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Margaret Jorgensen, a member of the Disability 
Project in St. Louis, Missouri, helps with 
elements for communion during opening 
worship of the 2010 United Methodist Women’s 
Assembly. The Disability Project was founded 
in 1995 by the Uppity Theatre Company. The 
company seeks to bring together amateur 
performers and professional artists to create 
innovative material based on lived experience. ALL GRAPHS AND STATISTICAL ARTWORK CREATED BY SUSAN GLATTSTEIN
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From the editor

FULL INCLUSION

H

ere is an even shorter quiz than the one found on page six of this issue: 
enter your church’s sanctuary. Did you walk up any stairs to get to the 

sanctuary? Keep walking up to the chancel area, where the choir sings and 
the pastor and laity preach. Did you walk up any stairs to get there?

My home church has made 
great strides in making the church 
accessible. When I fi rst joined the 
church in the 1980s, the only way 
to get into the building was by 
climbing a series of stairways—no 
ramps. This church, built on three 
fl oors with a basement, had no el-
evator. Today, it has an accessible 
ramp on one street and, during a 
renovation of the basement social 
service area, the builders installed 
an elevator, making the basement, 
sanctuary, educational rooms, and 
theatre accessible—at last. Each 
restroom has at least one acces-
sible stall, and many (though not 
all) of the doorknobs have been re-
placed with levers. But the church 
still failed part two of the simple 
test above. In the course of work-
ing on this issue, I realized, our chancel still isn’t accessible.

Making the church accessible may allow people with different kinds of 
disabilities to enter and hear the word—but that isn’t enough. The church 
must make it possible for the whole Body of Christ to proclaim the word 
and to fulfi ll the calling that God has laid out for all the individuals in the 
congregation. Seeing the actual physical barriers that prevent someone 
from fulfi lling a call to ministry should also remind us that, though unseen, 
we have likely built metaphoric and psychological barriers as well. How did 
the church become so good at building barriers?

So I thank Leslie Bledsoe, Eric Pridmore, Karen Miller, Carol Stevens, 
Bishop Peggy Johnson, Sharon McCart, Terry McDorman, Tom Hudspeth, 
Lynn Swedberg, and all the others who contributed and are featured in this 
issue, for continuing to knock down those barriers to ministry. Most of the 
people across the connection who work to break down barriers for people 
with disabilities take on this ministry as volunteers. They work tirelessly, 
devote many hours, sometimes travel long distances, to help another con-
gregation in the connection fi gure out how to open up its doors. Call them 
when you need them and thank them when you see them.

Christie R. House

Dear Editor:

A 

friend of mine mentioned 
that you said in the May-

June 2013 issue of New World 
Outlook that Roma are prohibited 
from buying land in New Jersey.

With respect, you conflated 
the New Jersey and Pennsylvania 
laws quoted by Dr. Ian Hancock.

New Jersey Title 40:52-1 pro-
vides for municipal authority to 
regulate a number of activities. 
Subsection k was “Roving bands 
of nomads, commonly called gyp-
sies.” There was no ban on settle-
ment. Dr. Hancock then mentions 
Pennsylvania statutes Section 
11810, which banned settlement 
without an annual permit.

I don’t know if subsection k 
was ever used by a municipality 
to do anything and apparently nei-
ther did the ACLU. Even the 1992 
article had diffi culty talking about 
then-current issues except that 
education would lead to assimila-
tion. Whether your preferred met-
aphor is a melting pot or a quilt, it 
still requires a willingness to be a 
part of a larger whole.

Creed Pogue
Greater NJ Annual Conference

Here is what the NJ Statute, 
40:52-1k, 1917 law actually said:

“The governing body may make, 
amend, repeal and enforce ordi-
nances to license and regulate: 

On a visit to historic St. George’s UMC 
in Philadelphia, the members of the 
DisAbility Ministries Committee of the 
UMC didn’t make it into the building 
because the church had no accessible 
entrance.  PHOTO: LYNN SWEDBERG
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Letters from Readers

I just noticed that on the fi rst photo of the article, Mar-Apr 2014, p. 36 (at Woodbine 
UMC), the location is listed as North Carolina, but it is Tennessee. Just in case there 
are any inquiries, I thought I’d better let you know.

roving bands of nomads, common-
ly called gypsies.” NJ Assembly Bill 
#2654, passed in 1998, revoked this 
section of the law, removing the of-
fensive language that singled out the 
Roma for specifi c regulation in New 
Jersey’s municipalities.

Dear Editor:

I 

finished the latest issue of New 
World Outlook (March-April 2014) 

and enjoyed all of it, especially your 
interview with the Rev.Rosanna 
Panizo-Valladares.

What an interesting article! I 
smiled when she mentioned the 
commissioning service with Bishop 
Peter Weaver and his words con-
cerning our actions speaking stron-
ger than our words. It was won-
derful to hear the name again as 
he was our Bishop in the Eastern 
Pennsylvania Conference when my 
husband and I served there. This is 
the wonderful part of the connec-
tional system, as we seem to hear 
a name or know a person from an-
other time or place.

Loretta Roberson
Eastern Pennsylvania Conference

Missionary Ruth Grubel, serving as 
Chancellor for Kwansei Gakuin school 
in Japan, featured in the March-April 
2014 issue of the magazine, sends 
the following correction:

DISABILITY WORLDWIDE

Source: UNICEF, The State of the World’s Children 2006: excluded and invisible, (2005) and UNESCO, ETA 2010, as cited in the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 2 August 2012. 

975 MILLION# of people 15 years and older
living with a disability

190 MILLIONof those, # of people
with severe disability

# of children living 
with a disability

5.1%

of that 5.1%,
# of children living 

with severe disability

0.7%

Global Burden of Disease
(A global assessment of mortality and disability)

There are no reliable global data on the 
number of children living with disabilities. 
Although, according to this estimate, 
there are 150 million children with 
disabilities worldwide, the actual number 
is likely much higher, given systematic 
under-reporting and,lack of globally 
comparable and reliable data.

The 
World Health 

Survey

785 MILLION# of people 15 years and older
living with a disability

110 MILLIONof those, # of people with
 significant difficulty functioning

World Population Living with 
   Some Form 
  of Disability 15%

10%

estimated percentage of 
people living with a disability globally 

20101970

1 BILLION

Go to Newworldoutlook.org to download a complete set of 
statistical pages on global disability.

Statistics compiled by Barbara Skarbowski, deaconess and chairperson of the Eastern Pennsylvania UMC Disability 
Concerns Committee; Secretary, DisAbility Ministries Committee of The United Methodist Church.
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About Disability Legislation & History 
in The United Methodist Church?

by Lynn Swedberg

 What
  Do You 
Know...

Within several generations, The United Methodist 
Church has undergone a signifi cant transformation in the 
way its members view disability. The 1956 Discipline of the 
Methodist Church mentions disability only once—providing 
for the welfare of the “handicapped and unfortunate” through 
Goodwill Industries. By the mid-1970s, resolutions called for 
awareness of the problems faced by people with disabilities and 
the church’s responsibility to provide services for them.

 By 2012, the denomination had developed numerous 
structures accountable for accessibility and disability 
awareness. This transition—which may or may not mirror what 
happens in practice—has come through the work of individuals 
with a passion for creating a church that includes people of all 
abilities.

How much do you know about this history and the legislation 
now in place to guide The United Methodist Church? 

Some of the questions below may have more than one 
correct answer.

History

1. In what year did General 
Conference fi rst authorize 
a task force to consider the 
church’s response to people with 
developmental disabilities?
 a. 1960 c. 1992
 b. 1976 d. 2004

2. Which agency had responsibility 
for this task force?
 a.  The General Board of Global 

Ministries: Health and 
Welfare unit

 b.  UMCOR: Health
 c.  The General Board of Church 

and Society: Advocacy for 
Human Well-Being

 d.  The General Board of Higher 
Education and Ministry: 
Special Education Div.

Deaf Ministry
History and Legislation

Deaf ministry is considered 
separate from disability ministries, 
since many Deaf people 
understand themselves to be part 
of a distinct minority group with 
its own culture and language—
American Sign Language.

6. Where and in what year was the 
fi rst Deaf minister in the Methodist 
Church ordained?
 a.  Washington, DC—1790 
 b.  Chicago, IL—1894 
 c.  Baltimore, MD—1899 
 d.  New York, NY—1911 
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3. The Rev. Earl Miller, who had a 
disability himself and who served on 
that fi rst task force, established
 a.  the Association of Physically 

Challenged Pastors in 1990.
 b.  a precedent in the 1980s 

for making church camping 
property accessible. 

 c.  the Association for Ministers 
with Disabilities.

 d.  Camp Hope in 1979: an 
accessible camp for adults with 
developmental disabilities.

 e.  All of the above.

4. The Southeastern United Methodist 
Agency on Rehabilitation (SEMAR)
 a.  was founded in 1969 by Robert 

Pitzer.
 b.  started the group home 

movement within the 
denomination, encouraging 
annual conferences to establish 
housing for persons with 
intellectual and developmental 
disabilities.

 c.  offered annual Disability 
Awareness Sunday liturgies 
and accessibility bookmarks to 
conferences throughout the 
connection.

 d.  All of the above.

5. What graduate of Garrett 
Evangelical Theological Seminary 
has served as Coordinator for the 
Ecumenical Disability Advocacy 
Network-North America, World 
Council of Churches, and as 
Executive Secretary of Health and 
Disability Ministries at the General 
Board of Global Ministries. This 
person also reestablished a national 
task force on disability ministries in 
1992.
 a.  Pat Cook
 b.  The Rev. Jim McIntire
 c.  The Rev. Kathy Reeves
 d.  Tim Tice

The Church’s 
Basis for Inclusion 
of People with 
Disabilities

As United Methodists, we are called 
to inclusiveness by opening our 
worship services to all. Inclusion 
calls for an attitude of welcome and 
full acceptance, enabling the full 
participation of all people in the life of 
the church and beyond.

8. The Book of Discipline of The 
United Methodist Church, 2012, 
spells out:
 a.  The United Methodist Church 

recognizes the rights and full 
humanity of all people as equally 
created in the image of God, 
regardless of the presence or 
absence of disabilities.

 

 b.  United Methodists are to be in 
ministry with people who have 
all types of disabilities and are 
to recognize and receive their 
gifts as full participants in our 
communities.

 c.  United Methodists should 
advocate for appropriate 
community services for 
people with disabilities and 
should make the sacraments 
of baptism and Communion 
accessible to all, with no 
restrictions based on level of 
understanding or physical ability.

 d.  All of the above.

7. The fi rst meeting of the United 
Methodist Congress of the Deaf 
was held in what year?
 a.  1968, as the new United 

Methodist Church was 
formed.

 b.  1972, after the fi rst General 
Conference of the UMC.

 c.  1978, after Global 
Ministries was named as 
connectional point agency 
for Deaf Ministries in the 
denomination.

 d.  1992, when the national 
task force on disability was 
reestablished.

Members of the DisAbility Ministries Committee of The United 
Methodist Church at General Conference 2012. Eric Pridmore (and 

his dog, Atlas), Lisa Pridmore, Al Herzog, Jr., and Lynn Swedberg.
PHOTO: COURTESY DISABILITY MINISTRIES COMMITTEE

YOUTH WITH DISABILITIES
Youth with disabilities are almost always 
substantially less likely to participate in 
schooling. In all countries the schooling 
gap between children with a disability 
and those without one starts at 

GRADE 1
Source: “Disability, Poverty and Schooling in 
Developing Countries: Results from 14 Household 
Surveys,” D. Filmer. World Bank Economic 
Review, 2008. 22(1): 141-163.



United Methodist 
Responsibilities
9. True or false?

a. United Methodist facilities are 
not subject to the requirements 
for public accommodations or 
commercial facilities under Title III 
of the Americans with Disabilities 
Act of 1990 (ADA) because section 
307 of the Act provides exemption 
for religious organizations.

b. United Methodists believe 
religious organizations and 
churches within the United States 
should implement the Americans 
with Disabilities Act and make 
communications, media, and 
buildings accessible.

c. United Methodist churches in 
other countries do not have to 
comply with disability regulations. 

d. General agencies of the UMC 
are not required to ensure that 
ADA accessibility codes are 
met because of the Section 
307 exemption for religious 
organizations.

e. United Methodists should 
reduce barriers to access and 
provide community housing rather 
than institutionalization.

f. Religious organizations are 
exempt from the equal employment 
requirements of the ADA.

g. Methodist leaders once 
supported eugenics (a belief 
that some genetic traits are 
good and others bad, which 
led to the sterilization of those 
who possessed traits deemed 
less worthy). The leaders later 
apologized for such support.

h. United Methodists support 
access to health care, including 
mental health care, for people with 
disabilities and condemn abusive 
treatment approaches. 
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The Annual Conference
11. True or false?

a. All annual conference sessions 
are to be held in facilities accessible 
to everyone.

b. When nominations are made, 
persons with disabilities should be 
considered for membership on all 
committees that the conference 
staff deems appropriate.

c. The conference Board of Global 
Ministries promotes inclusion 
of campers with disabilities in 
conference camping programs, 

offers training to laypeople and 
clergy regarding ministry with 
persons with disabilities, and 
highlights inclusion in “Sunday 
school, camps and retreats, and faith 
development.”

d. The conference Board of Global 
Ministries identifi es persons who are 
left out, helps implement affi rmative-
action programs, promotes an 
annual Golden Cross offering that 
can be used in support of ministries 
of accessibility and inclusion, and 
provides resources to help churches 
become more accessible.

e. Every annual conference is to 
have a Committee on Disability 
Concerns or an equivalent body that 
serves as a resource and addresses 
inclusion, awareness, and advocacy 
regarding ministry with persons who 
have disabilities.

f. A conference joint committee 
on clergy medical leave provides 
advocacy, support, and fellowship 
with clergy who are on medical 
leave and may have disabilities that 
prevent them from continuing in 
pastoral duties.

The Local Church
10. True or False?

 a. Disability Awareness Sunday is to 
be observed by every local church 
each year on a date selected by the 
annual conference.

 b. Every local church in every annual 
conference must do an accessibility 
audit.

 c. Once a local church’s board 
of trustees has completed one 
accessibility audit of church buildings 
and grounds and has identifi ed 
barriers to full inclusion for the 
purpose of planning to eliminate 
those barriers, the audit is good for 
5 years.

d. Any new construction or 
signifi cant remodeling of a church 
building or parsonage must comply 
with accessibility standards, 
including access to the chancel. 

e. Age-level ministries may include a 
coordinator of disability ministries if 
the need arises.

Photographer John C. 
Goodwin is greeted by 
Newtonia Coleman at 
General Conference 
2012.  PHOTO: KATHLEEN 

BARRY/UMNS
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General Agencies 
of the UMC
12. Match the general church 

agency with its responsibilities.

a. General Board of Discipleship

b.  General Commission on 
Communication

c.  The DisAbility Ministries 
Committee of The United 
Methodist Church

d.  General Board of Higher 
Education and Ministry

e.  General Board of Global 
Ministries

f. United Methodist Women

g.  General Board of Church 
and Society

1.  Charged with the greatest responsibility in implementing full inclusion of people 
with disabilities, oversight of the DisAbility Ministries Committee of The United 
Methodist Church, the Committee on Deaf and Hard of Hearing Ministries, the 
Association of Ministers with Disabilities, and the United Methodist Congress 
of the Deaf caucuses (¶ 1330.12).

 2.  Addresses diversity—reaching out to persons with disabilities in recruiting, 
educating, and deploying individuals into all areas of ministry; advocating for “a 
climate of acceptance and empowerment” (¶1405); ensuring that seminaries 
meet accessibility standards (¶140), that disabilities are not grounds for 
rejecting otherwise qualifi ed candidates for the ministry (¶ 324), and, upon 
ordination, that deacons and elders affi rm that they are willing to be in ministry 
with all persons, including people with disabilities (¶330, 335). 

3.  Encourages Christian lines of action that assist humankind to move toward a 
world where peace and justice are achieved (¶ 1003.4).

4.  Provides information for clergy and laypersons “in a variety of accessible 
formats,” for example, accessible website design and captioning of videos 
(¶1421).

