends and families do 
not remain involved. 

To know how they feel, become better acquainted with a family in your community. 
Have a picnic together. Volunteer for the Special Olympics or a “Buddy Walk” for Down 
syndrome.  

Provide Encouragement 
Train church members to be encouragers. Several attitudes and actions are especially 

important in providing valuable encouragement:  

 Be an equal. Do not thank God for your healthy children if your gratitude is based 
on comparison with their child. Parents of children with disabilities are thankful 
to God for their kids, too. 

 Be a good communicator. Parents are often hurt by thoughtless comments that 
are meant to be helpful (for example, “God knew what he was doing when he 
selected you to raise this child”). Change the thought pattern. Say, “I have learned 
a lot from you watching you raise your child. I see a lot of love in you.” 
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 Be a cheerleader. When the child takes his first step at age three, rejoice with the 
family. When the child starts attending his special education class, send a card of 
congratulations. 

 Be a comforter. When the progress is slow, go visit. When the medical 
information is not good, provide a hug. 

 Be a listener. Listen when the child’s parents are critical of service providers. 
Listen when they express anger, denial, guilt, or confusion. Respond with loving 
concern. Do not tell them what is wrong with their feelings. 

 Be an assistant. Offer to go to doctors’ appointments or to attend required 
meetings.  

Offer Timely Help 
Knowing the four times of concern for the family will enable the church family to 

respond.  

For younger children: 

 When the diagnosis is made 

 When the child starts school 

 When the child finishes school 

 When the parents realize they can no longer provide care 

For older children: 

 When the diagnosis is made 

 When the person starts a rehabilitation program 

 When the person returns home, returns to work, or has to stop work 

 When the person enters a residential facility 

Organize Respite 
The family’s number one need is respite care. Simply stated, they need an extra pair of 

hands, someone to bring a meal, or someone to babysit. Develop a plan to have help 
available when the family needs it.  

Start small. Begin by asking the family what they need. Offer to care for their children at 
the church for a time span that would let the parents have dinner, see a movie, or attend a 
sporting event. Respite care during the Christmas shopping season is a great idea. When 
organized by a church, respite activities like Mom’s Day Out, father/child events, weekend 
relief, or family retreats can be a great blessing to a family. 

Advocate for Siblings 
Siblings of a child with a disability need to be part of a church’s ministry. Their reactions 

vary greatly: Some siblings will resent the time their parents spend with the child with the 
disability. Some will be fine and choose careers in special education or another helping 
profession. Some will be embarrassed; some not. Some will be jealous; others will do what 
they can to help. 

To provide ministry that is especially valuable to siblings, consider the following:  

 Make the family aware of Sibshops (activities and games programs for the 
siblings of a disabled child). If one is not available in your area, consider starting 
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one in your church. The parent organization The Sibling Support Project provides 
activities for children whose siblings have disabilities. 

 Host an activity for parents and siblings. Provide care for the child with a 
disability. 

 When the parents are busy with a hospital stay or evaluation, do something for 
the siblings. 

 Encourage youth workers to involve siblings in church or community programs. 

 Let the siblings know the church family cares. 

Attend to the Family’s Spiritual Needs 
First, provide Christian education for the child with a disability. A major boost for the 

family is knowing that their son or daughter is being taught about the love of God at his or 
her ability level. Further, Christian education for the child with a disability blesses the 
parents, who will know they are part of a congregation that cares. 

Second, keep the parents involved in their regular Bible school class, small group, or 
Bible study. Arrange childcare if there is a church function to attend. Be sure your church’s 
counseling minister is aware of any special family concerns. 

A Final Word 
The church’s message to people with disabilities and their families should be, “Welcome 

to our church. We want to minister with you.” In the process we will all grow better and 
stronger because we are exercising the gift of God’s love, which is what being a Christian is 
all about. 

—Jim Pierson is president of CCFH ministries. 

Copyright © 2007 Christianity Today/BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 
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Mobilizing Church Ministry 
How the whole church can reach out when a child is diagnosed with a 
disability 

Luke 14:21–23 

by Jackie Mills-Fernald 

Prior to the birth of a baby, expectant parents are filled with anticipation, excitement, 
and some degree of apprehension. There are many times spent praying, planning, and 
dreaming of the new addition to the family. Many parents experience a normal pregnancy, 
one without any indication of need for additional concern. 

But some new children warrant further testing even after what seems to be a normal 
time of development. It sends shockwaves through the parents when the doctor announces 
that some tests on their child are required, as things do not appear quite right. Sometimes 
these tests occur even before the birth. More often, they occur in the first few months or 
years of the child’s life. 

