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INTRODUCTION 
In 1981, the United Nations Year of Disabled Persons, the then Archbishop of Perth, Most Rev Sir Launcelot Goody, issued a Pastoral Statement of Concern about disability and the Church, called, The Gospel Call, Break Down the Barriers.
This Statement was a brief but powerful affirmation of the rights of people with disabilities to full inclusion within the pastoral, spiritual and sacramental life of the Church.
As the Jubilee Year 2000 approaches, a further Statement that endorses and extends the original document is timely as we look forward to the Year of Jubilee and the restoration of human rights and dignity as a necessary pre-requisite for beginning another millennium of Christian life.
This Statement sets out pastoral practices and Sacramental Guidelines for implementation within the Archdiocese of Perth.
THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION
The unity for which Christ prayed is expressed vividly by St Paul in his image of the human body in which all the members need one another.
"God put all the separate parts into the body on purpose. If all the parts were the same, how could it be a body! As it is, the parts are many, but the body is one. The eye cannot say to the hand - 'I do not need you' nor can the head say to the feet - 'I do not need you." "St Paul goes on to make this remarkable claim - "It is precisely the parts of the body that seem to be the weakest which are the indispensable ones." (1 Cor 1218-22). St Paul reminds us that what "seems to be" is not the reality.
He uses the image of the body to describe the Church, the Body of Christ, in which Jesus is the Head and we are the members.
This image is the basis of a theology of inclusion in which all members are necessary, and where everyone is indispensable.
In this image we see ourselves united with one another because of our special union with Jesus in our common Baptism. In this spiritual vision we acknowledge our need for one another and recognise our common dignity which is enhanced by our union with the Risen Christ.
It is clear, therefore, that people with disabilities are fully included in this image of the Body of Christ and that furthermore, they are indispensable members.
This theological understanding of the noble place of people with disabilities is in sharp contrast to the lived experience of many people with disabilities who are often considered to be a burden or are treated as the objects of charity. The Christian vision affirms everyone to be indispensable for the fullness of Christ.
In a very real sense we are all disabled in one way or another. Incompleteness seems to be the norm for the human family. The whole or complete physical or moral human person does not exist except as an unattainable ideal. All of us struggle with our limitations. 
This awareness opens us to an acceptance of difference and an acknowledgment of the profound Christian truth, that in every human being there lies a central core of humanity whose nobility and eternal dignity has been proclaimed by the Incarnation and the Redemption. The Son of God has taken on our mortal flesh and given us immortality through his death and resurrection.
Just as medical science has disproved many myths and unworthy explanations of disability, Christian theology can help make us conscious of our shared humanity and our unity with and dependence on one another.
Jesus authenticated his Mission with his concern for people with disabilities. When the imprisoned John the Baptist sent messengers to Jesus to ask if he was the Messiah, Jesus said: "Go and tell John what you have seen and heard; the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear and the dead are raised, and the poor have the good news brought to them." (Lk 722-23)
The fundamental reason for the equality of all human beings is that we are made in the image and likeness of God. Since God in Jesus Christ entered the world of sin and suffering and shared our limitations, his abiding presence among us should make us never doubt the worth and dignity of every single human being from the first moment of conception. "When you give a banquet", said Jesus, "invite the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind." (Lk 1413). No-one is to be turned away from the banquet of life.
CHURCH RESPONSE
One of the earliest struggles in the Church's self-understanding was the acceptance of inclusiveness. The first issue was about ethnicity, especially whether Gentile converts should adopt the Jewish practices of circumcision and food taboos. St Paul, himself a Jew, strongly contended that faith in Jesus and the new life conferred by Baptism was sufficient to make one fully a member of the Body of Christ. "In Christ", he said, "there is no longer….Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus." (Gal 428)
The catholicity of the Church is therefore evident in the full participation of people from all nations of the world in the life of the Church.
The same catholicity is evident in the inclusion in the Church of all ranks of society, rich and poor, educated and unlettered.
The same vision must also be true for people with disabilities. It is not sufficient simply to accept them. We must recognise their own gifts and talents for the building up of the Church.
The response of the Church to people with disabilities has increased over the past twenty years or so. Their needs in terms of accommodation, education, employment, counselling, self-help, catechetical instruction and spiritual formation have given rise to a number of excellent associations that seek to provide support. They complement other community or government bodies. The Catholic groups are listed at the end of this document.
The purpose of these groups is not to promote separateness, nor to centre only on "problems" but to raise awareness of the importance of people with disabilities as members of the Church, in the hope that at every level in the Church they and their families will be recognised, included and treated with dignity as persons made in the image of God and full members of the Body of Christ.