5.  Provides “advocacy, education, and empowerment to lead The United 
Methodist Church in creating a culture in which people with disabilities are 
fully included in all aspects of worship, leadership, and ministry.” (¶1330) 
It also administers accessibility grants available to local churches (Res. 3001).

6.  Sets up guidelines and ensures that the needs of persons with disabilities are 
met in Sunday school, camping, confi rmation, and other programs (¶1109).

7.  Enlists women in activities that have a moral and religious signifi cance for the 
public welfare and that contribute to the establishment of a just global society. 
(¶ 1320.8)

Lynn Swedberg is Disability Consultant 

for the DisAbility Ministries Committee 

of The United Methodist Church. Pre-

viously, she served as the committee’s 

chair, vice-chair, and secretary. Lynn is 

author of the Leader’s Guide for the Mis-

sion u study on The Church and People 
with Disabilities. She enjoys reading the 

Book of Discipline to bolster the claim 

that all persons are to be fully included in 

the life of the church.

See how you did! Check out the answers on page 46.

DISABILITY AND ALZHEIMER’S 
Deaths from Alzheimer’s in the United States 
increased 68% between 2000 and 2010, 
while deaths from other major diseases, 
including the number one cause of death 
(heart disease), decreased. Another American 
develops Alzheimer’s disease every 68 SECONDS. 
By 2050, an American will develop the disease 
every 33 SECONDS. 

Source: Alzheimer’s Association, “2013 
Alzheimer’s Disease Facts and Figures,” 
Alzheimer’s & Dementia, Volume 9, Issue 2. 



They were completely ignored.” 
In my offi ce at Lovers Lane United 
Methodist Church in Dallas, Texas, 
I listened to the Rev. Willy Banza 
describe his fi rst impression upon 
meeting Deaf people in his North 
Katanga Annual Conference in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC). I had heard about Willy 
Banza several years earlier through 
my work on the United Methodist 
Committee on Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing Ministries (UM-DHM), but 
this was my fi rst face-to-face meet-
ing with him.

In 2003, while a student at Africa 
University, Banza encountered a 
mission team from Christ Church 
of the Deaf in Baltimore, Maryland. 
The team had come to Zimbabwe to 
serve at Nzeve Centre for the Deaf, 
which had started a Deaf community 
organization called Sanganai (“Let’s 
Meet” in the Shona language).

 “When I came to Sanganai, I 
saw all this signing, which I had 
never seen before,” Banza told me. 
“As the interpreters (Carol Stevens 
and the Rev. Kirk VanGilder of the 
United States and Libby Foster of 
Zimbabwe) explained what was 

being signed, my impression of Deaf 
people changed completely,” he said. 
Though Sanganai was located in the 
city of Mutare, about nine miles from 
Africa University, it had taken a mis-
sion team traveling 8,000 miles to in-
troduce Banza to his Deaf neighbors. 

“I was inspired to learn sign lan-
guage and to fi nd and meet Deaf 
people in my home country,” Banza 
said. “And when I returned to 
Kamina, DRC, my hometown, in July 
2005, I found the local Deaf school, 
Ephphatha.” The school had only 
two classrooms and the church had 
no engagement with the Deaf stu-
dents. “The Deaf were completely 
ignored,” Banza continued, shaking 
his head, “and that had to change.”

Becoming an Advocate
With the assistance of Carol Stevens 
(who now heads Deaf ministry 
for the Peninsula-Delaware Annual 
Conference), Banza obtained two 
grants from the UM-DHM. With the 
fi rst, he purchased a motorized bicy-
cle, which he used to fi nd new Deaf 
students for the school and to build a 
Deaf church community. This congre-
gation now has 125 members. “That 

is probably the largest Deaf church 
in The United Methodist Church!” I 
told him.

In 2008, Banza, then an ordained 
elder, secured a second grant for pro-
moting HIV/AIDS prevention among 
the Deaf and for purchasing equip-
ment for vocational training in wood-
working and tailoring. “The Deaf 
were so grateful for the church’s 
attention,” Bamba said, “that the 
woodworking students built a beau-
tiful chair for Bishop Ntambo Nkulu.”

Now in Dallas, Texas, completing 
his post-graduate studies at Perkins 
School of Theology, Rev. Banza con-
tinues to advocate for the Deaf in 
North Katanga. “I know there are 
Deaf in the rural areas who can’t 
get to Ephphatha,” he said. After 
his graduation next year, Banza 
plans to return to the DRC. Today, 
the Ephphatha School for the Deaf 
has grown from a primary school 
with only two classrooms to a K-10 
campus with several buildings. “We 
asked the government to help ex-
pand our campus,” Banza said, “and 
we plan to keep adding additional 
grade levels until we complete the 
high school.” 
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A Deaf tailoring student at Njia Special School, Meru District, Kenya.
PHOTO: TOM HUDSPETH

IGNORE 
NOT 
THE

DEAF
by Tom Hudspeth

“
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“The church is now an advocate 
for the Deaf,” he said. “Even par-
ents whose Deaf children are adults 
believe their children cannot sup-
port themselves. I tell them that the 
Deaf can learn skills enabling them 
to care for themselves and their 
families. Writing skills will help them 
communicate in text on phones. 
Some can earn an income by estab-
lishing internet cafes in their villag-
es.” Currently, seven trained teach-
ers serve the school, and more will 
be needed to cover the expansion. 
“The school’s principal is commit-
ted to the goal of employing trained 
Deaf teachers,” Banza told me, 
“ones able to teach in Congolese 
sign language.” (Though influ-
enced by American Sign Language, 
Congolese sign language is becom-
ing more indigenous.)

The wars and the spread of HIV/
AIDS in the Congo have had trag-
ic consequences for Deaf women. 
“I met a young Deaf woman who 
has eight children resulting from 
rape,” Banza told me. She had been 

shunned and banished to an isolated, 
unprotected hut. “I have talked to the 
local police,” he said, “to help change 
their attitudes about Deaf women’s 
being raped. They need security.”

World Connections
After interviewing Rev. Banza, my 
mind traced through the web of con-
nections among United Methodists 
and other Christians from Baltimore, 
Zimbabwe, and the DR Congo. Along 
with faithful givers to UMC offerings, 
these far-fl ung people had united in 
response to a divine call, mixed with 
righteous ire, to engage with and ad-
vocate for Deaf people. 

 Rev. Banza’s observation that the 
church in the DRC was “completely 
ignoring the Deaf” is true in many 
parts of the world, though there have 
been attempts to engage the Deaf 
community in the United States and 
abroad. In the past, things were dif-
ferent. In 1892, for example, the larg-
est Deaf congregation in the United 
States met in what is now First United 
Methodist Church in Chicago, Illinois 

(the Temple). Led by an ordained Deaf 
pastor, the Rev. Philip Hasenstab, the 
Chicago Mission for the Deaf aver-
aged 150 to 200 people in worship. 
For the next 40 years, this church sent 
Deaf missionaries—including a Deaf 
deaconess, Vina Smith—through-
out the Midwest and Florida. During 
the Great Depression, the Deaf sent 
funds to support the Chefoo School 
for the Deaf in China. But after Rev. 
Hasenstab’s death in 1940, there 
were not enough suffi ciently trained 
Deaf leaders to continue the work—
nor did there seem to be supportive 
hearing leaders in the Methodist con-
nection to advocate training and lead-
ership development among the Deaf.  
(“Deaf America’s Encounter with 
Methodism: A Brief Look at a Culture 
and a Church,” by Kirk VanGilder, in 
Methodist History 36, July 1998.)

Today, the largest all-Deaf UMC in 
the United States is Christ Church of 
the Deaf in Baltimore, established in 
1896 by a Deaf man, Daniel Moylan. 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
Christ Church struggled with declin-
ing attendance and a lost sense of 
mission. A turnabout began when the 
congregation, led by the Rev. Peggy 
Johnson (now Bishop Johnson), 
took Deaf mission teams to Kenya 
and Zimbabwe in the late 1990s. As 
a result, new Deaf leaders for Christ 
Church and for Kenya were identi-
fi ed. And, after Margaret Mukami, a 
Deaf Kenyan sewing instructor at the 
Kaaga School for the Deaf, answered 
a call to ministry, in 2005, she became 
the fi rst Deaf woman to be ordained 
in the Methodist Church in Kenya.

Today, the United Methodist 
Committee on Deaf and Hard of 
Hearing Ministries strives to provide 
resources and encouragement for 
new initiatives in ministry and mission 
with, by, and for the Deaf. The lead-
ership for this 10-member committee 
was drawn from the United Methodist 

The author, the Rev. Dr. Tom Hudspeth, meets with Deaf young adults 
before worship at Kaaga Methodist Church, Meru, Kenya.

PHOTO: COURTESY TOM HUDSPETH
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Congress of the Deaf (UMCD), which 
was organized in 1977 as a grassroots 
group of laity and clergy who were in 
ministry with the Deaf, late-deafened, 
hard of hearing, or Deaf-Blind. In con-
trast, the UM-DHM has become the 
funding and equipping arm of The 
United Methodist Church’s efforts to 
engage the Deaf community locally 
and globally.

August 2013 marked the culmina-
tion of a major funding effort by the 
UM-DHM in Nairobi, Kenya, where 
the third Global Methodist Missions 
Conference of the Deaf was held. 
The event was hosted by the World 
Federation of Deaf Methodists, spon-
sored by the Methodist Church in 
Kenya, and planned by an ecumeni-
cal committee chaired by the Rev. 
Margaret Mukami and Dr. Sam Kabue, 
General Secretary of the Ecumenical 
Disabilities Advocates Network of the 
World Council of Churches in Nairobi. 
This conference drew 154 Deaf and 
hearing delegates from 12 countries: 
the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Sri Lanka, South Korea, Ghana, Nigeria, 
Ethiopia, Uganda, Burundi, Zimbabwe, 
Tanzania, and Kenya.

A week before the conference, a 
mission team from the United States 
sent 17 Deaf, hearing, and hard of 
hearing people to Meru, Kenya, to 
teach Bible stories to 300 Deaf chil-
dren, to provide continuing educa-
tion for the teachers at two Deaf 
schools, and to bring educational sup-
plies and funding for capital improve-
ments. Two members of that team 
from Lovers Lane UMC in Dallas 
had been taught how to sign the 
Good Samaritan story in Kenyan Sign 
Language (KSL) by a Deaf Kenyan 
who is the Deaf ministry intern at 
Lovers Lane, Paul Aseka. Their wit-
ness of signing in KSL was a subtle 
encouragement to hearing Kenyans, 
implying that they too could learn the 
language of their Deaf neighbors.

Before Rev. Banza left my offi ce, 
I told him of my hope that United 
Methodist churches in the United 
States would partner with Deaf mis-
sions in Africa. The Gospel of Jesus 
Christ thrives on mission, as the 
Holy Spirit sends creative synergy—
rewarding the giving, sending, and 
receiving partners with gifts of won-
derment and praise. 

May we ignore not the Deaf.

The Rev. Dr. Thomas H. Hudspeth is ex-

ecutive pastor and pastor of Deaf Min-

istries at Lovers Lane United Methodist 

Church in Dallas, Texas. He also serves 

as consultant for the United Methodist 

Committee on Deaf and Hard of Hearing 

Ministries, as general secretary for the 

World Federation of Deaf Methodists, 

and as a board member of Providence 

Place in San Antonio, Texas.

United Methodist Churches With Deaf Mission 
and Ministries in the United States 

Lovers Lane, Dallas, Texas
http://llumc.org/get-involved/deaf-ministry/deaf-ministry/

Frazer Memorial, Montgomery, Alabama
http://frazerumc.org/ministries/ministry/deaf

New Life Deaf Fellowship, Northern Hills, San Antonio
http://www.nhumc.org/deaffellowship/deaf-fellowship.html

Asbury, Tulsa, Oklahoma
http://www.asburytulsa.org

Magothy Church of the Deaf, Pasadena, Maryland
http://www.magothydeafchurch.org/

St. Matthew, Mesa, Arizona
http://stmatthewmesa.org/ministries/deaf_ministries/

Genesis, Grand Rapids, Michigan
http://kmotiondesign.com/client/gumc/ministries-2/deaf-hoh/

CONFERENCE-WIDE DEAF MINISTRIES: 

Western North Carolina Deaf Ministry
https://www.facebook.com/wnccdeafministry

Eastern Pennsylvania and Peninsula-Delaware Conference
https://www.epaumc.org/ministry/disability/deaf-ministry-growing

Illinois Great Rivers Conference
http://www.igrc.org/ministriesdetail/deafministries-343027

HEARING LOSS AND SUDDEN DEAFNESS
Approximately 4,000 new cases of sudden deafness 
occur each year in the United States. Hearing loss affects only 
one ear in 9 out of 10 people who experience sudden deafness.

Only 10 to 15% of patients with sudden deafness 
know what caused their loss.

Source: National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders, “Quick Statistics.” 
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Video Speaks Against Abuse of Persons 

with Disabilities 

People with disabilities are four to ten times more likely 
to be victims of a crime. This and other kinds of abuse 
can take many forms—fi nancial, psychological, physi-
cal, or sexual. What’s more, the cycle of abuse can con-
tinue, especially if the victim is afraid to speak out. This 
is the message of a new video, Abuse of Persons with 
Disabilities: The Silent Epidemic, produced by the Board 
Resource Center (BRC), Sacramento, California.

In the video, Molly Kennedy and Kecia Weller, dis-
ability rights advocates, call on persons with disabilities 
to work together, educate themselves, and speak up to 
stop the vicious cycle of abuse. The video, available on 
YouTube, was made possible through funding provided 
by the Mental Health Services Act (MHSA) in partner-
ship with the California Department of Mental Health and 
Department of Developmental Services. 

BRC promotes an inclusive world where all people can 
expect basic human rights. BRC develops trainings and 
produces multimedia resources for partners that provide 
effective community education and assistance.

Deaf Ministry in Kamina, DR Congo, Offers Hope

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, a Deaf person is 
often stigmatized and subject to discrimination. A Deaf 
child may be considered to be a curse to the family. Even 
today, the stigma toward Deaf people continues.

Through Assistance for Deaf Ministry Implementation 
in North Katanga, Advance #3021639, Deaf adults can 
attend school, where they can be empowered through 
vocational skills training in sewing and woodwork. This al-
lows them to contribute to their community.

The Deaf Ministry is working to identify and assist 
Deaf community members, especially children in the 
districts of Luena and Kamina. The project plans to build 
a workshop space in Kamina to host professional activi-
ties for 65 Deaf persons, provide salary assistance to 
seven Deaf teachers who can care for Deaf community 
members, and develop Bible study and Christian educa-
tion resources.

At-Home Services for Children with Disabilities

In the Dominican Republic, one of the greatest challenges 
for both urban and rural populations is access to adequate 

health care, water, and sanitation. But for a person with 
a disability, access to rehabilitative services is more chal-
lenging because of stigma.

Through Advance project #410215, Services with 
Children with Disabilities, the Community-Based 
Rehabilitation Program (CBR) makes it possible for 
more than 450 children to receive at-home rehabilita-
tion services.

Trained community rehabilitation workers visit the 
homes of families with disabled children and teach par-
ents how to do simple rehabilitation exercises with their 
children, so that the children have a chance to reach their 
fullest potential. This project also includes a school inclu-
sion program that assists children who have disabilities 
with school work during and after school hours.

DEATHS—Joseph Davis, retired missionary with more 
than 27 years of service in the DR Congo, died November 
19, 2013…Virginia Mae Pickerts, retired missionary 
with nearly 41 years of service in Sierra Leone as teach-
er at the Harford Girls’ School, died January 19, 2014…
Frank Galley, retired missionary with nearly 4 years 
of service in the DR Congo, died January 27, 2014…
Kenneth Torbert, retired missionary with nearly 8 years 
of service in India and the United States, died February 
1, 2014…Marion Kline, retired missionary with more 
than 14 years of service in the Philippines, died February 
4, 2014…Elsie Pettibone, retired missionary with more 
than 7 years of service in Nepal, died February 8, 2014…
Melvin Holt, retired missionary with nearly 9 years of 
service in the Philippines, died February 10, 2014…
Vincent Rutherford, retired missionary with nearly 
27 years of service in Bangladesh, died February 15, 
2014…Alice Parsons, retired missionary with more 
than 25 years of service in Japan, died February 16, 
2014…Robert Wallace Brownlee, retired mission-
ary with 40 years of service in Japan, died February 
19, 2014…William F. Fitzgerald, retired missionary 
with 12 years of service in Nigeria, died February 19, 
2014…Margaret Hodges, retired missionary with near-
ly 9 years of service in Korea, died February 28, 2014…
Alfred Dale, retired missionary with more than 9 years 
of service in Poland, died March 3, 2014…Virginia 

Maniti Williams, retired missionary with 3 years of ser-
vice in the Philippines, died March 10, 2014.
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S
ince many United Method-
ist churches were built be-
fore accessibility became 
an important concern, some 

lack basic features that allow per-
sons with disabilities to participate. 
Even in churches constructed after 
the passage of the 1990 Americans 
with Disabilities Act (ADA), some 
parts of the church building, includ-
ing the chancel, may not be acces-
sible for all. While disability-friendly 
changes usually can’t be made over-
night, given time, most churches can 
become functionally accessible. Be-
sides, not all helpful changes require 
fi nancial support.