The news that a child may have a disability is often shattering. It is information that 
leaves parents with big questions and few answers. Parents ask: How could God allow this 
to happen? How can this be—everything seemed fine? Where is God in this? What will be 
the impact on the baby’s future and the future of our family? What should have been a 
celebration of the miracle of life is eclipsed by concerns for the new child’s medical 
condition.  

Many parents need time to process the information and attempt to understand it. For 
some it is difficult even to verbalize the statement, “My child has a disability.” It is at this 
point that the church family needs to begin reaching out in spiritual and practical ways. 

Ministry in the First Days 
Begin by forming a hospital visitation team. The team’s initial purpose is to pray with 

parents and family members. Be ready to listen more than to speak. Be present with the 
parents and offer relief. If the parents have remained in the hospital for their child’s tests, 
encourage them to leave and take a walk or even go home for a few hours while someone 
from the visitation team remains in their child’s room.  

Assemble a prayer team that prays daily for the family and their needs. Prayer becomes 
a lifeline for the family. There is nothing more comforting for parents than knowing that 
they and their family are daily being prayed over.  

Assist with household chores. Church members can go grocery shopping, prepare meals, 
and perform daily chores. If there are other siblings in the home, church members can 
arrange for childcare, or pick them up from school and sporting events.  

Ministry in the First Weeks and Months 
Once the child comes home from the hospital, there will be a time of adjustment, as 

there is with any child, but more so with the baby who has special needs. Parents will need 
time to settle into the new routine of therapies and additional medical appointments.  

During this time, the church can continue to assist by providing additional support. Just 
being in the home with a new mom who is feeling apprehensive can be a huge blessing. For 
example, someone can provide great comfort to a sleep-deprived mother simply by 
spending time at her home while her baby sleeps.  

The congregation must understand that considerable time may pass before the family is 
able to return to church. During this time, the church can provide the weekly sermon to the 
parents on a CD. Or it can send a team to provide worship in the home. Caring people can 
also send CDs with encouraging music messages, like praise music, to fill the home with 
sound. 
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Ministry over the Long Haul 
There is a grieving process for families of a child with disabilities. The length and time of 

working through that process varies from family to family. At some point, acceptance 
occurs and family life begins to have some degree of normalcy. Once this occurs, families 
begin to venture out, even though outings may be far more challenging with extra 
equipment and supplies for the child.  

Once the family is back in church, educate staff and volunteers on special considerations 
for the child. Work with childcare workers on how to care for the child so that parents can 
attend worship. Train volunteers on disability awareness. If there are other families in the 
congregation who have a family member with a disability, it might be helpful to connect 
these families and explore the possibility of creating a support group for them. 

The real demand of caring for a family member from birth through adulthood is large. 
Not only does it command a lot of physical stamina, but also an extraordinary emotional 
and mental stamina. Simply put: the family needs respite from the rigor of the 24-hour, 7-
day week. The church can recruit and train respite care providers to give parents a needed 
break. Respite is a gift of time and an important consideration in keeping families healthy. 

Ministry to the Whole Family 
Over 80 percent of marriages in which there is a child with disabilities end in divorce. 

The stress on the family unit is extremely difficult, not to mention physically exhausting. 
Therefore, promote the idea for parents to be involved in a couple’s Bible study or small 
group. Having them in a caring community that studies the Word of God strengthens the 
couple and brings them closer together by connecting them with God, one another, and 
other couples. 

Many times parents shoulder heavy financial burdens, as doctors’ bills and therapies are 
not covered by insurance. Responding to this need, the church can offer financial assistance 
for specialized equipment, prescriptions, or medical bills. Church leaders can offer to set up 
scholarship funds for camps and retreats, or they can set up a benevolence fund for long-
term care issues.  

Ministering to the whole family, not just the parents and child with disability, should be 
the ultimate goal of the body of Christ. One way to do this is to ensure that the family stays 
connected to family-oriented events at the church. Provide additional childcare so families 
can enjoy the events and know that their child is well cared for. Often, the family who has a 
child with disabilities will have other children who are not disabled. There is a real need to 
connect siblings who are going through the trials and struggles of being a member of a 
family with disability. One way of doing this is by creating “Sibling Only Events.” This is an 
opportunity to build fellowship with peers who are going through similar experiences. 

Formalizing Ministry 
There are many lifelong challenges that await the family who has a child with special 

needs. The church must begin to plan how to respond to the call for help. As every family’s 
needs change, the church will need to find new ways to partner with families through the 
changing seasons of life. These precious families will need to be constantly reminded that 
God has a purpose and plan for everyone, and that all are made in the image of him.  
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The church has the opportunity to be huge blessing to the family who has been impacted 
by disability. A disability ministry can be launched with just one family. God has called the 
church to this purpose in Luke 14:23, “Quickly go out to the streets and bring them in so my 
house is full.” 