The involvement of the Church is to extend beyond Church circles to influencing public policy, and in lobbying for appropriate services to be available in local communities.
OBSTACLES TO INCLUSION
Probably the most significant obstacle to inclusion are attitudes based on ignorance or lack of awareness. We have only recently emerged from a history where people with disabilities were considered unable to participate either in Church life or society, and were, therefore, hidden away in institutions or at home.
Welcome advances have been made in recent years in the awareness that employment is a real possibility and a right for all people. So, too, has the need for independence, social relationships, personal friendships, artistic opportunities and educational advancement been recognised. Spiritual growth, the special gift of the Church, is now being offered to people with disabilities.
Part of being Catholic means that everyone belongs to a parish somewhere. It is in the parish that most people find community and the nourishment of their faith. Increasing awareness by priests and parish personnel of the presence of parishioners with disabilities and their gifts will draw them more fully into the many aspects of parish life, its liturgy, its community life and its mission of evangelisation.
Positive attitudes to disability and inclusion will remove most obstacles to inclusion and will almost always provide access to Church buildings, programmes and services. Positive attitudes will remove low priority in resource allocation and dispel the myth that lack of finances precludes action. Positive attitudes will maximise access to Catholic schooling and religious education. Positive attitudes will lead us to seek out advise and support that we may need to truly include people.
The effects of exclusion are felt personally by parents and by those directly excluded. Being excluded makes them feel rejected, unwanted, unloved and frustrated in their attempts to change attitudes. Some in desperation have turned away from the Church.
To those parents who have experienced rejection, we want to say how genuinely sorry we are and apologise for the times we refused them what was undeniably their right.
CHURCH RESPONSE TO PARENTS
Parents of children with disabilities encounter the Church when they meet their parish community, when they meet the parish clergy or the parish representatives, when they meet the school principal or any of the teachers, when they deal with Church agencies and Diocesan officials, and when they meet the Bishop or Archbishop.
The people we meet expect a friendly welcome and a ready ear. They have a right to have their own particular situation with its unique challenges appreciated and their requests accommodated as far as possible, and in the best interests of their child.
It is important to reflect on the unique vocation that parents have been given by God. They have been asked, on behalf of us all, to care for children with particular needs and to raise them to be full members of Christ's body, the Church, and to become participating members of society.
They deserve our love and respect. They do not want pity. They want a recognition of the needs of their family from a caring Christian community.
We need to understand that when anyone is excluded from parish or school, that person feels excluded and rejected by the Church.
A particular problem has arisen today with the ready availability of abortion and the new methods of detecting genetic conditions in unborn babies.
It is unfortunately true that parents are subject to pressure from doctors and well-meaning counsellors to terminate the life of a baby carrying a genetic condition.
Without the support of a truly caring Christian community which affirms and in practical ways supports the dignity of such babies and promises to surround the parents and the family with genuine care and support, many a parent will succumb to the "counselling" and mistakenly turn to abortion.
This situation is real. It not only challenges every Catholic, but calls on Christian doctors to be ready to help, even if it means standing up to the attitudes of many specialists in the medical profession.
CATHOLIC EDUCATION
The Catholic School is an expression of the commitment of parents to provide full Catholic education to their children, where Religious Education is offered within the context of a curriculum that reflects Catholic values and principles.
It is also an expression and a witness of the reality of the Body of Christ where all members can find a welcome.
It must therefore be a matter of policy that Catholic children with disabilities be accepted within the system of Catholic schools at the request of their parents. While problems might currently exist with regard to the availability of finance and trained personnel, especially in regard to high support needs, a clear policy and an attitude of inclusion will help overcome the resource difficulties.
Enrolment policies need to take into account the integrity of the family, the location of the school, the funding needed for suitable facilities and appropriate staffing levels. The responsibility for enrolment is to be in the hands of the local school authorities.
As we move towards full inclusion of children with disabilities in our schools, it will happen that a few children will not be able to attend the same Catholic school as their siblings. In such cases the family will be entitled to a "family rate" as if they were all at the same Catholic school. Units for children with high support needs are a most welcome development. This initiative indicates a strong commitment to inclusion in response to the wishes of parents, and the needs of the children.
The role of individual teachers in the inclusion of children in Catholic schools is crucial. There is an ongoing need for in-service training of teachers in the understanding of disabilities, a knowledge of appropriate teaching methods, and the role of a school as a reflection of the local Catholic community.