Some United Methodist congre-
gations are intentional about opening 
their buildings, hearts, and ministries 

to people with disabilities. Members 
of these churches understand that 
accessibility is just another word for 
hospitality. Taking the steps neces-
sary to accommodate all potential 
worshipers is a means of making 
sure that all people will fi nd a wel-
come. Fully accessible congregations 
also realize that people with disabili-
ties—who may have experienced ex-
clusion from faith communities in the 
past—offer diverse gifts and view-
points that will enrich the church as 
a whole.

Ways to Communicate 
Welcome
Ascertaining whether or not a church 
is welcoming begins when a po-
tential visitor who has some level 

of disability checks out the facility. 
Someone who uses a wheelchair 
needs to know whether she or he 
can negotiate parking, get in the 
door, participate in worship, and use 
restroom facilities. Since many peo-
ple start with an Internet search, a 
church should list its accommoda-
tions on its website. For example, 
a church in Nashville, Tennessee, 
has an accessibility logo on its home 
page, with instructions to click for 
more information. The specifi cs read 
as follows: “Belmont UMC is com-
mitted to making our church a com-
fortable, accessible place for every-
one. We continue to work toward 
complete accessibility and current-
ly offer accessible parking spaces, 
entry ramps, elevators to upper and 

Accessibility Is 
Another Word 
for Hospitality
by Lynn Swedberg

An example of pew cuts, making 
space for wheelchairs, at Chicago 
Temple, First UMC, Chicago, Illinois.
PHOTO: LYNN SWEDBERG
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One of the more frequent accessibility grant requests is for help with fund-
ing and installing power-assisted door openers. While not required by the ADA, 
these doors exemplify universal design. The doors not only help worshipers 
in wheelchairs but also help parents pushing strollers, persons using walkers, 
and teachers carrying classroom supplies to enter the church building with 
ease. Curb cuts are another example of universal design that benefits all of us.

Once inside, signage pointing to elevators, the sanctuary, the nursery, and 
accessible restrooms conveys a welcome to the first-time visitor. Whether a 
disability is temporary (such as a sprained ankle) or long-term (such as a heart 
or lung condition), finding the most direct route with the fewest steps can be 
crucial for participation. A printed building directory helps people orient them-
selves, but disability-friendly churches also post trained greeters at entrances 
to welcome guests, offer directions, and answer questions. This is especially 
important for a person with low vision coming to the church for the first time 
and needing an orientation to the building.

Upon entering the church, people with disabilities look for indicators that 
they are expected. Coat racks should include a lower rod or hooks where chil-
dren and people using wheelchairs can easily hang their coats. University Park 
UMC in Denver, Colorado, designed a disability kiosk and placed it just outside 
the sanctuary as a place for people to pick up helpful tools to make their par-
ticipation in worship easier. 

Depending on the church, such tools may include assistive listening de-
vices, page magnifiers, and large-print bulletins and hymnals. Copies of the 
sermon may be provided so parishioners with hearing loss can read what they 
miss. When members use alternate-format bulletins, the Braille bulletin and 
Braille hymnal pages are made available. Other congregants can access the 
order of worship electronically by scanning a QR code (a graphic that allows a 

lower floors, wheelchair-accessible 
restrooms, assisted-hearing devic-
es, and large-print Bibles, hymnals, 
and worship bulletins. For additional 
information, please contact the pas-
tor.” Elsewhere on the site, the wel-
come statement includes this affir-
mation: “We believe every person is 
of sacred worth and created in God’s 
image. We commit to Jesus’ exam-
ple of inclusive love and care, along 
with intentional hospitality toward 
persons of every…physical or men-
tal ability.”

Other website indicators that per-
sons with disabilities are welcomed 
include a link to the congregation’s 
committee for disability advocacy 
and photos showing children and 
adults with visible disabilities taking 
part in congregational activities. The 
children’s ministry link states that all 
children are welcome and names a 
person to contact who can arrange 
needed accommodations. The web-
site itself is accessible to people who 
are blind and use screen readers. It 
also provides AltText descriptions of 
pictures or graphics and the choice 
of accessing information in docu-
ment format in addition to any pdf 
files posted.

First Impressions Count
Another point of entry to a church 
is the parking lot. Moran UMC in 
Spokane, Washington, recently re-
paved and reconfigured its parking 
lot so that the accessible spaces are 
highly visible and adjacent to the front 
door. Especially in northern climates, 
people using wheelchairs should not 
have to cross traffic, move behind 
parked cars, or dodge piles of snow. 
When the designated parking area 
cannot be seen from the street or 
from the parking lot entrance, direc-
tional signs to guide visitors to the ac-
cessible parking and church entranc-
es are helpful.

An example of easily identifiable accessible spaces at Moran UMC, Spokane, Washington.
PHOTO: LYNN SWEDBERG
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smart-phone user direct access to a 
website) that links them to the docu-
ment. This technology allows a per-
son who is blind to follow along on a 
tablet device, using a headset to hear 
what the screen reader is saying.

Sanctuary and 
Chancel Access 
Establishing full access to the sanc-
tuary takes careful thought and plan-
ning. Chicago Temple First UMC 
faced signifi cant obstacles, having a 
sloping fl oor and a high chancel plat-
form. The congregation solved this 
problem by raising the sanctuary fl oor 
and building a side ramp for chan-
cel access. The church added pew 
cuts in four different places, giving 

congregants in wheelchairs a choice 
of seating locations. At each cut-out 
area, the ends of two pews were cut, 
rather than just one, so that a person 
using a power wheelchair could enter 
the space and then turn to face for-
ward. Making sure that people who 
remain seated can see the pulpit is 
a factor in deciding where to install 
pew cuts. If space is limited, chairs 
with armrests can be set in these 
open sections and removed by the 
ushers when wheelchair access is 
needed. In the Chicago remodel, 
sanctuary lighting was increased 500 
percent and a new sound system 
was installed.

If the chancel is not accessible and 
a pastor or liturgist who happens to 

use a mobility device cannot lead in 
worship, the church is technically not 
barrier-free. Some congregations get 
around this barrier by moving the lec-
tern and worship leaders to the fl oor of 
the sanctuary. Other churches lack the 
space to build a ramp to the chancel 
and have opted to install a vertical plat-
form lift instead. Rose City Park UMC 
in Portland, Oregon, and Shepherd 
of the Hills UMC in Laguna Niguel, 
California, are among churches that 
have installed lifts so that people who 
cannot negotiate stairs can still par-
ticipate in praise teams, choir, and all 
other parts of worship leadership.

 
Restroom and 
Fellowship Access
Restroom access is mandatory—
preferably in locations close to the 
sanctuary and fellowship hall. Many 
churches, such as University Park in 
Denver, opt to add a family or com-
panion unisex bathroom that meets 
ADA code and allows room for a per-
son in a power wheelchair to turn 
around. The separate room makes 
it possible for a person needing as-
sistance from a caregiver of the op-
posite sex to do so without embar-
rassment. Accessible stalls in larger, 
multi-stall restrooms are still needed 
for persons using walkers, recov-
ering from surgery, or using small-
er manual wheelchairs. On larger 
church campuses, more than one 
accessible restroom is necessary so 
that people with limited walking tol-
erance can fi nd one nearby.

As United Methodists, we value 
our potlucks and coffee hours 
as times of fellowship, enabling 
us to get better acquainted. This 
space, too, must be accessible to 
all. Arrange tables so that there is 
enough room—at least 36 inches—
for a person using a wheelchair to 
get through. Have a variety of chairs, 
including a few with armrests, for 

POVERTY AND DISABILITY IN THE UNITED STATES
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people who have a hard time rising 
from low chairs. Have at least one 
open table or counter work surface 
in the kitchen where workers can sit 
to help out. 

Food selection is more welcom-
ing if people on restricted diets can 
find something they are allowed 
to eat. Manito UMC in Spokane, 
Washington, has worked to inten-
tionally offer a variety of treats and 
has developed a labeling program so 
that members know which foods fit 
their diets. Be alert to the presence 
of members with potentially life-
threatening reactions to foods such 
as peanuts, and educate members to 
leave those foods at home.

Fellowship can take place beyond 
the building as well as inside. If some 
fellowship events happen outdoors, 
make sure that your sidewalks and 
other landscaping features are ac-
cessible. When planning retreats 
or outings, research to ensure that 
the facilities can be used by mem-
bers with mobility restrictions. Small 
groups or committees that meet in 
members’ homes should select resi-
dences that are at least “visitable.” In 

such houses a person can access the 
meeting space and use a restroom 
without having to negotiate steps.

Becoming Barrier-Free
So how does a church decide to be-
come more accessible? The Inclusive 
Ministries committee of Rose City 
Park UMC in Portland, Oregon, de-
veloped an access matrix. It was 
based on input from many people 
who looked at their building and 
their practices to see how welcom-
ing they were. These people toured 
their facility multiple times, looking 
at it from different angles and points 
of view. One result was the installa-
tion of the platform lift for chancel ac-
cess. The committee also holds an-
nual disability-awareness classes. To 
meet other needs, the congregation 
partners with “Ride Connection” to 
offer weekly transportation to and 
from church, using a van owned by 
an agency that does not need it on 
Sundays.

The Disabilities Connections 
team at Morningside UMC in Salem, 
Oregon, partners with the trustees, 
who see their job as making building 

improvements for everyone’s 
benefit. When someone 
points out a problem—such 
as replacing hard-to-manipu-
late restroom doorknobs with 
lever handles and remov-
ing automatic door closers 
that do not meet ADA guide-
lines—the team and trustees 
take action as soon as possi-
ble. One member who uses 
a wheelchair commented ap-
provingly that, after her first 
visit, pew cuts were complet-
ed during the week and ready 

by the following Sunday. Accessibility 
improvements are not voted on be-
cause they are not considered op-
tional. Instead, they are prioritized and 
accomplished as soon as plans and 
funding can be arranged.

The Disability Ministries Committee 
of The United Methodist Church offers 
resources and consultations to move 
congregations forward in their goal of 
hospitality for all. If your congregation 
wants to be more actively engaged, 
contact us at UMDisability@gmail.
com about forming a partner minis-
try and reaching out to churches in 
your area to help them with the pro-
cess. Together we can bring about 
the day when the doors of The United 
Methodist Church are open to and 
welcoming of persons of all abilities.

Lynn Swedberg serves as the Disability 

Consultant for the DisAbility Ministries 

Committee of The United Methodist 

Church through Global Ministries/ 

UMCOR Health. She is an occupational 

therapist in private practice with a pas-

sion for church accessibility and inclu-

sion. Lynn lives in Spokane, Washington, 

and is a member of Manito UMC.

Adapted in part from articles in The 
Voice of the United Methodist Disability 
Connection, Vol. 2, No. 1, and Vol. 2, 

No. 6.

The Disability Kiosk at University Park UMC in Denver, 
Colorado. Featured are large-print bulletins and 
hymnals, and devices to aid reading and hearing. 
PHOTO: LYNN SWEDBERG
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I
t was such an exciting time in my life. My husband, the Rev. Dr. Earl 
Bledsoe, was senior pastor at a church on the north side of Houston. I 
had just landed a career-center job at a college in the same community. 
There, I helped students to fi nd employment and to transition from wel-

fare to college enrollment. In addition, the district superintendent had asked 
me if I’d like to be appointed to a church in our community as a local pastor. I 
had already enrolled in Perkins School of Theology to start the process of be-
coming an elder in The United Methodist Church. Our youngest child was in 
junior high, and her school was also in that particular community. Everything 
was working out so well.

And then the headaches started, becoming very intense. I saw doctors and 
went to the hospital several times, but no one could determine why my pain 
kept increasing. I prayed: “Lord, show me what I need to do—I will trust you 
in this.” 

To make a long story short, after about four weeks of extreme pain, day and 
night, I woke up in the hospital’s Intensive Care Unit.

All of my hair had been cut off and there were stitches across my head. I 
knew I was in terrible trouble. So I said to the Lord again, “I trust you,” and 
went to sleep. When I woke up, I told the doctor that I was unable to see, 
which surprised him.

The hospital started a barrage of tests. The headaches were caused 
by an infection within the cavernous sinus that had apparently stopped 

the fl ow of blood through my optic 
nerves. The only thing I could see 
was light and changing colors. Little 
did I know that I faced a journey 
that would take me beyond vision. 
I would see, hear, and feel things 
as never before, even when I had 
my sight.

Held in Prayer
A few days after I woke up, my hus-
band informed me that, during my 
surgery, people from the church 
waited in the lounge—some on their 
knees, praying. They did not get up 
until I was rolled out of surgery six 
hours later. That gave me a lot of 
encouragement. Every time I think 
about what they did, I thank God for 
each and every one of them.

 Many of the pastors in our con-
ference also visited the hospital and 

 Trust in God 
  and Walk Through 
     the Fear



prayed. One by one, people from our 
church sat in the chair next to my 
bed and held my hand. They didn’t 
say anything. They just prayed. This 
made me see the church—the love 
and concern of the people—in a 
whole new light. I am grateful for the 
support of my husband and family 
and for the support received by my 
family from the whole church during 
my time of coping and transition.

Reality Sets In
In the hospital, I felt safe and secure, 
but I knew that, eventually, I would 
have to go home. And I knew in my 
heart that people would probably 
treat me differently. I thought that 
my being a social worker would buf-
fer me from a lot of letdowns and dis-
appointments, and I was prepared, I 
thought, to hit this challenge head-on 
and deal with it.

After I’d been discharged from 
the hospital, when my husband 
walked me through the doors of our 
house, I went straight to the sofa 
and sat down. He said: “What do 
you want to do?” I said: “Absolutely 
nothing, because I’m going to sit 
here until the rapture comes. I 
will not move from this sofa.” He 
laughed and walked off, leaving me 
to continue my conversation with 
God—a conversation that eventually 
gave me the courage and strength 
to deal with being blind.

I knew Easter was coming, and 
I needed to prepare myself. This 
was going to be my fi rst time out in 
a crowd. I knew that, if I let my fear 
overtake me, I would never leave my 
house again. I had to push myself 
out, walking into the fear. One of our 
church members offered to pick me 
up, but I cried getting into her car. 
“Don’t panic,” I said. “Crying is just 
part of my overcoming fear.” She said 
that she understood.

When she walked me into the 
church, church members swarmed 
around me and hugged me, tell-
ing me how glad they were to see 
me. This was frightening and over-
whelming, but I didn’t let them see 
how I felt. As I sat down on the pew, 
it really dawned on me—I cannot 
see anything anymore.

Yet I could feel the presence of 
God, Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and 
the angels. I could feel the love 
and concern of the people. I didn’t 
have to see them to know that they 
were there and were very support-
ive. It was delightful. I didn’t feel 
others’ concern when I had sight. 
Sometimes, when looking at peo-
ple’s faces or the way they carry 
themselves, you pass judgment 
on how they are feeling. But when 
you don’t see any of that, and you 
just feel their presence, you sense 
something deeper.
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Leslie Bledsoe gives a keynote address at the Disabilities Ministry Symposium, North Texas 
Conference, 2009.
PHOTO: COURTESY DEAF, LATE DEAF, AND HARD OF HEARING MINISTRIES (DHM) OF THE UMC.
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I was invited to return to Bible study, and I did. Often, when I walk into a 
room, all the people get up and try to tell me where to go. They get me a chair 
or pull on my arm. I have to explain to people that I know the room, and that 
I can get around. They just have to give me a minute. I know I look like a big, 
slow-moving turtle, but I walk slowly for security, to avoid bumping into things. 
Actually, I have to walk into stuff and touch it to know what room I’m in. But 
when I start touching things, everyone asks: “What are you looking for?”

