Faith community works to include disabled
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Gail Huff wasn't always blind. Twelve years ago, at 42, she slowly lost her sight. 
 She learned she has retinitis pigmentosa, an inherited, degenerative eye disease.

"It was very depressing for me. I went through some hard times," she said. "I was bitter. I started walking into people and things and tried to hide it."

Her health declining, Ms. Huff, a Washington, Ga., resident, moved to Augusta for a stay in a nursing home. "There were a lot of different church groups that would come. One offered a shuttle -- the Church of God (of Prophecy) on Gardner Street. I just fell in love with them. And," she said, "they fell in love with me." Even after she left the nursing home, members still come to pick her up every week for services. They also e-mail bulletins so Ms. Huff can emboss them on her computer's Braille printer.

"It was like I belonged there. I believe God sent me there because he could work through them," Ms. Huff said.

Too often, churches are slow to embrace people with disabilities, said Wayne McMillan, the president and CEO of The Bobby Dodd Institute in Atlanta. Last month, the nonprofit launched the Interfaith Disability Connection, an online resource center that will hold a statewide summit in August for leaders of religious and disability groups.

Although 84 percent of people with a disability say faith is important to them, less than half attend a religious service at least once a month, Mr. McMillan said. There are many reasons why.

"You would expect communities of faith to be more interested in getting people into their congregations," Mr. McMillan said, but they're often stalled by a lack of money to renovate or, most often, a lack of awareness that anything needs to be done.

Because religious groups are exempt from many of the requirements of the Americans With Disabilities Act, congregations lag behind businesses and government buildings, where accessibility is required.

Still, he said, "It's not just facility modifications. It's about the congregation and the leadership welcoming and embracing people with disabilities."

Most churches with members who are disabled had to make an effort to welcome them, Mr. McMillan said.

That's the way it should be, said Willie Lee Jones, a computer instructor at Walton Options, a disability service organization in Augusta: "The church needs to take the lead."

The 62-year-old Augusta native is an elder at Community Bible Fellowship off Gordon Highway. He was blinded in a car accident in 1974. Four years ago, he traveled to Africa on a mission trip.

"The emphasis was on the blind people in Nigeria. We passed out canes. Some people said they came 400 miles for a cane," he said.

It's proof, he said, that the blind, or anyone with a disability, can contribute to the church.

"We're regular people," Mr. Jones said. "But they're afraid to get close to a person in a wheelchair. They're afraid to look a person in the eyes. People want to put us in the background."

Lynda Moore is a traumatic brain injury survivor and a member of Reid Memorial Presbyterian Church.

"I'm pretty much as deaf as a stump without my hearing aids," Ms. Moore said. She chose Reid Memorial because church members welcomed her. 

"They turn things up loud. That helps me. That loudness creates a peace in me," she said. "The people at the church take care of me. They tell me, 'Don't worry about it.' They'll grab my arm and guide me."

Ms. Moore said she appreciates their touch but points out that church members should not assume all people with disabilities need help.

"You don't want to embarrass someone," she said.

The problem, said Anita Howard, a member of Macedonia Baptist Church, is that the community is not educated about people with disabilities.

"We need to be taught in the faith-based community how to respect a person's independence while serving them still," said Mrs. Howard, whose eyesight was impaired by juvenile diabetes.

Curtis Baptist Church has spent decades learning to walk that line, said Ronda Perrin, the coordinator for its deaf ministry, which started in the 1930s with a deaf Sunday school and sign language at services. In the 1990s, it began to invite a deaf pastor or layman to preach a monthly service in sign language.

"So many deaf are stuck in small towns or far away from big cities and don't have a church, a place to go to worship God or learn more about God," wrote Mrs. Perrin, who is deaf, in an e-mail. "Deaf are limited in their opportunities to hear God's word."

Most often, people with disabilities are left behind, Mr. Jones said. He recounted Luke 14, in which Jesus tells a parable about a man giving a banquet.

When none of his guests arrive, "The Lord said get the lame and the blind. He said bring them; bring us."
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