Parents of children with disabilities - like parents of other children - are an invaluable resource to assist teachers in the knowledge of their child's abilities.
We must therefore joyfully accept children with disabilities, and lead the way in supporting their families. This matter of justice comes directly from our faith because we believe that we are all members of the Body of Christ.
Children with disabilities who do not attend Catholic schools also have a need for catechetical instruction. This is primarily the responsibility of the local parish. While designated groups can offer valuable assistance, training and resources, the local parish is where the children belong and where the instruction should be offered or supported.
Catechetical and faith formation programmes for adults is a further need. Excellent work is already being offered by Church groups. Because financial resources do not at present permit a rapid spread of these specialist services, it is all the more urgent for parishes to enter into close liaison with the groups working in this area to provide for the catechetical needs of adults in their parish.
ACCESS
While our thinking and attitudes must go "beyond the ramp" it is important that some basic areas be considered to ensure that people with disabilities are welcomed into the Body of Christ.
All Church buildings, Parish halls, schools, agencies, organisations and Conference venues are to be accessible by wheelchairs, and to be provided with toilets and communication aids appropriate for people with a range of disabilities. People who are sensory impaired must be provided with opportunities for appropriate access and aids in order to participate in all Church gatherings, meetings, seminars and conferences.
This includes the provision of public address systems, audio loops and visual aids as well as wheelchair access, and clearly specified accessible parking.
A number of State and Commonwealth Acts of Parliament set down legal 
requirements regarding access in both new and existing buildings. The Western Australian Disability Services Act (1993) aims to ensure that people with disabilities have the same rights, opportunities and choices as other community members. The Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act (1992) seeks to provide uniform protection against discrimination for all people with disabilities.
Building Codes and Australian Standards on Access are in force throughout Australia. They apply as much to Church buildings as they do to any other building.
SACRAMENTS
The reception of the Sacraments takes place for most Catholics in the local parish community. The rights of people with disabilities to full participation in the local Church community includes ready access to the Sacraments.
Parishes must therefore make every effort to know their parishioners with disabilities, to make them welcome and to make sure that the Church and their parish facilities are accessible by them.
Because some priests or parish workers may be hesitant about the capacity of some people with disabilities to receive the Sacraments, it needs to be stated clearly that they are not to be denied the Sacraments, and that readiness to celebrate the Sacraments is to be measured by their capacity to understand, even if in some cases that awareness is minimal.
BAPTISM
Baptism, from which flows the new life of the Risen Christ, is the first step of full initiation into the Church, the Body of Christ.
It presumes that other Sacraments will follow.
Full incorporation into the Church should be evident in the preparation of the parents and godparents of a child, who are to be assured of the joy of the Church in welcoming another child of God. Those offering the course of preparation should be ready for any questions that might arise about the reception of future Sacraments.
If adults with disabilities present themselves for Baptism, appropriate adaptations to the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults should be made, if required.
CONFIRMATION
Children with disabilities should be, as far as possible, prepared for the reception of Confirmation at the same age as others, and feel part of the group being confirmed.
Separate Confirmation is possible in special situations, but it should be the exception rather than the rule.
Children and adults preparing for Confirmation are to be instructed to the level of their capacity. Where that capacity is very limited the person should nevertheless be Confirmed. It is the tradition of Eastern Rite Catholic Churches that Baptism, Confirmation and Eucharist are all conferred at the same ceremony in infancy. No person, therefore, should be refused Confirmation through lack of intellectual capacity. Children are to be admitted to Confirmation and other Sacraments when the parents present them, believing they are ready for whatever preparation is necessary.
EUCHARIST
As a general rule the Church requires at very least that a person needs to understand that the Consecrated Host is different from ordinary bread before receiving Holy Communion. In the case of children with severe intellectual disability, teachers will endeavour to impart whatever understanding is possible for the child. In some cases a delay may occur if understanding takes time. "Often these people cannot use words which express their understanding..........but they can show that they recognise the difference by their manner, the expression in their eyes, their gestures or the quality of their silence." However, even if awareness seems to be absent, Holy Communion may not be refused because of the right to the Eucharist given at Baptism.
"It is normal for the person with the disability to want to present themselves for Holy Communion if they have developed bonds with the Eucharistic community. That desire should be fostered and suitable arrangements made." 
In some cases it may be more appropriate for a family member or carer to give Holy Communion to a person with disabilities. In these circumstances the celebrant will make it easy for them to do so. A parent or other family member may also be appointed Extraordinary or Special Eucharistic Minister to a child that cannot leave home.