I’m not looking, I’m just feeling, because that’s the way I see now. We all 
had to get used to that. By listening to people’s voices I can tell where they’re 
standing. I can hear if someone is tense or upset, which really surprised me. 
We ignore so much about one another. But when you are blind, you sense 
such things.

The Rev. Kenny Dickson greets Denise Johnson Stovall and Leslie Bledsoe at the North Texas 
Disabilities Ministry Symposium, 2009.  PHOTO: COURTESY DHM

Stepping Into the World
When my husband was appointed by 
the bishop to be district superinten-
dent of the Bryan/College Station of 
the Texas area, we had to move away 
from the familiar, which was anoth-
er challenge for me. But that move 
also gave me a chance to meet and 
interact with people on another level. 
When my husband visited the church-
es in the district, I accompanied him.

People in some of the churches 
would come up and ask: “Do you 
need anything? Do you want any-
thing?” I’d say: “No, I just want to 
chat with people and get to know 
you and your ministries.” Then they 
would walk away instead of telling 
me about the church!

Until that experience, I never re-
alized that every church has its own 
personality. In some churches, I 
could talk with people; but in oth-
ers, people would not approach me 
at all. Some would lead me around, 
and some would just let me roam. In 
other churches, I was overwhelmed 
when people decided that I needed 
help. “Please don’t pull!” I tell people. 
“Just tell me when you’re approach-
ing me.”

In time, this fl ood of fear, anxiety, 
and disconnected feelings subsided.  
Reading the Scriptures every day, talk-
ing to God, sitting for long periods of 
time and listening for God—all these 
practices worked to get me through 
my negative emotions.

Called to Serve
Soon, I was ready to assist in minis-
try. At each church I visited, I would 
leave word with different people 
and the pastor that I was available to 
serve. I asked them to call me. When 
churches did not call, I felt frustrated, 
because I was ready to get back into 
the world and I wanted to serve God.

Then, one evening, some pastors 
from the district were meeting at our 

BLINDNESS AND VISUAL IMPAIRMENT 

More than 161 MILLION people 
worldwide

 
are visually impaired; among them, 124 MILLION  have low vision and 37 MILLION 

are blind. 

153 MILLION  people suffer from visual impairment 
because of uncorrected refractive errors (nearsightedness, 
far-sightedness or astigmatism). Virtually all these people could be 
restored to normal vision with eyeglasses or contact lenses. Except in 
the most developed countries, cataracts remain the leading cause of 
blindness. Cataract surgery is one of the most cost-effective treatments 
that could be offered in developing countries. It can allow people to 
increase their economic productivity by up to 1500% of the cost 
of the surgery during the first post-operative year.

Up to 75% of all blindness in adults is avoidable through 
prevention or treatment.

Source: World Health Organization, “Blindness and Visual Impairment Fact File,” 2006.
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house. As I emerged from the bed-
room, one of the pastors jumped 
up to assist me. I heard my hus-
band whisper to him: “Just leave her 
alone. She knows what she’s doing.” 
So he just sat down and watched 
me. Then, after a while, as I was 
serving the guests, that pastor asked 
me: “Leslie, what is your story?” 
After we talked for a while, he said: 
“Would you come on Sunday morn-
ing and preach a sermon, telling my 
congregation what you just told me?”

That opened up a door for me and I 
received more invitations to come and 
teach or preach. But even that wasn’t 

enough for me. I was used to doing 
hands-on work. In the end, I asked 
that same pastor about becoming in-
volved with the youth. As a result, I 
taught a confirmation class, and an-
other door opened. I got on my knees 
every morning and said: “Thank you, 
Lord. I’m being used again!”

I wanted to follow God’s call, so 
I started on my journey by minister-
ing to the young people—and ended 
up getting involved with camp again. 
Talk about a scary experience—but 
camp was also a great adventure be-
cause my fear was gone. With no 
fear, you can accomplish anything. I 

knew God had a plan for me and was 
in charge of my life.

I can see now why God tells 
us in Scripture to live one day at a 
time—not worrying or being anxious. 
Trusting in God, we can live each day 
to the fullest.

Leslie Bledsoe is a member of the North-

west Texas and New Mexico conferences. 

Her husband, Bishop Earl Bledsoe, cur-

rently serves as the episcopal leader of the 

Northwest Texas-New Mexico Episcopal 

Area. Leslie Bledsoe has visited a number 

of different countries and has taken part 

in Volunteer-in-Mission trips.

T here are many amazing things 
you can do when one sense 

stops working. The biggest hin-
drance in accomplishing tasks is 
often other people. They don’t un-
derstand. They think you are going 
to hurt yourself. 

Try to realize that you don’t want 
to make people with disabilities 
codependent. Instead, you want all 
people to grow and flourish and ful-
fill God’s plan for their lives. Here 
are some of my suggestions for 
helping.

LESLIE BLEDSOE’S SUGG ESTIONS FO R HELPFUL PEOPLE

•  Use your voice. Ask questions. Don’t simply pull on the arm of someone who can’t 
see without saying who you are and where you are leading the person. Being 
grabbed can be a very scary experience for a blind person.

•  You can lead a person without sight to the bathroom, particularly in an unfamiliar 
setting, but don’t stay once he or she has found the stall. 

•  Don’t try to rush in and take over a task that a person with a disability is trying to ac-
complish, especially without asking. Wait, sit back, and allow the person to work.

•  Do seek information about the different types of new technology for people with 
disabilities. Many kinds of devices can make life easier. State and other government 
agencies may be able to assist people with disabilities by providing training, servic-
es, or assistive devices.

•  If a person is using a device, assume that she knows what she’s doing. I use a 
cell-phone scanner to scan written materials, which the program reads out loud. 
On a few occasions, someone suddenly snatched the paper out of my hands and 
told me I was scanning upside down (which doesn’t matter in the scanning). 

•  Always ask if your assistance is needed. Specify what you can do. A person 
with a disability knows what is needed. Generally, it just takes a few seconds for 
someone to teach you how to assist, if that’s what you want to do.

•  Offer transportation if you are able to provide it. Lack of transportation is one of 
the more difficult obstacles for people with disabilities to overcome.

Leslie Bledsoe demonstrates how to use a 
Scanning and Reading Appliance to read a book.
PHOTO: COURTESY THE NORTH TEXAS CONFERENCE
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Ministry with Deaf, Late-Deafened, 

Hard of Hearing, and Deaf-Blind People

Advance #982562 (GENERAL)

Developing leaders, worship areas, and 
mission with, for, and by the deaf and 
deafened. US and Global
Partner: United Methodist Committee on 
Deaf and Hard of Hearing Ministries 
http://www.umcdhm.org/

Disability Ministry

Advance #3021054 (UNITED STATES)

Providing resources and funding to develop 
ministries that include and empower 
persons with disabilities and their families in 
the United States.
Partner: DisAbility Ministries Committee of 
The United Methodist Church
www.umdisabilityministries.org

Personal Energy Transportation (PET) 

Mobility Device

Advance #982665 (GENERAL)

Restoring mobility and independence to 
people with mobility disabilities
Partner: Missouri Annual Conference, 
UMC
http://www.giftofmobility.org 

Assistance for Deaf Ministry 

Implementation in North Katanga

Advance #3021639 (DR CONGO)

Educating and caring for deaf children in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (also works 
with adults and offers outreach, vocational 
development, training).
Partner: North Katanga Annual Conference, 
UMC, DR Congo
http://www.northkatangaumc.org

Hope For The Deaf Skills Training 

Program

Advance #14365A (LIBERIA)

Creating opportunities for education and 
skills training for hearing-impaired and Deaf 
people in Liberia.
Partner: Liberia Annual Conference of the 
UMC 
http://www.liberiaunitedmethodistchurch.org/

Disability Empowerment Through 

Integrated Activities

Advance #3021420 (KENYA)

Improving the lives of persons with 
disabilities through social programs and 
education in Kenya.
Partner: the Disability Program of the 
Methodist Church in Kenya
http://www.methodistchurchkenya.org

ADVANCE PROJECTS
Supporting People Who Are Deaf or Who Have Disabilities

A number of projects that receive support through The Advance serve people with disabilities around the world.

How Deaf 
Teachers Came to 
Teach Chinese Sign 
Language in China
Advance # 3021604

by Anan Wu

An Amity teacher works with Deaf children 
to teach sign language in China.

PHOTO: COURTESY AMITY FOUNDATION, CHINA

Before the Amity Foundation’s 

project to promote it, sign lan-
guage was not typically  taught by 
Deaf persons in China, nor had it 
ever been used in China’s universi-
ties. Professor Zhang Ningsheng, an 
expert on Deaf education in China, 
called this project “a big milestone in 
the history of Deaf education!”

Few people in China understand 
Deaf people and their culture, and 
the Deaf in China are looked upon 
as a vulnerable group. Without ac-
cess to sign language courses, hear-
ing people have no way to commu-
nicate with Deaf people there. For 
more than 10 years, Amity has been 
working with children and adults 
who have hearing impairments, but 
until recently, university students 
have lacked access to this means 
of communication. With more re-
sponsive cooperation among uni-
versities in providing sign language 
courses, the Deaf are beginning to 
have equal opportunities to work 

and study on a university level. Over 
time, this should help to bring Deaf 
Culture to mainstream society.

 In 1996, Amity started its fi rst bi-
lingual Deaf education projects in 
Nanjing to introduce Chinese Sign 
Language (CSL) in Deaf education. 
Now CSL is used in the classroom 
as a means of teaching and com-
munication. The Amity project’s pur-
pose was to improve the quality of 
Deaf education, thereby benefi tting 
Deaf children in China. Since 2004, 
Foundation Signo of Norway has 
joined hands with Amity in this effort.

Amity also piloted an experimen-
tal program on its own, and this 
model has proved to be an effi cient 
and meaningful way forward. With 
professional support and active ad-
vocacy from Amity, the project will 
hire three experienced Deaf teach-
ers to go to four famous universi-
ties in Nanjing, Jiangsu Province, to 
offer a Basic Sign Language course 
as an elective to nearly 450 university 
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Community Integrated AIDS Time-

Initiative, Maua Methodist Hospital

Advance #140160 (KENYA)

Providing family planning and health 
outreach for people with HIV/AIDS, malaria, 
and disabilities in Kenya. 
Partner: Maua Methodist Hospital
http://www.mckmauahospital.org/

The Experimental Project of Promoting 

Deaf Teacher Teaching Chinese Sign 

Language in University

Advance #3021604 (CHINA)

This project seeks to teach Chinese sign 
language to deaf persons using Deaf 
teachers and offers sign language training 
in universities for the first time in China, 
increasing number of persons who can 
teach Deaf students.

Partner: Amity Foundation, China
http://www.amityfoundation.org.cn

Amity Resource Center for Children and 

Youth with Mental Illness

Advance #3021590 (CHINA)

Amity Resource Center promotes social 
inclusion for Chinese children with mental 
illness, which helps to improve their quality 
of life. Amity also works with parents, 
trains teachers, gives community disability 
awareness training and works to include 
children with autism and other disabilities in 
the program.
Partner: Amity Foundation, China
http://www.amity.org.cn

Community-Based Health and 

Development in Afghanistan

Advance #3020522 (AFGHANISTAN)

Building capacity and providing training 
in health, rehabilitation, and community 
development in Afghanistan in an ambitious 
and comprehensive disability program. 
Partner: General Board of Global Ministries

Reintegration of Women with  

Mental Illness

 Advance #3021936 (NEPAL)

Restoring the dignity of abandoned 
mentally-ill women and reintegrating them 
into their families and society in Nepal.
Partner: KOSHISH

Anna Tillou Cottage for Mentally 

Challenged Women’s Gardening

Advance #3021563 (INDIA)

Providing gardening training to mentally 
challenged women in India.
Partner: The Methodist Church in 
India, South India and Madras Regional 
Conferences
http://www.opportunityschoolchennai.com

Fundación Crescendo

Advance #14056A (CHILE)

Providing quality residential and community 
services, such as small group homes, and 
support for daycare programs, for adults 
with disabilities in Chile.
Partner: Crescendo
http://www.crescendo.cl

John Wesley School for Persons with 

Disabilities 

Advance #12035A (CHILE)

Providing support, education, and skills-
training for disabled children in Chile.
Partner: Methodist Church in Chile
http://www.colegiojuanwesley.cl

Services for Children with Disabilities

Advance #410215 (DOMINICAN REPUBLIC)

A large community-based program offering 
health services, rehabilitation and vocational 
training to children with disabilities in the 
Dominican Republic
Partner: Dominican Evangelical Church and 
International Child Care
http://www.internationalchildcare.org

Restoring Dignity to Handicapped 

Teenagers and Young People 

Advance #3021601 (URUGUAY)

Restoring dignity and training handicapped 
teenagers and young people from low 
income households.
Partner: The Methodist Church in Uruguary 
and the Institute of Goodwill
http://www.ibuenavoluntad.org.uy/3.html

Jerusalem Princess Basma Center for 

Disabled Children

Advance #14238A (PALESTINE/ISRAEL)

 Acting as a national referral and resource 
center and a rehabilitation and educational 
facility for Palestinians in the West Bank 
and East Jerusalem.
Partner: Anglican-Episcopal Church, East 
Jerusalem
 http://www.basma-centre.org

Camp for Handicapped Children 

Advance #3020471 (RUSSIA)

Providing physically disabled children with 
the equipment necessary to share more 
fully community life through camping 
experiences.
Partner: The Eurasia Central Conference

students. So far, the program 
has been approved by Nanjing 
University, Nanjing Normal 
University, Nanjing University 
of Science and Technology, and 
China Pharmaceutical University. 
In time, Amity plans to offer this 
project to universities beyond 
Nanjing in order to help eliminate 
discrimination and to advocate 
for social inclusion and equality 
for Deaf people.

Anan Wu is director of the  

Social Welfare Division of the  

Amity Foundation, an indepen-

dent Chinese voluntary organiza-

tion created in 1985 by Chinese 

Christians to promote education, 

social service, health, commu-

nity development, and civil soci-

ety. The Amity Foundation is one  

of the earliest established grass-

roots NGOs in China, following 

China’s policy of opening-up to the 

outside world.



OPENING DOORS TO 
FULL PARTICIPATION

RESOURCES FOR 
DISABILITY MINISTRIES

Is your congregation ready to consider a full-access church? 

Do you have a feeling that the reason you don’t see many people 

with disabilities among your members is because your church 

presents walls rather than doors to full access? Read on, intrepid 

movers and shakers. United Methodists have many resources—

online sites, print, and people—to help congregations on their 

way to creating a more inclusive body of Christ.
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UNITED METHODIST RESOURCES
DisAbility Ministries Committee 

of The United Methodist Church

http://www.umdisabilityministries.org

This is a general interactive site for 
United Methodists seeking information, 
assistance, and helpful ideas on reaching 
out to people with disabilities. Most of 

the other resource links on this page can be found on this 
one site. Email: umdisability@gmail.com

The VOICE of the United Methodist Disability 

Connection (free newsletter)

Published by the DisAbility Ministries Committee of The 
United Methodist Church
http://www.umdisabilityministries.org/join.html#news

Sign up for the mailing list or check out past issues in the 
archive section.

Disability Awareness Sunday Resources

http://www.umdisabilityministries.org/dasunday/base.html

Every congregation should be celebrating an annual Disability 
Awareness Sunday. This site offers all kinds of ideas and 
examples of ways to incorporate disability awareness into a 
special service.

Accessibility Audits

http://www.umdisabilityministries.org/access/audit.html

Have you tried to see your church facility through the 
eyes of someone who depends on a wheelchair, cane, or 
guide dog for mobility? Have you ever attended a worship 
service celebrated in a language you could not understand? 
Resources for auditing your church are easily available, 
and resource people from the national committee or your 
conference offi ce will be happy to talk with you about audits.

