Interfaith conference aims to connect disabled, faith leaders
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When Empish Thomas most needed spiritual support, she found herself shut out at church.

Thomas understands that it is not entirely the fault of the house of worship when someone who suffers from a disability feels out of place or unwelcome.

Neither is it the fault of the person who has a mental or physical problem, such the blindness from the rare disease that stole her sight 13 years ago.

It is a little of both, rising from a sometimes insoluble mix of physical limitations and social and psychic discomfort on both sides.

The divide is one faith leaders are learning to bridge.

Thomas and others with disabilities will tell their stories to an interfaith gathering organized by the Bobby Dodd Institute Sunday, August 3. The institute helps the disabled become self-sufficient.

Wayne McMillan, its CEO, pointed out 84 percent of disabled people say their faith is important to them, but fewer than half attend services at least once a month.

"We wanted to connect faith leaders and have conversations about what it means to welcome the disabled," he said.

Thomas, 37, of Lithonia, a life-long church member, choir stalwart, active in the young singles group, said people were unsure of how to treat her after blindness set in. Her loss of sight meant she was left behind from activities such as outings to Stone Mountain or had to sit when the choir incorporated dance moves into a song.

Some well wishers wanted only to pray for a miraculous healing for her, leaving her feeling singled out and awkward. Others had less kind thoughts.

"I had friends who assumed I had some secret sin," she said.

And they believed the loss of sight was God's payback.

Questions seemingly without answers left Thomas struggling to understand her suffering and feelings of anger and abandonment.

"A traumatic situation can really rock your faith," she said.

She is still a spiritual work in progress.

"I think I am at peace with me and God and the whole disability thing," she said.

But she no longer attends church.

Most religious groups think of the physical barriers, such as stairs, when thinking about putting the disabled at ease.

"But the issues that keeps most people out of church and synagogue or the mosque are attitudinal barriers," McMillan said.

The Rev. Kim McGarr of Mount Bethel United Methodist Church in Marietta sees the barriers that houses of worship and disabled people must cross to feel comfortable.

"I find that people are receptive, but scared because there is this big 'unknown,' " she said.

Sunday school teachers are unfamiliar with working with children with special needs, families worry about how disabled children will be accepted, and adults have questions about how to interact with other, disabled adults and are afraid to ask.

That leaves those families with disabled members isolated and unable to worship together, said McGarr, whose job is working specifically with disabled members. She encourages congregation members just to dive in.

"Sometimes it's a trial by fire," she said.

And she has learned that including those people, those families, is not just a matter of giving.

"We are surprised by the grace and mercies they give back," she said.

Conference information: http://www.interfaithdisability.org/2008_idc_conference_rl.php