This decision is not to be taken lightly, as a visit from the Parish Priest or an Extraordinary Eucharistic Minister can be of enormous benefit to the family and the parish.
PENANCE
Strictly speaking only those in serious sin are obliged to seek absolution in the Rite of Reconciliation.
However all are encouraged to be reconciled in the Sacrament of Penance for less serious sins. Persons with disabilities, therefore, have the same rights as others in this matter.
Instruction of the penitents is to be in keeping with their capacity. Confessors should make sure that the setting is appropriate for wheelchairs, and that visual and auditory aids are also provided. The priest might have to adapt his style. If the person has difficulty communicating, the priest might use question and answer, particularly questions that invite a "yes" or "no" answer. It is possible for the deaf to use sign language or to write out their sins, or even to use a language interpreter of their choice who is thereby obliged by the seal of the confessional.
ANOINTING THE SICK
Anointing is to be reserved for those who are seriously ill. A disability is not, in itself, sufficient reason for anointing, unless the disability is also an illness.
Anointing is to be given to people with disabilities on the same basis as anyone else, either in the hospital, the home or in a communal Church ceremony.
The love of the Church for its sick members should be evident in the manner in which it is conferred.
MARRIAGE
Disability is in itself no bar to marriage if the physical, emotional and psychological capacity to enter into a permanent union is present.
Persons wishing to marry need to be free of any grave lack of discretion that might affect their judgement about the rights and duties they are to commit themselves to in marriage.
Medical, intellectual or psychiatric issues relating to the capacity for marriage are to be examined with the help of experts in the field and wise counsellors. However, if the requirements for a valid marriage are present, then people with disabilities are not to be treated differently from anyone else.
All persons not expressly prohibited by Canon Law can contract marriage.
Emotional maturity and the ability to relate to others is an important basis for the permanent loving relationship of Christian marriage.
The long term preparation for marriage, then, is the development in young people of ties of friendship and healthy social interaction.
The liturgical celebration of the marriage indicates the love of Christ and the Church and the support of the Christian community for the couple.
HOLY ORDERS
A vocation to Holy Orders is a call heard first in the heart and then scrutinised by the Church until, with proper preparation, the Church publicly calls that person to the ordained ministry. Each of the three Orders, diaconate, priesthood and episcopate, is a call to exercise the ministry of word, sacrament and pastoral care.
"The existence of a physical disability is not considered in and of itself as disqualifying a person from Holy Orders. However, candidates for ordination must possess the necessary spiritual, physical, intellectual, emotional, and psychological qualities and abilities to fulfil the ministerial functions of the Order they receive. The proper bishop or competent major superior makes the judgement that candidates are suited for the ministry of the Church. Cases are to be decided on an individual basis and in light of pastoral judgement and the opinions of diocesan personnel and other experts involved with disability issues."
(National Conference of Catholic Bishops (USA) Guidelines 1995, No 31)
LITURGY
"The Sunday celebration of the Lord's Day and his Eucharist is at the heart of the Church's life."
"Participation in the communal celebration of the Sunday Eucharist is a testimony of belonging and being faithful to Christ and to his Church."
(Catechism of the Catholic Church Nos 2177, 2182).
People with disabilities are to be encouraged to participate in various liturgical roles of reader, acolyte, server, Eucharistic minister or musician. The presence of people with disabilities in the liturgy is a powerful sign of the inclusion of all in the worship of God.
Appropriate wheelchair access, microphone placements, seating arrangements, ramps, audio loops and visual aids are matters to be considered for full participation by all in the Sacred Liturgy.
THE CHALLENGE FACING THE CHURCH
Over the past twenty years there have been some positive changes in attitude in society and within the Church regarding people with disabilities.
In education, accommodation, advocacy, spirituality, participation in the community and in Church life significant advances have been made.
Most of our Church organisations understandably are located within the metropolitan area. There is still much to be done to respond to the needs of individuals in country areas.
Despite all the advances, there is still a long way to go before the complete integration of people with disabilities is a reality in our Church communities.
An Archdiocesan Disability Council, with broad representation, is to be set-up to maintain the momentum for change and to monitor progress in all areas of Church life.
The Council will be a sign of hope for parents and people with disabilities and a sign of the Church's commitment to their dignity and full inclusion in Church life.
The approaching Year of the Great Jubilee 2000AD, is an ideal opportunity for the whole Church to understand better the issues surrounding disability and to affirm in practical ways the dignity of all members of the Body of Christ.
Most Rev B J Hickey, Archbishop of Perth
26 February 1999