Resources
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MINISTRIES WITH THE DEAF 
AND HARD OF HEARING
United Methodist Committee on 

Deaf and Hard 

of Hearing Ministries

http://www.umcdhm.org

You can contact the committee 
through email: 
umdeaf@gmail.com

United Methodist Congress of the Deaf (caucus)

http://www.umcd.org

Breaking the Sound Barrier in Your Church 

by Robert Walker

http://www.umcd.org/Publications.htm 

Deaf Ministry: Make a Joyful Silence 

by Peggy A. Johnson and Robert Walker 

(2007)

http://www.amazon.com/

Deaf-Ministry-Make-Joyful-Silence/dp/141966400X

Hymns for Signing — American Sign Language (1995)
A translation of the United Methodist Hymnal into ASL-gloss.
http://www.cokesbury.com/forms/ProductDetail.aspx?pid=445749

The Faith We Sing: American Sign Language 

Edition (2004) 

http://www.abingdonpress.com/product/9780687066810#.

UyNBt_ldV8E

CLERGY ASSOCIATION
United Methodist Association of Ministers 

with Disabilities (caucus)

http://www.umdisabledministers.org/

An association for clergy with disabilities. Contact by email: 
umamwd@gmail.com

This association has also published a book by 
clergy with disabilities:
Speaking Out: Gifts of Ministering 

Undeterred by Disability, 

Robert L. Walker, Ed.

http://www.umdisabledministers.org/231.html

MISSION STUDY RESOURCES
Order the book for the Mission u study:
Disability and the Church: Awareness, 

Accessibility, and Advocacy 

by Peggy A. Johnson

http://www.umwmissionresources.org

Also available: Disability and the Church: 

Leaders Guide by Lynn Swedberg; Disabilities 

and Our Response: A Study for Youth by Beth 

Miller; Welcoming Persons with Disabilities into 

Our Lives: A Study for Children by Beth Miller

CERTIFICATION IN MINISTRY
Certifi cation Program: Ministry with Persons 

with Disabilities

General Board of Higher Education and Ministry
http://www.gbhem.org/article/

new-certifi cation-ministry-people-disabilities

United Theological Seminary 

UMC Professional Certifi cation Program

Ministry with People with Disabilities: Disability Awareness—
Course covers the nature of disabilities through the lifespan. 
It includes the history of disability, theories, laws, policies, 
attitudes, and resources.
http://www.united.edu/UMC-Certifi cation-Program/

UMC-Professional-Certifi cation-Program/

menu-id-439.html 

ECUMENICAL RESOURCES
Ecumenical Disability Advocates Network 

of the World Council of Churches

http://www.edan-wcc.org/

A Church of All and for All (statement of theology)

https://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do/

people-with-disabilities-edan

Congregational Accessibility Network — is taking over 
the role of the disbanded National Council of Churches 
Committee on Disability
http://www.accessibilitynetwork.net/

Pathways to Promise: Ministry and Mental Illness

http://www.pathways2promise.org/

Mental Health Ministries

http://www.mentalhealthministries.net/
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Promoting Disability Awareness at 
Your Annual Conference Session

by Lynn Swedberg

Why Disability Awareness?
Why should one annual conference 
session have a theme centered on 
disability awareness? Many different 
reasons come to mind. First and fore-
most, the New Testament teaches us 
the importance that Jesus placed on 
ministry to and with people who have 
disabilities. In the United States, at 
least one in five persons has a disabil-
ity. Worldwide, the number of people 
with disabilities is rapidly increasing 
as a result of aging, natural disasters, 
and war.

A recommendation adopted at General Conference 2012 by 
a vote of 870 to 33 reads as follows: 

“Each Conference shall designate that at least one Annual 
Conference session during the 2013-2016 quadrennium will have a 
theme centered on Disability Awareness to set an example for each 
District and Local Church. Resources and guidance are available  
from the Committee on Disability Ministries and UMCOR Health.” 
(Petition 20472)

Since this recommendation is not found in The Book of Resolutions 
of The United Methodist Church 2012, you may not have heard about 
it before. Yet there is still plenty of time to implement it. This article 
will provide the answers and tools that you’ll need to proceed.

Members of the Disability Project present 
elements for communion during opening worship 
of the 2010 United Methodist Women’s Assembly 
in St. Louis, Missouri.
PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY
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Item 3302 in The Book of 
Resolutions calls for leading “the 
local churches in attitudinal change, 
to the end that the people called 
United Methodists are sensitized 
to the gifts, needs, and interests of 
people with disabilities, including 
their families.”

The United Methodist Church has 
promoted itself as a church of “Open 
Hearts, Open Minds, Open Doors.” 
Its doors need to be fully open to 
all who want to enter. Local United 
Methodist churches and districts 
also look to their annual conference 
for guidance. Thus congregations will 
be more likely to celebrate Disability 
Awareness Sunday if they have seen 
how such a celebration is done.

Defi ning a Theme 
By using the word theme, the 
Disability Committee sought to give 
each annual conference fl exibility in 
planning its response. While using 
disability as an overall conference 
theme would be ideal, selecting one 
worship service, workshop, presen-
tation, or other single event is more 
likely. What is most important is help-
ing the annual conference attendees 
understand what it means to have full 
inclusion of people with disabilities in 
all aspects of church life.

One possibility would be to link 
disability with one or more of the de-
nomination’s four areas of focus. For 
example, including people with dis-
abilities on annual conference plan-
ning teams would provide them 
with active leadership training. A 
church that offers a new style of fam-
ily-friendly worship where no one is 
“shushed” could model this format 
to help other churches learn ways to 
create new places for new people. Or 
a conference session could highlight 
the link between disability and pover-
ty by designing an outreach project, 
such as building a fully accessible 

Habitat for Humanity home. A fundraising campaign might also help alleviate 
preventable blindness and hearing loss in developing countries. 

Raising Awareness 
Here are some ways to raise your conference’s awareness of the needs of 
persons with disabilities. The following suggestions can also help local church-
es plan disability-awareness events. 

Add to the usual team that plans annual conference sessions by including 
persons living with a disability and others who have a passion for inclusive-
ness. Start by asking members of your conference Committee on Disability 
Concerns to suggest team participants.

Discern the level of disability awareness present in your annual conference. 
If a survey is needed, you may use questions selected from the surveys at the 
following website: http://www.da-edomi.org/con-survey.html  

Based on accessibility audits of churches in your conference, determine 
what percentage of church buildings meet basic accessibility standards. This 
will help you determine whether further training or other resources are need-
ed. An Annual Accessibility Audit form is available at this site: http://www.

umdisabilityministries.org/access/audit.html

Ensure that your con-
ference meetings are held 
in a physically accessi-
ble venue where hearing 
and visual needs are also 
accommodated. The fol-
lowing website provides a 
checklist to help with site 
planning: http://www.

umdisabilityministries.org/

download/session.pdf.
 Invite persons with dis-

abilities to take leadership 
roles in your event. Find 
ways that these partici-
pants can share their gifts, 
strengths, and stories.

Planning a Worship Service
In planning a conference-wide Disability Awareness worship service, employ 
a liturgy that local churches could adapt. As a starting point, you may use the re-
sources found at http://www.umdisabilityministries.org/dasunday/base.

html but also be creative and develop elements unique to your conference.
For example, invite people with disabilities to preach, serve as liturgists, col-

lect the offering, and serve in other active roles. You might also invite participa-
tion by any local performing groups that include persons with disabilities, such 
as choirs, drama groups, or liturgical dance troupes.

Select your service hymns carefully, looking closely at the wording of the lyr-
ics to avoid songs that associate disability with sinfulness. To get you started, 
the Disability Committee website has a list of appropriate hymns and songs: 
http://www.umdisabilityministries.org/dasunday/dahymn.html.

                    AUTISM
As of 2012, one in 50 kids in the United States 
between the ages of 6 and 17 has some form 
of autism, compared with one in 88 only 
five years earlier, according to the US Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention. 

Source: “One in 50 School-Aged Children in US Has Autism,” CDC,
20 March 2013, Healthfinder.gov. 
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Include a litany, such as those found at http://www.uccdm.org/

access-sunday/. After checking United Methodist sites, extend your search 
to other denominations. Some have excellent resources. You might also incor-
porate a video in which individuals tell personal stories—drawing not only on 
positive experiences, such as fi nding a welcoming church home, but also on 
diffi cult ones, such as the plight of a family repeatedly asked not to bring a child 
with autism to church. Find a good storyteller to do a dramatic reading of a story 
of acceptance and inclusion.

Highlight historic contributions by persons with disabilities. One church se-
lected hymns and other music by composers with disabilities—such as Fanny 
Crosby, who was legally blind—to use during their Disability Awareness service.

Considering Alternatives
Consider an “Accessibility and Inclusion Fair” to showcase technology, service 
providers, and resources that could help churches become more accessible.  
You might include vendors who provide platform lifts, accessible playground 
structures, or assistive listening devices. Also consider organizations such as 
local chapters of the Hearing Loss Organization, National Federation of the Blind, 
National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI), and the Special Olympics.

Put statistics about the prev-
alence of various disabilities in 
chart form. You might compile 
census statistics by Zip Codes 
in your conference to highlight 
the number of people with 
disabilities in local neighbor-
hoods—people who might wel-
come a home visit and an invita-
tion to church.

The Rev. Debbie Hills, who 
chairs the Disability Concerns 
Committee of the Western 
Pennsylvania Conference, de-
scribes a host of activities un-
dertaken at her conference’s 
sessions. “We generally get 
fi ve minutes at the podium,” 
she reports, “to present what-

ever we choose. We’ve created great videos on awareness activities. We also 
have a booth in the exposition area highlighting ongoing disability-related annual 
conference projects and programs. There, we display resources—some down-
loaded from the United Methodist DisAbility site. In addition, we help staff the 
registration desk to assist people with disability concerns. We’ve been actively 
working with the conference sessions team to try to eliminate problems previ-
ously identifi ed.

“At last year’s conference,” she continues, “we used golf carts to help peo-
ple with mobility diffi culties move around the conference campus. We also 
sponsored T-shirts for sale bearing slogans that can serve as conversation
starters. We provided free T-shirts to our committee members and to people 
working as pages during the conference. Our most popular shirt—with the 

The Missouri Conference Regional Disability Awareness 
worship held at Manchester UMC, Manchester, Missouri. 

PHOTO: COURTESY RUSSELL EWELL

slogan ‘Who do you see...? Who does 
God see...?’—was introduced with a 
slide presentation about appearances 
and assumptions.

“Committee members posted 
signs on bathroom mirrors and exit 
doors,” Hills notes, “to keep attend-
ees focused on our theme. Western 
Pennsylvania also has a Disability 
Awareness Sunday on a confer-
ence-wide basis.” See http://www.

wpaumc.org/eventdetail/75487.
The Missouri Conference held a 

regional Disability Awareness wor-
ship service that can be viewed 
as a video, available at the fol-
lowing website: http://www.

umdisab i l i tymin is t r ies .org/

dasunday/servicest l11.html . 
Planned under the guidance of the 
Rev. Russell Ewell, a member of the 
Disability Ministries Committee, this 
service could easily be replicated 
during an annual conference session. 

Providing a Voice
Keep moving forward with plans to 
help raise awareness of the gifts and 
concerns of people with disabilities. 
Your awareness event should provide 
a voice to people in your conference 
who may not otherwise be heard. 
People with disabilities must take the 
lead in event planning and implemen-
tation. Be careful to eliminate any use 
of “us” and “them,”…as we are all 
one in Christ Jesus (Galatians 3:28b).

Lynn Swedberg, a registered and licensed 

occupational therapist, is Disability 

Consultant for the DisAbility Minis-

tries Committee of The United Method-

ist Church through Global Ministries/

UMCOR Health. She is a member of the 

Pacifi c Northwest Annual Conference’s 

Committee on the Full Participation of 

Persons Living with Disabilities and is 

known for actively reminding the confer-

ence to incorporate accessibility into all 

its activities.
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Over the last few years, the 
Northern Illinois Confer-
ence (NIC) has taken a new 

approach toward people with physi-
cal disabilities or mental challenges. 
In the past, a conference Committee 
on Disabilities was responsible for 
this mission area and planted a signif-
icant number of seeds for the minis-
try. In 2012, however, this group was 
renamed “Accessibility Ministries.” 
Currently, the entire mission of the 
group is helping churches make their 
ministries accessible to all. Com-
mittee members are available to re-
source churches in the conference 
that are considering renovations, 
new structures, or other building 
improvements.

To that end, ministry members 
have been assisting churches con-
ducting Accessibility Audits. They 
work with local trustees and pastors 
in determining how best to make 
churches more accessible. They also 
help develop funding sources for the 
various related projects. Most impor-
tantly, the team has been diligent-
ly fostering awareness within the 
Northern Illinois Conference of the 
many people with disabilities who 
currently attend our churches. Team 
members encourage local church-
es to reach out to persons who are 
not able to attend United Methodist 
churches because of the limitations 
of our buildings.

At the center of this work is a 
firm conviction that people with 

accessibility issues are also disciples 
of Jesus Christ. So our denominational 
idea of “Open Doors” should be literal 
and physical as well as metaphorical in 
order to welcome and include them.

Inclusion Awareness
At the NIC’s 2012 Annual Conference, 
legislation was passed creating the 
conference’s fi rst-ever Accessibility 
Awareness Sunday, celebrated on 
November 10, 2013.  Accessibility 
Awareness Sunday is continuing as 
an annual event.

On Saturday, November 8, 2014, 
the committee will host our first 
Accessibility Awareness Conference 
at Barrington United Methodist 
Church in Barrington, Illinois. This 
is an all-day event, with Lynn 

Swedberg—Disability Consultant 
for the DisAbility Ministries of The 
United Methodist Church—as key-
note speaker. There will be multiple 
breakout sessions on topics rang-
ing from how we make changes to 
how we pay for them. There will also 
be various vendors displaying prod-
ucts and services, along with non-
profi t organizations that serve peo-
ple with disabilities. The following 
day, Sunday November 9, will be the 
second celebration of Accessibility 
Awareness Sunday throughout the 
Northern Illinois Conference.

One soon-to-be-completed proj-
ect involves the ability of our con-
gregations to complete the church 
Accessibility Audit online. An on-
line format allows for the informa-
tion collected to be used by each 
local church, the district superinten-
dents, and the bishop. Besides pro-
viding easy access, an online digital 
record will allow us to track the prog-
ress made by each congregation, 
each district, and the conference as 
a whole. Our goal is to make all of 
our houses of worship, parsonages, 
and other church buildings truly ac-
cessible to all that choose to enter—
welcoming all God’s people into the 
community of faith.

Terry McDorman is a Certifi ed Lay 

Minister (CLM) in The United Method-

ist Church and Minister of Accessibil-

ity Ministries in the Northern Illinois 

Conference.

Universal Symbols of Accessibility: 
Provisions made for wheelchair, telephone/
typewriter TTY service, assistive listening 
systems, sign language, closed captioning, 
braille, limited sight ability, and a volume-
control telephone.
IMAGE: U.S. DEPARTMENT OF COMMERCE

Opening Doors for 
All God’s People

by Terry McDorman
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W
hile I have always 

believed that God 

answers prayer, until 

I started working in 

disability ministries, I never saw 

the many ways in which “God 

makes a way where there is no 

way.” I had never before stepped 

so far outside my comfort zone. 

The less sure I was about what to 

do, the more God stepped in and 

took over. I am very grateful for 

God’s guidance and care and am 

blessed beyond measure to have 

this opportunity to share 

my story with you.

Building a Conference Disability Task Force
by Sharon McCart

Members of the Cal-Pac DisAbility Ministries Task Force, the Rev. Fran Materra, 
with her daughter and granddaughter, and the Rev. Steve Poteete-Marshall. 
PHOTOS: COURTESY FRAN MATERRA AND SHARON MCCART

Beginnings
Along with all the other committees and task forces in the California-Pacifi c 
Annual Conference, the Disability Concerns Committee had been suspended for 
a year, starting in July 2011, while our leadership structure underwent a major 
change. At fi rst, I thought this was a permanent dissolution, not just a tempo-
rary suspension. So, by September 2011, I was eager to restart the committee 
in some form. After 10 years of teaching children with disabilities, I had entered 
seminary with the fi rm resolve of helping churches become more welcoming to 
children like my students. 