—Jackie Mills-Fernald is director of Access, the disability ministry at McLean 
Bible Church in Vienna, Virginia. 

Copyright © 2007 Christianity Today/BuildingChurchLeaders.com. 
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A Christian View of the Disabled 
A Bible study to encourage reflection 

Philippians 2:3–4 

by John Throop 

Scripture offers a challenging corrective to our society’s view of men, women, and 
children with disabilities. Use this Bible study for personal or group reflection on the 
importance of viewing people with disabilities with eyes that have been sanctified by 
God. 

PART 1 

Getting Started 

Ask these questions to raise the important issues and spark discussion: 

[Q] Describe a family you know who has a child with disabilities. (Be sure to respect 

family privacy by not divulging names freely.) What are some of the challenges 
they face? What ethical decisions have they wrestled with? In what way(s) have 
you been able to support or help them? 

[Q] How does society still need to improve in educational and social services, 

activities, and attitudes? 

[Q] How have churches improved outreach and pastoral care to children with 

disabilities and their parents? Does our church minister effectively to these 
people? In what ways? What improvements need to take place? 

PART 2 

Going Deeper 

Teaching point one: God views those who face physical or 
developmental challenges with profound grace—and calls us to do the 
same. 

Read 2 Samuel 9:3–11. King David sought in a positive way to resolve remaining issues 
with Saul’s household. In the final piece of business, David provided for Mephibosheth, 
who was crippled in both feet, probably from birth. In fact, Mephibosheth referred to 
himself as a “dead dog” in David’s sight, for he recognized his great dependence on the 
king’s household for even the most basic care. 

In ancient times, there were no medical treatments to sustain disabled children or heal 
disabilities. If these children survived childhood, they continually depended on parents 
for their needs and often were hidden away from participation in work and worship. 
Jewish communities were no exception. David demonstrated God’s grace by providing for 
Mephibosheth’s needs and ensuring that he had a roof over his head and meals to eat in 
the royal household. 

Read Job 19:21–27. Job lived a healthy, happy, and holy life until Satan tested him to the 
uttermost. He lost his children to death, and he and his wife grieved profoundly. Then 
Job became physically disabled. The people around him believed he had done something 
wrong and concluded that his physical challenges stemmed from sin. Even three close 
friends, who sought to minister to him and comfort him, said that he needed to repent 
from whatever he did to offend God. 
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In some circles today, there remains a belief that physical disability is a result of sin, or of 
falling out of the Lord’s favor—whether of the individual or the parents. After all, one 
might reason, God creates people to be healthy. Job moves beyond that to claim that his 
Redeemer lives and that Job will be able to stand before the Lord in the midst of his 
challenges and sufferings and be received into God’s presence.  

[Q] What is the value of David’s approach to Mephibosheth? Have you ever known 

of such a situation in contemporary life in your family or among friends? What 
are the costs of such compassion? What are the benefits? 

[Q] Why do Job’s three friends have a poor approach to Job’s situation? What 

would have been a better approach? 

[Q] Describe some evidence of God’s grace in the midst of a child’s disability. What 

are some ways they demonstrate that they are, as one author calls them, 
“underappreciated wealth”? 

Teaching point two: In Jesus’ ministry, God reaches into the broken 
and the challenged who are ready and willing to receive his healing. 

Read Luke 7:3–10. As Jesus entered the town of Capernaum, a Roman official, a 
centurion, learned of his presence. A valued servant was gravely ill and near death, and 
the centurion, though a pagan, seemed to know that Jesus was capable of great healing. 
So he sent the Jewish elders of the community to seek Jesus’ healing help, and Jesus 
began to make his way to the centurion’s house—no doubt a distinguished place in 
Capernaum. As the centurion learned that Jesus soon would arrive, he sent friends with a 
message: “I am not worthy to receive you, but only say the word and my servant will be 
healed.” Why? The centurion added, “For I myself am a man under authority, with 
soldiers under me,” and he notes that his servants and soldiers obey his word. 

The centurion understood that Jesus possessed authority, and that his healing word 
revealed God’s power. Even more, Jesus’ words of healing and compassion brought about 
a miracle. God works that way to heal the physically broken and inspire those who care 
for them. 

Author Angela Baise, who understands raising a child with disabilities from first-hand 
experience, says of her son Michael, “It’s often embarrassing to have a child who cries out 
in public for no reason, looks different, and acts different. He won’t be at the top of his 
class, won’t be the best athlete, and will probably never be voted Most Beautiful or Most 
Likely to Succeed.” But God’s grace has opened up the opportunity to love and encourage. 

[Q] Note that the centurion never talked directly with Jesus or made a direct 

request for the healing of his servant. Why not? What prompted Jesus to listen, 
even indirectly, to his request? How can we bring a child’s disability before 
various professionals? Before God himself? 

