:  How about Rabbi Lynne Landsberg and Reverend Al Mead?

      [APPLAUSE].

   You might as well go home after those two. What we learned about was the healing power of community, and the winning attitude, can do. There’s no such word as CAN'T. I thank you for the blessing of those two people and thank you for your coming, for Mark Crenshaw, and for James Shepherd. Where are you? Let’s hear James. Let’s hear additional applause for you.  [APPLAUSE].

      I wanted to now get to nuts and bolts, because these two have lifted us, but we’re got work, serious work to do in our congregation. So I’m going to get right down to the job at hand. This is a place that I need you to carry these ideas home with you as you think about your own church, your own synagogue, your own Quaker or meeting house. The goal of this conference is to inspire you, but to equip you, both so that you can return to your congregation, transform it into a place of welcome and hospitality. Great word, hospitality and a place where persons with disability are not just included, but valued. I had a person stop me after a speech and say, I don’t want to be welcome, because everybody talks about welcoming people with disability. I want to be valued. Isn’t that a great word? That’s a big difference. Hold in that your mind. This work that you and I are about is guided by three very simple, powerful concepts. 

   First of all, there are 54 million of us, as Rabbi Landsberg has indicated, with disability.

Some of us have physical disability. Some sensory, some psychiatric, some environmental disability, some intellectual disability. It’s a huge, big company of us, but the key point is that we have enormous gifts and talents. And if you’re not incorporating us, if you’re not putting in those gifts and talents, you’re missing something. So that’s -- WHEN YOU'RE TAKING THIS SPEECH BACK TO SOMEONE IN YOUR congregation, that’s the first point. People with disability have gifts and talents.

      Number two.   

      Those of us with disability have a right to a full life of faith. It’s like in the bill of rights or in some big constitutional thing. It’s a right to a full life of faith. This isn’t just about worship. Although worship is central. A full life of faith is about worship and study and service and leadership. Study of our scriptures, service, lots of us with disability don’t have the opportunity to serve other people. Service, not just getting, but giving back.  [APPLAUSE] And, of course, leadership. We are -- [APPLAUSE] I agree. We with disabilities have enormous abilities to lead.

      And the last key truth for today is this issue we’re here about is a social justice issue. This is – charity is good. Being kind is good. Being friendly is good stuff. This is bigger.       

This comes from scripture from the almighty. This is a social justice issue, and we may not rest until it’s accomplished. Let’s hear some applause. [APPLAUSE].

     Now, my instructor, my Rabbi in disability issues is my son Peter. My third son, Peter Thornburgh, who is handsome and charming and all the things a mom says about a son.  He’s 48 years old. He volunteers everyday in a food bank. He calls his mom on the phone. And he is semi-independently living in an apartment, which is a great step. He used to live in a group home, and now he’s living semi-independently in an apartment. He has both intellectual disability and physical disability. And Peter, like you and like you, is searching for meaning in his life. Even though he’s intellectually limited, just like you, he wants to know, why am I here? What can I do? What can I give back? And he has, in that journey, had companions from his Methodist Church, who love him, who value him, who take care of him, and he has a chance to return that love on the journey.

So I am – any Methodists here? Wouldn’t you know, the room is dominated by Methodists. [LAUGHTER].

      Pete has gained such an important understanding of his role through his faith and through his participation. So I’m an old third grade teacher. And one night at the dinner table, Pete and I were chatting. And you know teachers are always probing and trying to get back, when people are eating too  [LAUGHTER] so Pete and I are chatting, and I said, Pete, this is a tough question. It’s a tough question, but I’m interested in what is God like for you. What is God like for you? And I bought him a little time. I said, some people  like George Wirth and Reverend Mead and Rabbi Landsberg, they go to school three and four years to learn about God I know it’s a hard question, Pete. What’s God like? And Pete took his time, as he often does, and he put down his fork, and he looked me straight in the eye and he said, nice. [LAUGHTER] And then he said again, nice. So, friends, my challenge to you, and now put in your mind your own congregation or the congregation in your heart, the one you’re worried about is it a place where someone like Peter Thornburgh would come to know the almighty as nice? Is it a place where someone who uses a wheelchair or a scooter or a cane or a walker can easily enter, make friends, worship, and go to the bathroom? Is it? Is your congregation a place where someone who reads large print or Braille or uses assistive listening devices or ASL interpreter, is it a place where those accommodations are offered in a nonpatronnizing way?