This is not a linear story. Many things happened at once or were interwo-
ven with other things. At times, weeks went by while I waited for inspiration, 
advice, or intervention to determine my next step. Here is what I’ve learned 
so far.

Finding Where to Start
The beginning of this work, like all of it, was initiated by God. While I was at 
a retreat, I had breakfast one morning with the Rev. Cynthia Abrams (of the 
General Board of Church and Society) and the Rev. Sandie Richards (co-chair 
of our conference’s new Justice and Compassion Essential Ministry Team, or 
JCEMT.) Restarting the Disability Committee was on my mind. During that ini-
tial conversation, I discovered that the Disability Committee would be posi-
tioned under the JCEMT and that I should begin by writing a proposal and send-
ing it to Sandie. Talking to someone serving in conference leadership is helpful 
in fi nding out where to start. In many conferences, the starting place would be 
the Church and Society committee or the Connectional Ministries offi ce.
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Be Creative
First, I wrote a proposal, putting 
time and heart into the task. I had 
never written such a document be-
fore. Still, fi lled with hope, I sent it 
to Sandie—only to learn that there 
was no budget to support the com-
mittee. After setting aside the whole 
plan for several weeks and pray-
ing about what to do next, I awoke 
one day with the answer: “Facebook 
is free!” Starting a Facebook group 
helped me to reach other people 
with a passion for this ministry and 
attracted the attention of other con-
ference leaders who were helpful in 
many ways. One recommended that 
I create a new Facebook page, mak-
ing it easy to fi nd in a search. (When 
using Facebook, consider search-
ability in choosing a name for your 
page. If you put your conference 
name fi rst, your committee will pop 
up whenever someone searches for 
any other conference group.)

Whenever you run into a roadblock, 
make a way where none currently ex-
ists. There is always a work-around! 
Creativity and fl exibility are required, 
but if God hasn’t given you these 
gifts, fi nd people who have them and 
ask them to serve on your team.

Gather Passionate People
There are many ways to fi nd like-
minded people. Maybe you already 
know a few. Maybe there is a church 
in your conference that is already 
doing disability ministry. If so, start 
there. If not, fi nd like-minded peo-
ple through word of mouth, district 
e-mails, Facebook, and meetings of 
United Methodist Women or United 
Methodist Men. Some people will 
stand out. Some will have gifts that 
you lack. Choose them. Try to fi nd 
people who have disabilities and a 
passion for ministry. Don’t choose 
anyone who doesn’t have a passion 
for the ministry.

I found the members of our task 
force in different ways. The Rev. Fran 
Materra and I were already friends 
when I began to gather people. The 
Rev. Lupita Alonso-Redondo was a 
friend from seminary and a member 
of the previous Disability Concerns 
Committee. The Rev. Steve Poteete-
Marshall and the Rev. Tom Reinhart-
Marean, members of our conference, 
were acquaintances from previous 
times and places. I met the Rev. Diane 
Mettam, Heather Kinkennon, Kathy 
Meier, and Nicole Aragon through my 
Facebook group and page and con-
nected with Dr. Peggy Gott, a lifelong 
United Methodist, after she contact-
ed the website of the then United 
Methodist Committee on Disability 
Ministries. The Rev. Erin McPhee and 
I had crossed paths several times and 
I knew about her passion and pres-
ence. Sharon Orth is a member of a 
church I helped with an Accessibility 
Audit last year. When I returned there 

Left to right: Naty Rico, a recipient of a power scooter 
that she uses to get around her university campus, 
advocating for better services for students who have 
disabilities and better pay for campus workers. Cal-Pac 
DisAbility Ministries Task Force members: Sharon 
Orth and the Rev. Lupita Alonso-Redondo.
PHOTOS: COURTESY SHARON MCCART
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to preach recently, she approached 
me about joining our task force.

There are 12 of us on the task 
force now. Ten of us have disabili-
ties, including lifelong and acquired 
disabilities, physical and neurologi-
cal disabilities, and mental health dis-
abilities. Two members of the task 
force have one or more children with 
a disability. One other member and 
I have experience in teaching chil-
dren with disabilities. We all have 
a passion for helping churches be-
come more accessible and welcom-
ing for people with disabilities. And 
we all have personal strengths. Fran 
is calm and wise. Lupita is energetic 
and motivating. Kathy is a writer and 
editor. Heather often gets me back 
on track. Steve and Tom have a lot of 
useful experience in ministry. Nicole 
has passion and excitement. Diane is 
generous with time and equipment. 
Peggy fi nds information from many 
places and keeps track of things for 
me. Erin is my pastoral caregiver and 
lends her expertise in mental health 

concerns. Sharon Orth brings laugh-
ter and willingness to her new place 
on the team. I have the call to preach 
and to advocate.

Together, we have an inside view 
of what it is like to have a disability, a 
personal knowledge of the problems 
and potentials, and a keen awareness 
of the pain that churches cause when 
people with disabilities are not able to 
easily come in and participate in the 
life of the church the way they are 
called to do.

Meetings and 
Communication
It is very diffi cult for our task force 
to meet in the same place at the 
same time. Our annual conference 
is quite large geographically, ranging 
across southern California and includ-
ing Hawaii and Guam. Travel time 
just across the California portion can 
be as much as seven hours. Since 
we have diffi culty traveling—for rea-
sons such as the time involved, our 
jobs, or our disabilities—all of us 

have never met at once. Still, we are 
a team. We communicate by e-mail, 
Facebook messages, phone, and in 
person when possible. What holds 
us together is what we want to ac-
complish together.

Focus on Mission and Goals 
Have team members put words to 
their vision. What do they hope to 
accomplish together? Why is having 
a committee important in your con-
ference? What are the concerns and 
challenges? Deciding on these things 
will help keep the team focused. 
There are many ways to educate, ad-
vocate, and illuminate, but we only 
have a given amount of time and ener-
gy and strictly limited funds. Limiting 
sidetracks and digressions will help 
the team to get more done. It will also 
help determine what advice to follow 
and what to bypass. It can even help 
committee members discover wheth-
er they are all on the same page. 
Maybe someone will fi nd a different 
way to serve God elsewhere.

Our team decided on our name 
and our mission statement at a face-
to-face meeting attended by about 
half of us. The rest of us had input 
through e-mail. Our mission state-
ment includes empowering people 
with disabilities, increasing aware-
ness of the gifts for ministry that peo-
ple with disabilities have, and working 
for accessibility for all. We added de-
tail to that by writing a list of 10 pur-
poses—from providing training and 
resources to changing the confer-
ence culture. Even though some of 
these goals seemed unrealistic, we 
let them stand in writing, knowing 
that God can always make a way. 
We also added the reasons why our 
task force is important—a reminder 
to us and to others that this is not 
just a busywork kind of committee. 

What we are doing makes a real dif-
ference. Maybe changes happen in 

Why is having a committee 
important in your 
conference?

Cal-Pac Task Force members, Sharon McCart 
(left) and Rev. Erin Maddox McPhee.
PHOTOS: COURTESY SHARON MCCART
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only one church at a time—or even in 
only one life at a time. But we know 
that, if our task were not important, 
God wouldn’t have called us to do it.

Spread the Word
Our task force has a presence each 
year at annual conference. We hand 
out brochures and other resources 
and continue the work of the prior 
committee in providing reserved seat 
covers and shuttle service. We have 
also taken part in a presentation ex-
plaining the new conference leader-
ship structure. It is important to be 
visible and vocal so that people in the 
conference know about you.

Create a link on the conference 
website to publicize your Facebook 
page (or whatever web presence you 
have)—using district offi ce e-mails, 
sending out your own e-mails, or fi nd-
ing other ways to get the word out 
about your work. Our task force also 
has had a booth at Abilities Expo for 
the past two years. This is a travelling 
sales show that focuses on all kinds 
of products for people with disabili-
ties. Many United Methodists have 
found out about us this way. Some 
were surprised to learn that the 
church cares about people with dis-
abilities. This exposition was not only 
an opportunity for publicity but also a 
means of healing.

When planning publicity, let peo-
ple know not only that your task force 
exists but also what it is doing. Get 
the word out that resources are avail-
able, that the conference is having a 
retreat or training session, that task 
force members are available to help 
with Accessibility Audits and to speak 
to congregations or other groups. 
People need to know that your task 
force is an active, helpful resource!

Current Work
Last fall, the Cal-Pac Conference suc-
cessfully requested that Accessibility 

Audits be added to the local church 
charge conference packets. We are 
currently working on resolutions 
and accessibility concerns for annu-
al conference. We promote church 
programs that are successful in in-
tegrating children who have disabili-
ties. We have helped people obtain 
wheelchairs and mobility scooters. 
We provide resources and speak to 
congregations. We have also started 
a series of regional retreats to make 
connections and bring people closer 
to God.

As our new leadership structure 
solidifi ed and we showed that we 
were active in ministry, the Cal-Pac 
Conference allocated our task force 
a budget. Not only have we received 
donations designated for our work 
but offerings taken on Disability 
Awareness Sundays also go into 
this fund.

In addition, we work collabora-
tively with the Rev. Kelli Parrish 
Lucas, who is involved in disabil-
ity ministries in the United Church 
of Christ. We optimize our work 

together by combining our resourc-
es and knowledge.

The Body of Christ
The Body of Christ is not complete 
until everyone is included. Helping 
congregations open their doors and 
hearts wider so that people with dis-
abilities can come in and fully par-
ticipate is not just an act of compas-
sion. It is a way to walk humbly with 
God, building God’s realm on earth as 
it is in heaven—a place where all of 
God’s children belong and love one 
another, a place where we all praise 
God together. Disability Ministries is 
a movement of the Holy Spirit. Some 
of us are called to be part of a task 
force. It is only right that we should 
say yes to God!

Sharon McCart serves as facilitator of 

the California-Pacifi c Conference’s Dis-

Ability Ministries Task Force and as 

chair of the DisAbility Ministries Com-

mittee of The United Methodist Church 

(the United Methodist Committee on 

Disability Ministries).
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I
n 1985, I was diagnosed with reti-
nitis pigmentosa (RP), an uncom-
mon eye disease affecting about 
one in 4,000 people in the United 

States. Although I was only 14 years 
old—too young to fully grasp the life-
changing significance of this diagno-
sis—I was devastated by the news. 
Retinitis pigmentosa is a genetic eye 
disease that causes degeneration of 
the retina, starting at its periphery 
and eventually engulfing it. Though 

this retinal degeneration is usually 
quite slow, extending from adoles-
cence into adulthood, the disease is 
progressive and almost always leads 
to significant blindness. At age 14, 
I could not foresee how profoundly 
this disease would affect my life—
nor could I imagine how God would 
use me to shine light into the dark 
places of this world.

 At 14, I entered into a prolonged 
period of denial, during which I made 

a concerted effort to “pass” as a 
sighted person. I refused to admit 
there was a problem and refused to 
talk about my disability. To my par-
ents, I insisted that I needed a driv-
er’s license. At that time, the earli-
est legal driving age in Mississippi 
was 15. My parents reluctantly 
gave in at my insistence. But when 
I couldn’t pass the vision test at the 
motor vehicle department, my par-
ents took me back to my local eye 

S E E I N G  T H E  L I G H T 

Ministry With Disability
by J. Eric Pridmore

The Rev. Eric Pridmore and the Rev. Lisa 
Hautzenrader Pridmore at Goodman Memorial 

United Methodist Church in Cary, MS.
PHOTO: MIKE DUBOSE/UMNS
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preached my fi rst sermon. The support and encouragement from my congre-
gation were very affi rming.

After graduating from high school, I went on to Wood Junior College, a small 
United Methodist liberal arts community college. I found the faculty, staff, and 
students to be accepting and inclusive. I was still attempting to pass as a sight-
ed person, but I was slowly being forced to come to terms with reality.

In my sophomore year, I was elected student body president of Wood 
College and was given numerous opportunities for leadership in congrega-
tional settings. The college chaplain always provided a driver for me—usually 
another college student—as I led worship services and taught classes for local 
congregations.

The Force of Reality
After graduating from Wood, I enrolled at Mississippi State University. Being 
on a larger campus with more students and an increased academic load, I had 
to ask for help. In the summer of 1991, to satisfy my disability services coun-
selor at MSU, I spent two weeks at the state rehabilitation center for blind 
people. I should have stayed longer but was convinced that I didn’t need re-
habilitative services. Meanwhile, my vision was slowly deteriorating. Looking 
back, I could have truly benefi tted from mobility training with a cane.

Despite my belief that God was leading me into pastoral ministry, the fear 
and frustration I felt because of my worsening eyesight overwhelmed me 
with shame. I did everything I could to hide that reality from God and every-
one else, acknowledging my visual impairment only when forced to do so. I 
thought I was doing a good job at passing for a sighted person, but those ef-
forts only made my situation more frustrating. Sadly, I was missing the oppor-
tunity to know the true depth of God’s love and the wholeness exemplifi ed 
by God’s people.

doctor who, inexplicably, attested to 
my visual ability to drive a motor ve-
hicle. Subsequently, I passed both 
the written and driving portions of 
the test and received my driver’s li-
cense—just one year after I had been 
pronounced legally blind! My par-
ents even bought me my own car. 
However, within six months of get-
ting my license, I had two minor car 
accidents, both of which were caused 
by my lack of peripheral vision—a 
hallmark of RP. After the second ac-
cident, it was clear to me that I could 
not and should not be driving. In my 
mind, the ability to drive had been my 
only means of pushing back against 
the growing reality of my disability.

A Warm Church Family
Fortunately for me, my family was 
deeply involved in a local United 
Methodist congregation. This church 
was one of the only social settings in 
which I felt at home. Though I had vir-
tually no friends in middle school or 
high school, my 10-member church 
youth group was a place where I 
found acceptance and inclusion. 
These youth became my friends at a 
time when I urgently needed them. 
So the church as a whole became 
a second home for me—a place of 
safety amid numerous physical, emo-
tional, and social struggles. The youth 
and adults of my congregation were 
like Christ to me, giving me accep-
tance, inclusion, peace, and hope.

Between age 15 and 16, I began 
to sense a call from God to ministry. 
Initially, I resisted. Even though the 
church was a vital part of my life, I 
felt sure that I could not adequately 
serve as a pastor because of my dis-
ability. However, God’s call persisted. 
Through opportunities for leadership 
within my youth group and conver-
sations with my pastor, I continued 
to consider this calling. At age 16, 
as part of a Youth Sunday service, I 

CRIME AND DISABILITY 

1.3 MILLION Nonfatal Violent Crimes were 
committed against Persons with Disabilities in 2012, 

Unchanged from 2011. (Rate = 34 PER 1,000, compared 
to 23 per 1,000 for persons without disabilities). 

Among persons with disabilities, those with cognitive disabilities 
had the highest unadjusted rate of violent victimization

(63 PER 1,000). 

Among persons ages 12 to 15, the unadjusted 
rate of violent victimization was nearly three times higher for 
 persons with disabilities than for persons without disabilities.

Source: US Department of Justice. (February 2014).
”Crime Against Persons with Disabilities 2009–2012,” 

Statistical Tables. NCJ 244525.
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After graduating from MSU, I en-
tered the Candler School of Theology 
at Emory University in Georgia. In my 
fi rst semester, I read an article, “The 
Disabled God,” in the campus news-
paper. It profi led Nancy Eiesland, a 
doctoral student in the Sociology of 
Religion Department at Emory, tell-
ing her personal story of physical 
impairment. I sought out Nancy and 
we began to talk. She shared her 
story, which prompted me to do the 
same—for the fi rst time. Nancy was 
the fi rst person I’d met who was able 
to integrate the physiological, theo-
logical, emotional, and social com-
ponents of disability. Through my 
interactions with her, I began to put 
my own disability puzzle together 
and started questioning my harmful 
attitudes.  

Even as my vision continued to 
decline, the feelings of shame, guilt, 
and fear slowly began to dimin-
ish. After being accepted into the 
Master of Divinity Honors program at 
Candler, I began researching and writ-
ing my master’s thesis on religion and 
disability. With Nancy Eiesland as my 
thesis advisor, I wrote the resulting 

treatise on the Christian Reformed 
Church’s voluntary compliance with 
the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA). Though, for the most part, re-
ligious entities are exempt from the 
provisions of the ADA, the mem-
bership of the Christian Reformed 
Church voted to comply voluntarily as 
an act of discipleship and service. 