[Q] How would the boy with the evil spirit be handled in today’s schools, churches, 

and homes? In what ways can we pray for discernment in meeting children’s 
needs? 
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Teaching point three: The fellowship of believers embraces all who 
seek Jesus and encourages them to look compassionately to one 
another’s interests. 

Read Philippians 2:1–4. Disabilities may put an end to dreams fueled by powerful pride 
and selfish ambition. Sometimes, just to make it to adulthood and to some degree of 
independence may be the greatest accomplishment of a child, and compassion may be the 
greatest trait a parent can have. Paul suggests to the Philippians that imitating Christ’s 
humility and bearing the challenges and sufferings of others may be the greatest life we 
can live. 

Read Philippians 3:7–14. Paul says, we count all as loss in our own lives compared to the 
surpassing greatness of knowing Christ—and helping others to live for Christ to the extent 
that they can. Paul adds that we must forget what lies behind and strain forward for what 
lies ahead—the heavenward prize of eternal life. One of the great lessons learned by 
families with a disabled or challenged child—and those who minister to them—is to look 
compassionately to another’s interests, and thereby to grow closer to Christ themselves.  

[Q] What are some ways that disabled children can “blemish” the image of a perfect 

family? Why is it important to rethink our view of disabilities in light of this? 

[Q] What are some of the best ways to demonstrate compassion to special-needs 

and/or disabled children and their families? What are some unhealthy 
approaches that appear to mirror compassion? What are some of the results of 
Christian compassion? 

PART 3 

Apply Your Findings 

Psalm 139:13–14 says, “For you created my inmost being; you knit me together in my 
mother’s womb. I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; your works 
are wonderful; I know that full well.”  

While they bless our lives and our churches in so many ways, children with disabilities 
also palpably demonstrate the imperfections of humanity. Yet they also challenge 
believers to understand that we do not live in a perfect society—and we won’t until all of 
us are made physically and spiritually whole in the presence of God in Christ. 

[Q] What would it take to start a Christian education program for special-needs 

children in the local church? How can their faith be shaped and nurtured? How 
do we invite them into a relationship with Jesus Christ? 

[Q] Why do people long for a “perfect” society? How does the perfect society many 

strive for on earth differ from the kingdom of God?  

—John Throop is an Episcopal priest serving in Peoria, Illinois. 

Adapted from our sister site, ChristianBibleStudies.com. Copyright © 2005 Christianity Today. For more 
articles like this, visit www.christianbiblestudies.com 
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Further Exploration 
Books and resources to help you respond after a disability diagnosis 

 BuildingChurchLeaders.com. Leadership training resources from 
Christianity Today. 
 -“Meeting Community Needs” Assessment Pack 
 -“Giving Help to the Hurting” Assessment Pack 
 -“Develop an Inclusive Children’s Ministry” Children’s Ministry 
 -“Shepherd Children with Special Needs” Children’s Ministry 
 -“Ministry to People with Disabilities” Practical Ministry Skills 
 -“Becoming Outward Focused” Training Theme & PowerPoint 

 LeadershipJournal.net. This website offers practical advice and articles for 
church leaders. 

CCFH Ministries. This organization partners with churches and individuals to 
meet the physical and spiritual needs of people with disabilities. They also offer 
web-based multimedia training for churches that want to learn how to launch a 
ministry to the disability community. 

 Dancing with Disabilities: Opening the Church to All God’s Children by 
Brett Webb-Mitchell. This book considers how people with disabilities bring 
unique gifts to the church and how they are an important group to bring into the 
life of any church. (United Church Press, 1996; ISBN 978-0829811520) 

 Exceptional Teaching by Jim Pierson. This book provides an introduction to 
more than 70 forms of disabilities, offers principles and lesson plans for teaching, 
and gives basic advice for disabilities ministry. (Standard Publishing, 2002; ISBN 
978-0784712559) 

 No Disabled Souls: How to Welcome a Person with a Disability into 
Your Life and Your Church by Jim Pierson. An accessible, practical book 
about how to build relationships with people who have disabilities. (Standard 
Publishing, 1998; ISBN 978-0784707685) 

 Same Lake, Different Boat by Stephanie O. Hubach. This book presents a 
framework for understanding disabilities within the framework of God’s 
redemptive plan. It covers both the foundational issues and the practical 
concerns.  (P & R Publishing, 2006; ISBN 978-596380516) 

 Special Needs, Special Ministry, Mike Keefer, ed. This very practical book 
overviews the important steps and stages in creating a special needs ministry—it 
also includes sample sermons and reproducible forms. (Group, 2004; ISBN 978-
0764425479) 