      Is your congregation a place where someone with a long-term mental illness, someone with a psychiatric disability is honored and valued? Is it a place where no one is treated like a nuisance or a trouble maker? Is it a place where pain and difficulties and weakness can be revered? Is it a place where all people with and without disability are included and affirmed? That’s our challenge. That’s why you and I came today, to learn how to do that. In our work together, it’s good to think about barriers. Because there are three kinds of barriers when you think about your congregation. There are the barriers of architecture. And in a funny way, they’re easiest to identify and address. And, frankly, they’re solved, most of them, by money.

      Second of all, barriers of communication, terribly important are we able to access through good assistive listening devices, well paid interpreters, Braille material, large print material. And then the barriers that are the toughest are the barriers of attitude. The barriers of how we regard each other. What I call stale, paternalistic, unexamined thinking. I know that’s harsh for a faith conference. But it’s essential that you and I and the members of our congregation reexamine our attitudes about people with disabilities and think of us as the people of God. There’s no we and they, them, people with disabilities and us.WHOA, WHOA, WHOA.

      We together are the people of God, and we will triumph only when we see ourselves united and together. Our job is to both identify and remove those barriers, in a systematic and intentional way. At breakfast this morning, I thought we could call ourselves BARRIER BUSTERS. [LAUGHTER].

A second cup of coffee. That’s our job. So where do we begin? How do we start tomorrow? What do we do tomorrow? Where do we start? Well, we start by empowering people with disabilities in our congregations. They’re already there, they’re LULL experts, problem solvers and often they don’t have a lot of money. And they’re had to find solutions, clever, creative solutions without a lot of money. Empowering people with disabilities and remember that most people with disabilities, it’s not apparent. It’s not apparent. For example, you didn’t even know I was wearing hearing aids, because my hair is covering it up. It’s not apparent if I have HIV Aids, if I have depression. Most of the people in your congregation with disability, it is not apparent. So we have to first empower those experts. Make sure that they know that their skills and their problem solving ability and their voice are needed. Second, we want to enlist allies. Those of us over 65, or 60, or when ever we’re counted as being older, the polite euphemism now are older adults. And we also functionally need better lighting. We need railings. We need better sound systems. And we’re not always going to call ourselves someone with disability. But we function in that way. So if we’re enlisted in the effort in your congregation it’s going to make a difference. I’m always looking for railings. They’re sure stable, and how a easy they would be to add and stabilize the situation. Transportation. Very important to those of us who are older and very important to those of us in the disability community. Those things have to be thought of comprehensively. Make sure that older adults who, frankly, have been the ones, who gave money years ago, are the constant people who come and attend, make sure that they’re empowered too.

     Number three, these are easy ideas for you. Getting started ideas. Number three is form a disability awareness task force or a disability awareness committee of some kind. Call it the proper thing for your own faith tradition. Some of the my friends call them inclusion committees. But this is the core passionate group of people who think about these things morning, noon, and night, and are well informed, and have a lot of energy about these issues. They are the ones who can do an audit of barriers in your 

Congregation. They’re also a wonderful place what I call a cross disability advocacy. It would be as if James Shephard and I were in the same congregation and I said, be sure that the pickiness is at a place that’s wheelchair accessible, because James is the chair of that picnic. And James would say, couldn’t Peter Thornburgh give the prayer next week? So I as a mom, or James, someone with a disability isn’t always pleading for our own needs and gift. Although that’s important. We’re heard Al Mead say speak up. It’s wonderful to be in a group of people who will say your lines for you and anticipate what you’d like to have happen. The other thing that’s important about this committee is it’s the harbor of our stories. We with disability have sacred stories.

   All people have sacred stories. Our stories go sometimes are very hard to bear, and sometimes have to be repeated time after time. You and I have been with folks who have to tell again and again of that story. And the committee, the advocacy committee for people with disabilities will honor those stories. It will also be there when the brand new baby is born with Spinal Bifida or Downs Syndrome. They’re a confident group of people. They know the mom needs to be visited in the hospital. They won’t say, I’m not going to the hospital because I don’t know what to say. That mom deserves our honor. We don’t have to say much to her expert God loves you and our congregation loves you. And we will join with you as you raise your fine son. That’s what you core committee can do for you in your congregation. Another easy with a is to provide leadership possibilities for people who have disabilities. Guess what, folks; we’re got gifts that last all yearlong.