Attitudinal Barriers
The academic study of religion and 
disability was a means of God’s grace 
for me in understanding and deal-
ing with my own disability. Yet it also 
brought to light the reality of how re-
ligion in general, and Christianity in 
particular, have throughout history 
contributed to the oppression and 
marginalization of people with dis-
abilities. As I continued to pursue 
my call, I became painfully aware of 
the all-too-prevalent attitudinal barri-
ers to my ministry within The United 
Methodist Church. Though I had al-
ways found the church to be a place 
of acceptance and inclusion, that pos-
itive experience was no guarantee of 
support for my chosen vocation as a 
pastor. When I entered the ordination 

process, both my psychological and 
medical examinations indicated that 
pastoral ministry would be diffi cult. 
The committee asked me to refl ect 
on my calling and come back in a year 
if I really wanted to be ordained. I had 
never before felt such rejection from 
my own church; however, this barrier 
was a good dose of reality.

A year later, I went back before 
the Board of Ordained Ministry of 
the Mississippi Annual Conference 
and indicated that I would pursue a 
Doctor of Philosophy degree. This 
time the Board relented, and I was 
ordained as a Deacon.

In 1996, I was graduated from 
Candler and began my doctoral 
work in the Sociology of Religion 
department at Drew University in 
Madison, New Jersey. My Ph.D. dis-
sertation was an exploratory study of 
The United Methodist Church’s re-
sponse to the disability rights move-
ment in society. I looked specifi-
cally at General Conference actions 
from 1968 to 2004, conducted inter-
views with United Methodist pas-
tors with disabilities, and did a small 
survey among both disabled and 

“Getting a guide dog was one of the best and 
most healing things I’ve ever done.”...

“My guide dogs have become valuable assets 
for my ministry, opening up doors 

for conversation and dialogue.”

The Rev. Eric Pridmore and his current companion 
in ministry, Atlas, his guide dog.
PHOTO: LISA PRIDMORE
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non-disabled clergy and laity. I discovered that, while the church has made 
great strides in the inclusion of women and of racial and ethnic minorities, very 
little has been done to include people with disabilities. In spite of the ADA and 
other federal and state legislation designed to include persons with disabilities 
in all aspects of our shared public life, The United Methodist Church has given 
only cursory attention to the capabilities, needs, and human rights of children 
and adults with disabilities. My dissertation argues that more could and should 
be done to make the church more inclusive and accessible for all.

Too often, disability has been associated with sin and shame. Many of us 
who cope with disabilities have often felt the powerfully damaging force of 
negative thinking in the church and have been harmed by poor theology and 
hurtful practices.

While in seminary at Candler, I met Lisa Hautzenrader, who was also pursu-
ing the call to pastoral ministry. She was fully supportive of both my calling and 
my academic pursuits. We were married in August 1995 and moved to New 
Jersey in 1996 so that I could work on my doctoral degree. After I completed 
my course work, Lisa and I moved off campus, and we both served churches 
in the Greater New Jersey Annual Conference. 

Thanks to my enrollment at Drew, I was now living less than 10 miles away 
from one of the premier guide-dog training schools in the country: The Seeing 
Eye in Morrristown, NJ. Since I felt more disabled by my white cane than aided 
by it, I enrolled in training at The Seeing Eye for a guide dog.

Together in Ministry
Getting a guide dog was one of the best and most heal-
ing things I’ve ever done.  My fi rst dog, a golden retriever 
named Gene, brought me a new sense of independence 
and confi dence. I absolutely fell in love with this dog, and 
he became a signifi cant part of my pastoral ministry. 

In 2004, I was ordained a full Elder in the Mississippi 
Annual Conference. As part of my ordination, Gene was 
commissioned as one of God’s servants too! This was a 
powerful moment for me, because I fi nally felt that the 
church had fully accepted me as a person. Gene died 
in 2006, and I received another dog, a black lab named 
Orson. Although having a guide dog makes it impossible 
for me to pass as a sighted person, I feel completely com-
fortable in my own skin. My guide dogs have become 
valuable assets for my ministry, opening up doors for con-
versation and dialogue.

My ministry is also made enormously easier by my 
being part of a clergy couple appointed as co-pastors. My 
life would be much harder without a spouse to assist me 
with things like transportation and reading. My annual 
conference has made it possible for both of us to fulfi ll 
our calls to ministry.

While I am fi nally comfortable with who I am, I some-
times struggle with feelings of inadequacy, shame, and 
fear. We live in a world that idealizes self-suffi ciency, 
power over others, and physical appearance. The people 

of God sometimes fall prey to these 
false gods. As a pastor with a dis-
ability, I have felt both the love and 
the pain among God’s people called 
Methodists. My call from God for 
pastoral ministry continues to burn 
within me, and I firmly believe 
Methodism has valuable gifts to offer 
a hurting and searching world. I will 
continue to live in solidarity with oth-
ers who are disabled, fi ghting the 
good fi ght for social justice through 
disability rights in our denomination.

The Rev. Dr. J. Eric Pridmore serves as a 

pastor in the Mississippi Annual Confer-

ence. He is co-chair of the United Meth-

odist Association of Ministers with Dis-

abilities and a member of the United 

Methodist National Task Force on Dis-

ability Ministry. He also serves on the 

board of the Southeastern Jurisdiction 

United Methodist Agency for Rehabilita-

tion (SEMAR).
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O
n Palm Sunday morning in April 2009, I was guest preacher at 
Epworth United Methodist Church in Rehoboth Beach, Dela-
ware—a congregation led at that time by the Revs. Pat Lough-
lin and Jonathan Baker. Rev. Loughlin had asked this question: 

“Are there Deaf and hard of hearing people in our community who have 
no church home?”  In response, I had brought an American Sign Language 
(ASL) interpreter, Carol Stevens, with me. Having been informed in advance, 
a number of local Deaf people attended the service. There had never been 
Deaf people at Epworth before.

Since I used to be pastor of an all-Deaf congregation in Baltimore, 
Maryland, I preached in ASL and Carol turned my signs into spoken words 
for the hearing. It was a unique experience for hearing people to see a ser-
mon in sign and be dependent on reverse interpreting to understand it.

Rev. Loughlin was happy that the Deaf visitors had come to her church 
to see the sermon but was shocked to learn that none of them had a regu-
lar church home. “I was surprised,” she said, “when Carol told me that 98 
percent of people who are Deaf do not attend church. The simple reason is 
that we, the church, offer nothing for them and don’t even recognize them 
as a community. That was eye-opening,” she admitted, “and mind-blowing 
at the same time.”

Bishop Peggy Johnson prays during opening 
worship at the 2012 United Methodist 
General Conference in Tampa, FL.
PHOTO: MIKE DUBOSE/UMNS

Opening Doors by Signing
A short time after that experience, 
Epworth UMC hired a profession-
al sign language interpreter every 
Sunday. As a result, a number of 
Deaf people began regularly attend-
ing the worship service. One of 
them was David Bendekovits, from 
Lewes, Delaware. David was fond 
of signing music, and it wasn’t long 
before he became a member of the 
praise band. With the assistance of 
an interpreter, he made wonderful 
signs, enhancing the beauty of the 
joyous music. Then a church mem-
ber built a wooden platform for him, 
so that as he stood near the band, he 
could feel the vibrations of the music 
in his feet. David liked the platform 
so much that an additional vibration 

by Peggy A. Johnson

Embracing 
 Deaf Ministry in the

P E N I N S U L A - D E L AWA R E  C O N F E R E N C E
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platform was built under the sanctu-
ary’s front-row seats. That allowed 
the music to be felt by all the Deaf 
congregants who sat there.

Soon, interpreting the weekly 
worship service led to interpretation 
for other church activities as well, 
including Lenten services, small 
group meetings, concerts, class-
es for new members, and pastoral 
care. Now, at Epworth UMC, Deaf 
members are integrated into the life 
of the church as much as the hear-
ing members are. Deaf members 
can read Scripture, teach Bible stud-
ies in American Sign Language, and 
be involved in many of the church’s 
outreach programs—such as the 
church garden (which provides fresh 
vegetables for the soup kitchen) and 

Volunteer-in-Mission trips, along 
with the hearing members.

Pastor Pat went on to Wesley 
Theological Seminary to pursue a 
Doctor of Ministry degree. For her the-
sis project, she designed a website, 
“DeafOpenDoors,” to serve as an in-
formation-gathering site for the Deaf 
community. Since communication 
between Deaf and hearing members 
is important for meaningful human 
interactions, the church also offers 
American Sign Language classes for 
both adults and children. As a result, 
many hearing members have been 
signing along with the Deaf members 
during hymns and prayers. Both hear-
ing and Deaf members of the church 
participate in the annual Deaf commu-
nity’s Labor Day Picnic and the Free 

Deaf Tax Day (ASL interpretation pro-
vided for the Deaf to meet with tax 
preparers). Some of the hearing chil-
dren in the church have been taught 
how to fish by a Deaf member who is 
expert in this skill. Epworth’s current 
senior pastor, the Rev. Vicky Stains, 
supports the church’s work in the 
Deaf community.

Hearing members have often 
commented that “being together in 
worship with the Deaf community is 
another way for us to experience the 
joys of being radically hospitable.”  

Extending a Helping Hand
On the other side of the Peninsula-
Delaware Conference, in the City of 
Wilmington, Delaware, another Deaf 
ministry sprang up at Grace United 

Camp Pecometh in Centreville, Maryland, a residential camp for Deaf adults with special needs.
PHOTO: PEGGY A. JOHNSON
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Methodist Church. Grace UMC’s 
pastor, the Rev. Anne Pruett-Barnett, 
has always had a “mission heart.” 
She leads her church members to be 
in ministry in the community as a wit-
ness to their faith in Christ. 

As a city church, Grace UMC is 
committed to urban ministry. In 
2010, the congregation hired a Deaf 
outreach worker, Karen Miller, to 
work with the many low-income 
Deaf people in the community. “I 
touch a lot of people who don’t 
know about God’s grace,” Karen ob-
serves, “many of them poor, inner-
city Deaf people. I serve people who 

are in prison, addicted, deaf-blind, 
or struggling with mental health is-
sues,” she continues. “I also help 
hearing people who are connected 
to the Deaf community. We try to 
make everyone feel welcomed.”

Some ways that welcome is ex-
tended include a ministry of advo-
cacy for services, interpretation, 
establishment of new programs 
for Deaf group homes, and men-
tal health services. Karen has men-
tored Deaf children who study at the 
Delaware School for the Deaf. She 

Sarah Whittle (Sign Language interpreter) and Edward 
Wiggins (Deaf client) at Grace UMC’s Deaf Tax Day, 

Wilmington, DE.
PHOTO: JEFF BLACKWELL

also works as a Deaf role model with hearing parents to inform them about 
the programs available for their Deaf children. She can often be found visit-
ing private homes, nursing homes, and hospitals. In fact, she recruited me 
to visit a man who was in hospice and wished to speak to a signing pastor 
just before he died.

She also arranges sign language classes for hearing people, a movie 
night, the annual Deaf community picnic and Deaf Christmas party, a Free 
Deaf Tax Day, a Black Deaf Expo, and a wonderful, one-week residen-
tial camp for Deaf adults with special needs, held at Camp Pecometh in 
Centreville, Maryland.

Encouraging Leadership
Karen also assisted Lonnie (not his real name), a Deaf man who would often 
come to Grace UMC to talk. After he and his wife lost their house, the wife 
moved temporarily out of state while the couple waited for their name to be 
called for Section 8 housing. Lonnie preferred to live in his car as a means of 
making sure that he would get the Section 8 housing when his turn came. 
Karen helped him budget his money and find local soup kitchens for his 
meals. Finally, the housing certificate came through. Now Lonnie and his wife 
are reunited and living in their new apartment. They attend the Deaf picnic 
and other events at Grace Church.  

Another person whom Karen assisted was Margie (not her real name), a 
Deaf victim of domestic violence. She needed to be relocated 3,000 miles 
away to get help from a Deaf Domestic Violence program out West. Karen 
advocated for and got state funding for Margie’s travel expenses, then ac-
companied her on her flight to help her get settled into her new apartment.

Karen has also been on mission trips to a Deaf school in Jamaica. Last 
summer, she represented the Northeastern Jurisdictional United Methodist 
Congress of the Deaf at an international Methodist Deaf Conference in Nairobi, 
Kenya.  She brings leadership to the annual conference and will be attending 
the United Methodist Women’s Assembly in Louisville with me in April.  

The Rev. Pruett-Barnett describes Karen in this way: “The characteristics 
that enable Karen to give strong leadership to this ministry are her faith, re-
solve, persistence, directness, and vision. She continues to tap into these 
God-given gifts as she seeks to be true to her call to unify the Deaf commu-
nity in our city and beyond.”

“The ministry of our church family has been enriched in many ways by the 
addition of this ministry,” Rev. Pruett-Barnett affirms. “On the third Sunday of 
every month, members of the Deaf community in our urban area come to wor-
ship, and an American Sign Language interpreter, Carol Stevens, signs. I was 
deeply touched—and later discovered that others in the church family were 
touched as well—when, during the signing of ‘Crown Him with Many Crowns,’ 
I looked at the Deaf persons signing in concert: ‘Crown him, crown him, crown 
him Lord of all.’ Tears came to my eyes as the hymn’s meaning became clearer 
than ever before! What a gift to be drawn deeper into Jesus this way!”

Bishop Peggy A. Johnson serves as episcopal leader for the Philadelphia Area of 

The United Methodist Church, Northeastern Jurisdiction, which includes the East-

ern Pennsylvania and Peninsula-Delaware conferences. Before her appointment as 

bishop, she served as a pastor in the Baltimore-Washington Conference.
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  Making Campsites, 
Camp Ministry, 
and Camp Activities  
  
by Lynn Swedberg

At Camp Aldersgate in Little Rock, 
AR, a volunteer helps campers 
with spina bifi da up a ramp.
PHOTO: RICHARD LORD
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leaders structure the performance for 
success, and other campers step in, 
offering cues to help Erich play his 
part. When they evaluate their week, 
fellow campers often write about 
how much Erich has taught them and 
how strong a faith he has. Erich has 
made ongoing friendships at camp 
and loves seeing his friends at con-
ference youth events. Making lasting 
friends is a major need for many chil-
dren with disabilities, who often have 
smaller circles of friends than typical 
peers in their age groups.  

In 2013, the Integration Specialist 
program provided direct support for 
around 25 campers and completed as-
sessments on about 160 more whose 
needs could be met by the regu-
lar staff. The assessments are kept 
in a central online location that camp 
deans and staff can access when plan-
ning activities and approaches for the 
year. Having this information available 
from year to year creates continuity 
and facilitates growth opportunities for 
the campers.

Challenge Courses
Easily the most visible change in camp 
programming in the past 20 years has 
been the rapid increase in the number 
of challenge courses. Seeing a camp’s 
complex athletic or play structures, 
the average visitor probably assumes 
that the zip lines, climbing towers, 
and rope courses are not accessible 
to campers with disabilities. That as-
sumption has been challenged at a 
growing number of United Methodist 
camps, including Camp Tekoa in the 
Western North Carolina Conference 
and Camp Aldersgate in the Kentucky 
Conference.

Camp Highroad in the Virginia 
Conference offers a special harness 
with a built-in seat for the zip line and 
other activities. While most campers 
can get by with standard safety har-
nesses, which are designed for full 

support should someone slip, a few 
campers need the seat harness. One 
girl who used the special harness has 
no arms or legs, but she was able to 
participate thanks to the seat.

“The campers’ eyes light up when 
they are on the zip line,” says pro-
gram director Adam Davis. “They 
love the whole thing.” Davis intro-

duces team-building exercises by re-
ferring to the story from 1 Corinthians 
12:12-26 about how parts of the body 
work together. “I tell them we are all 
different parts of the body, each with 
a special function that is important to 
the whole,” he adds. Having a camp-
er with a disability on the team adds 
to the complexity of working togeth-
er to accomplish a goal. Group suc-
cess quickly builds team cohesive-
ness and gives the players a sense of 
accomplishment. Davis also reports 
that typical teens learn to listen to the 
camper with a disability because that 
camper usually has the best ideas for 
solving the problems. The team-build-
ing experience often leads to friend-
ships that outlast the time at camp. 