 Hey, if we can read the scripture out of Braille one Friday night, we can read it every Friday night. So don’t just think that this is some little tiny slice. We want to serve and be leaders and be useful. We want to do it all yearlong. We want to read scripture; we want to sing in the choir, we want to preach. We want to chair the committees. We want to be ushers and be useful in the House of God. That’s what we want. 

    And the fifth idea, kind of simple ideas these are, is to think creatively. That’s what people with disabilities; they too survive the way, the week and month. Folks with disability have to think more creatively and plan more carefully.

    And so, I’m going to give you a list of six or seven creative ideas. One of them might be useful for your congregation, but come up with 10 more when you start thinking about this subject. How about this one? Offer Valet parking for older adults and people with disabilities. My mom at 90 wouldn’t go to church because she was worried about the leaves that got wet and damp in the fall and then the ice and the snow, because she had to park away. What if she could have pulled up and someone could have taken her car and parked it for her and said, good morning, we’re so glad you’re here. Just think about that. I gave that idea to someone who is an insurance person. He said, well, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH, BLAH,BLAH.[LAUGHTER].

      You can’t. You’ve got to be respectful. You’ve got to listen. But there are ways to do things. You know God opens the path and valet parking would make a big difference. Offering respite care to families. As I was raising my son, Peter, I raised four sons. Every Sunday afternoon from two to four at the Irene Kaufman Center, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, there was a two to four recreation program that Peter went to. Every Sunday afternoon, I knew that I could either be with my other three sons, my husband, or take a nap.[APPLAUSE].That Jewish center offered me a structured after services every Sunday afternoon. 

   Number three; plan an adult education class on issues of disability. Because these attitudinal barriers are only going to disappear if we make friends with those with disabilities, and if we learn about issues of disabilities. And if you’re talking about Bipolar Disorder, you don’t have a psychiatrist talk about it. You have someone with Bipolar Psychiatric Disability talk about it. If you’re talking about something, have the expert who is the person with disability tell their story. And that is – it could be a six week, a four week class, its guarantee it will be the best thing that you do all yearlong. Bull Bulletins. Do regular print bulletins beside Launch Print Bulletins. Two piles. Everybody takes the large print ones. [LAUGHTER].

      I don’t know who they – religious leaders think we are with this tiny writing. But in those – in those bulletins or in the announcements, make sure that you don’t say all stand. Because guess what, some of us can’t stand and the minute you put a word like that, it separates us into we,  they, rather than all of us as the people of God. Go through that bulletin with a fine-tooth comb and think about how you would feel if you were a walker user or if you were 96 years old and you were tired. Train ushers so that when I come, the welcome is a genuine welcome, not sort of a pat on the top of the head welcome. Here is a great one: and some of you may be doing this already. Offer an employment support group for people with disabilities and people without disabilities. That is such a painful fact in our nation, the percentage of us who want to work and who are not working. And what if your faith home offered a support group for people with disabilities on your search for a job? Great ministry.

      And last, this is a tough one. Three to ten percent of the children in your congregation have ADHD. Attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. I don’t know three to 10, because I’m not an expert, but that’s what experts are saying. And are they learning about their faith? Are they honored? Are they given a chance to lead? Are they encouraged in their growth? 

    And that answer has to be yes, friends. It must be yes. You provide a way for those future soldiers in the fight to learn about their faith. Those are some ideas in summary, because I’m an old third grade teacher. Empower the experts. You know, experts know what needs to be done. Empower them. Enlist allies. Form a disability awareness committee or task force, provide leadership opportunities for people with disabilities, and think out of the box. Think creatively. Think out of the box. 

      In conclusion, children and adults with disability just like all of us, long to know that they are loved by God. This is the deepest longing that we have. That we are loved by God. And if we understand that love through God’s people, this is a deep, important feeling and understanding within us. I can think of no more important work for you next week and the next months ahead than to transform your congregation into a place where all may worship, all may serve, all may study, and all may lead. Thank You.