Adults with Vision Loss
Camping is not just for children 
and youth. Blue Lake Camp in the 
Alabama-West Florida Conference 

G
iven the rural, hilly, or 
lakeside locations of 
most church camps, 
creating accessibility for 

all campers is a challenge. Full ac-
cessibility must cover access to the 
camp’s ministry, activities, and op-
portunities, including formative ex-
periences and the chance to build re-
lationships. Now a number of United 
Methodist camps have accepted the 
challenge and strive to facilitate the 
full participation of children, youth, 
and adults of all abilities. 

Integration Specialists
The Minnesota Conference is in the 
forefront of accessible camp ministry, 
having run its Integration Specialist 
program for many years. Deaconess 
Leslie Hobson directs the program, 
training all camp staffers in ways to 
make inclusion happen. The confer-
ence employs two integration special-
ists who are placed in selected camps 
each week for campers needing extra 
guidance and attention. The special-
ists are not one-on-one caregivers but 
offer the support needed to help all 
campers fi t in, move about, and use 
their gifts freely. While staying in the 
background, the specialists model 
and prompt interactions among camp-
ers and between campers and staff.

One camper who has benefi ted 
from this program is Erich Hoffman, 
who has attended camp annually 
for nearly 10 years. His mother, Gail 
Hoffman, reports that camp is the one 
week of the year in which Erich is the 
most included in activities. Erich has 
Williams Syndrome, which can cause 
diffi culties with walking, balance, and 
speech. The fi rst time his mother 
saw him singing, dancing, and having 
a speaking part in the camp play she 
became tearful. “No one had ever 
given him the chance to perform be-
fore,” she said. She didn’t even know 
that he could do these things. Camp 

A participant in Adventure Camp, a camp for children 
who are missing limbs. A special harness allows 
children of different abilities to experience the zip line 
at Camp Highroad, of the Virginia Conference.
PHOTO: COURTESY CAMP HIGHROAD.
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offers an Extreme Vision Experience 
camp each year for adults with im-
paired vision. An ever-increasing num-
ber of campers come from all over 
the United States for a chance to be 
with others facing similar obstacles. 
In 2013, 84 participants attended the 
camp, along with caregivers and vol-
unteers. The goal is to fill the entire 
camp and to develop similar minis-
tries in other parts of the country. 

The opening Communion service 
at the camp is led by a pastor who is 
blind. Camp days are framed by morn-
ing and evening devotions. Between 
devotions, the schedule offers more 
choices than any one camper can fit 
in. Wanda Scroggins, the camp’s co-
dean, teaches the independent liv-

ing skills that she learned when she 
lost her eyesight. She finds creative 
ways to use crafts and games as 
teaching tools. Dirk Price, the other 
co-dean, instructs campers in wood-
working and repair skills so that they 
can do basic maintenance at home. 
Negotiating the unfamiliar surround-
ings leads campers to improved ori-
entation and mobility.

Another camp component is 
the chance to try new things that 
many people who are blind might 

not otherwise experience. A United 
Methodist motorcycle group shows 
up on the first day, as participants are 
arriving, and takes campers for mo-
torcycle rides. Last year, a blind man 
captained a pontoon boat ride, using 
a talking GPS system for navigation. 
Other outdoor activities include ar-
chery, a hayride, golf, swimming, hik-
ing, and listening to birds. No two 
years at the camp are the same, and 
offerings are rotated so that repeat 
campers can try out new activities.

Making Camps Accessible
The DisAbility Ministries Committee 
of The United Methodist Church of-
fers camp accessibility site visits. 
Camp directors in Texas, Washington, 
Ohio, Montana, and California have 
walked around their camps, learn-
ing to spot features that limit use by 
people with mobility or visual impair-
ments. The goal is to maintain the 
camp’s natural, rustic appearance 
while improving access. A sloped ac-
cess path with switchbacks is a per-
fect place to install benches for rest 
and contemplation. Compressed 
gravel surfaces that breathe and 
allow rain to penetrate look natu-
ral while remaining firm and level. 
Boardwalks, temporary beach trail 
mats, and beach wheelchairs offer 
access over sandy pathways.

The Committee also offers train-
ing to camp staff through the Camp 
and Retreat Leaders Gatherings, 
sponsored by the General Board of 
Discipleship. In 2013, participants 
learned about including campers with 
autism and about the Minnesota 
Integration Specialist inclusion model. 
One group participated in a walk-
around accessibility tour, since the 
best way to learn to spot barriers is to 
leave the classroom and identify obsta-
cles that most of us walk by without 
noticing. Uneven walkways and door 
thresholds are common obstacles. 

Accommodating campers who are 
blind also requires attention to pro-
truding or low-hanging signs and tree 
branches.

Independent navigation is easier if 
there is a detectible edge to the path-
way or sidewalk. Blue Lake camp 
puts up a guide rope so that partici-
pants can find their way down to the 
lake. Tactile and Braille signs make 
it possible for people to find rooms 
without assistance. Many people 
who are blind use computers profi-
ciently and appreciate camp websites 
that are accessible to them. Features 
like the description of images and 
easy-to-navigate menus make using 
a screen reader easy. Online forms 
in Microsoft Word format are acces-
sible, but pdf files are seen by the 
screen-reading programs as images 
and thus are not usable by most peo-
ple with low vision.

 Camping offers children, youth, 
and adults a chance to encounter God 
in the natural world, in the love shared 
in community, and in stories told 
around the campfire. Campers grow 
in faith and in self-confidence as they 
attempt and master difficult challeng-
es. These United Methodist camps 
are doing their part to make this trans-
formational ministry accessible to all.

Lynn Swedberg, a licensed and registered 

occupational therapist, is the Disabil-

ity Consultant for the DisAbility Minis-

tries Committee of The United Methodist 

Church. She is a strong camp supporter 

and has offered workshops on camp ac-

cessibility and inclusion for the 2010 

and 2012 United Methodist Camp and 

Retreat Leaders’ Gatherings.  She enjoys 

conducting camp accessibility site vis-

its and often looks for the nearest camp 

when she travels for committee work. 

This article is, in part, adapted from ar-

ticles in The Voice of the United Meth-
odist Disability Connection, Vol. 1, No. 

3 and Vol. 3, No. 3.

Campers arrive for the Extreme Vision Experience, 
an event for adult campers, at Blue Lake Camp in the 

Alabama-West Florida Conference.
PHOTO: COURTESY WANDA SCROGGINS
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Deb Wade is the Northwest District president of United 
Methodist Women in the North Alabama Conference and 
convener/chair of North Alabama Annual Conference’s 
Disability Ministries Team. She offers practical ways to 
make families or children with disabilities welcome in 
United Methodist congregations. This article originally 
appeared last March on the United Methodist Disability 
Ministries’ website (www.umdisabilitiesministries.org).

I f a new family starts attending church and has a child 
with a disability…

 1.  Greet family members and be welcoming. Be truly 
happy to see the child and call him or her by name.

 2.  Include the child in church activities.
 3.  Do not judge the child for his or her behavior when 

the behavior is the result of his or her disability. 
 4.  Pray for the family.
 5.  Do not be afraid to interact with the child, even if the 

child doesn’t speak.
 6.  Do observe the personal space of a child, especially  

a child with autism (i.e., some autistic children do  
not like to be hugged or touched—talk to the  
parents first).

 7.  Do talk to the parents about their child and ask what 
you can do to help.

 8.  It is NOT helpful to talk to parents by telling them 
that God chose them to have this child because they 
were such strong people! It is better to say, “I do not 
understand why your child was born with this disabil-
ity, but I do know that God will give you the strength 
and wisdom that you need as parents to raise her or 
him. We, as your church family, are here for you. We 
are praying for you. Please lean on us and tell us how 
we can help.”

 9.  A simple, “How is your child doing?” can go a long 
way to helping parents feel that you really care.

 10.  Never say to parents, “It could be worse,” when  
discussing their child’s being born with disabilities!

 11.  Observe an annual Disability Awareness Sunday.

 12.  Provide training for staff and volunteers.
 13.  Check with the conference office for available  

training for your pastor. Pastors are to receive training 
in disability awareness as outlined in the Book 
of Discipline.

 14.  If there are other children in the family, give them 
extra attention.

 15.  Remove barriers that make worship difficult for a 
child with disabilities.

 16.  Talk to the parents about the needs of the child so 
that everyone at the church who works with the child 
knows how best to teach the child or what to do in 
case of an emergency.

 17.  If needed, find a responsible older youth to be a 
“buddy” for the child with disabilities.

 18.  Educate the children in the church about different 
disabilities (children’s moments; Sunday school, etc.)

 19.  If the disability is severe and the family has to miss 
church for an extended period of time, offer respite 
care (offer to baby-sit; offer to cook a meal; etc.)

 20.  Complete an annual Accessibility Audit as required 
by the Book of Discipline.

The General Board of Global Ministries
475 Riverside Drive, New York, NY 10115 
Website: www.umcmission.org • 212-870-3600

An accessible playground in Huntsville, Alabama, allows Abby Patrick 
to swing for the very first time.  The accessible playground was made 
possible through a grant from the North Alabama Annual Conference 
Disability Ministries to Monte Sano United Methodist Church.
PHOTO: MONTE SANO UNITED METHODIST CHURCH, HUNTSVILLE, ALABAMA

20 Practical Things Pastors and Churches Can Do To Make 
Families and Children with Disabilities Feel Welcome
by Deb Wade
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Quiz Answers
1-b. The 1976 General Conference authorized the General 
Board of Global Ministries to form a task force on devel-
opmental disabilities.

2-a. Reflecting current thinking at the time, the work 
was placed under the Health and Welfare unit of Global 
Ministries rather than under an advocacy group. The task 
force came together in 1978 and met for the quadrennium. 
Among other results, it published a comprehensive acces-
sibility audit, administered grants for church accessibility, or-
ganized a symposium on theology and disability, and spear-
headed a more comprehensive resolution on disability.

3-a., b., and d. The Rev. Earl Miller established the first 
Camp Hope in 1979 for adults with developmental disabili-
ties and pushed to make camping more accessible and in-
clusive. He formed a group of clergy with disabilities who, 
in 1990, founded the Association of Physically Challenged 
Pastors. This caucus is now the Association of Ministers 
with Disabilities. It meets intermittently, most recently in 
2013, and has a history of writing and promoting legis-
lation. Twenty-four group members contributed chapters 
to the book Speaking Out: Ministering Undeterred by 
Disability (Robert Walker, ed., 2012), a supplemental re-
source for the UMW Mission u study on The Church and 
People with Disabilities. 

4-d. All of the above.

5-c. The Rev. Kathy Reeves, from Illinois.
Pat Cook, from Leavenworth, Kansas, wanted to spread 
the work of the Gateway program, a fellowship program 
adapted for young adults with developmental disabilities. 
The Rev. Jim McIntire asked for support for clergy who 
had children with disabilities, whose unique needs need-
ed to be considered in the appointment process. Tim Tice 
is an active layperson from Tonganoxee, Kansas, who at-
tended the first meeting of the reestablished task force 
in Kansas in 1992 and has represented self-advocates at 
every meeting since. 

6-b. Deaf Methodist history goes back to the first Deaf 
pastors, churches, and mission work in the Chicago area, 
and soon around Baltimore in the late 1890s. The Rev. 
Philip Hasenstab was ordained deacon in 1894 and elder 
in 1899. Gradually, the movement spread. In 1973, pas-
tors serving a number of Deaf churches requested that 
Global Ministries serve as the connection point for Deaf 
ministries within the denomination.

7-c. By 1978 the United Methodist Congress of the Deaf 
held its first meeting. The caucus group was able to pro-
mote legislation at the 1988 General Conference to es-
tablish Deaf ministries. Out of this legislation came what 
is now the Committee on Deaf and Hard of Hearing 
Ministries, which provides grants and offers support to 
churches engaged in Deaf ministry.

8-d. All of the above: a. ¶ 161, intro.; b. ¶162.I; c, ¶162.I 
and Res. 8032, p. 962 Practice

9. a-False: While there is an exemption for religious or-
ganizations, United Methodists affirmed the ADA at the 
2012 General Conference and urged all agencies and 
congregations to implement and enforce its provisions 
(Res 3002); b-True: (Res. 3002, 3302); c-False: United 
Methodists in other countries are urged to comply with 
the United Nations Standard Rules on Equalization of 
Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities (Res. 3002); 
d-False: (Res. 3002, 3302); e-True (Res. 3201, 3262); f-
False (2012 Discipline ¶ 716); g-True (Res. 3184); h-True 
(Res. 3201, 3202, 3301, 3303, 6128).

10. a-True (2012 Discipline ¶ 265); b-True (¶ 2533.6); c-

False: A local church must complete an accessibility audit 
annually. (¶ 2533.6); d-True (¶2544.3b); e-True (¶ 253, 254).

11. a-True (2012 Discipline ¶ 603, 610); b-False: Persons 
with disabilities should be considered for all levels of 
membership on boards and agencies. (¶610, 637, 651, 
669); c-False: Those responsibilities fall to the confer-
ence Board of Discipleship. (¶630); d-True (¶ 633); e-True 
(¶653); f-True (¶652).

12. a-6; b-4; c-5; d-2; e-1; f-7; g-3

Michelle Menefee, ASL interpretation, 2012 United Methodist General 
Conference.  PHOTO: PAUL JEFFREY

Continued from pages 6-9



R

eading through the articles of this 
issue of New World Outlook, I 
remembered my fi rst visit to Maua, 
Kenya, in the 1990s. That was 

my fi rst encounter with Paul Lindoewood, a 
missionary from the British Methodist Church.

Paul, who has cerebral palsy, uses a 
wheelchair and has some communication 
impairment, yet he has been instrumental in 
inspiring other people with disabilities to seek 
solutions to their challenges. He also organized 
support programs for people with disabilities 
in both Wales and Kenya. Paul lives the reality 
that effective service in God’s mission comes in 
many earthen vessels. 

At Maua Hospital, a facility of the Methodist 
Church of Kenya, Paul worked with the Kenyan 
church to organize the Kenya Methodist Disability 
Program. This program provides training for 
clergy and congregations to be in ministry with 
people who have disabilities, including attention 
to the needs and aspirations of individuals. It 
also teaches families that disabilities are not 
curses. Paul helped to build a clinic, a children’s 
center, and a community center for people with 
disabilities in the Meru District. A microcredit 
program was also part of this work. Paul’s life 
illustrates a basic point, which also shines 
through the pages of this issue of New World 
Outlook—people with disabilities are fundamental 
partners in resolving their own challenges and in 
transforming their communities.

As part of the Kenyan program, Paul includes 
a simple example of harambee—“pulling 
together”—from his days in Maua. A father 
comes to the child center with a problem: His 
daughter cannot attend school because she is 

confi ned to a wheelchair that is too large to use 
on the weak bridge across the ditch between 
her home and the school. The village chief is 
recruited and organizes a work crew to improve 
the bridge. “Community is everything in Africa,” 
Paul explains.

After nine years in Kenya, Paul returned 
to his native Wales, where he has continued 
to work within a community of people with 
various disabilities. In Wales, itself, he reports, 
one in six people directly experiences disability. 
Major concerns for them are employment 
and appropriate housing to support their 
independent living. 

Paul’s advice to people who have disabilities 
is quite clear: Never withdraw from the 
community except as a last resort.

His advice to those in ministry: Take a holistic 
approach to fi nding solutions to the challenges 
faced by people with disabilities and their 
families, and let them be part of the solution. I 
will never forget the testimony of Paul’s friends 
and colleagues in Kenya—some of whom had 
disabilities themselves, when, with laughter 
and joy in their faces, they said: “We had never 
before seen a missionary in a wheelchair. If he 
could be a missionary coming all the way from 
Britain, why shouldn’t we be able to organize 
ourselves and take our lives into our own 
hands?” Paul’s example empowers all of us.

Thomas Kemper
General Secretary
General Board of Global Ministries

From the 
General Secretary

by Thomas Kemper

The Harambee of Disability Ministry

Paul Lindoewood with collegues in Kenya.
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Through them UMCOR helps United Methodists across  
the country advocate for persons of all abilities, and  
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church and the world.
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