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Churches still failing to accommodate the disabled, advocates say 
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Shawana Bulloch believes being a devout Christian means attending worship services and giving time and money to her church.

But one of the biggest challenges to her faith has nothing to do with her beliefs.

Bulloch, who uses a wheelchair, sometimes dreads going to her church because the entrances have no ramps. On Sunday morning, members usually lift her over the steps leading to the front door.

The experience chips away each time at her dignity.

"I don't like that," said the Savannah resident. "I should be able to come in without assistance."

Improving access for the disabled is the subject of an upcoming workshop for church leaders.

The Atlanta-based Bobby Dodd Institute will bring together leaders from religious groups around the state to discuss accessibility on Aug. 3 in Atlanta.

Director Wayne McMillan hopes to take the conversation beyond ramps.

"It's about more than just architectural barriers," McMillan said. "You have to be purposeful about (accessibility), and you have to think about it."

Getting connected
In a recent survey conducted by the Institute, 84 percent of people with a disability said that religious faith is important to them. But less than half said they attend a religious service at least once a month.

That's partly because of limited access to buildings, lack of assistance and marginalization of people with disabilities, McMillan said.

"We want to help narrow that gap," he said.

The Bobby Dodd Institute works to help people with disabilities live as independently as possible by providing them with jobs, networks and advocacy.

Toward that end, the nonprofit recently launched a new resource for churches called the Interfaith Disability Connection to provide information on accessibility.

Getting involved in a faith community is about more than just spirituality, McMillan said.

Congregations also provide support.

"One of the best ways to be integrated into society is to have an active faith life," McMillan said.

Overcoming barriers
Physical barriers such as steps, narrow doorways and outdated restrooms are some of the most obvious changes a church can make.

Other "assistive devices" such as large-print materials, hearing aids and American Sign Language interpreters can help those with impaired sight and hearing participate in worship.

But many religious communities don't offer assistance, either because they believe it's too expensive or isn't wanted, said Frances Todd, executive director of the local advocacy group LIFE Inc.

"Part of it is just lack of education," she said. "Some folks on my staff go to church regularly and mention to me their church won't go the extra step to put a ramp in, even though it wouldn't cost them much at all to do that."

Fear of the disabled is another deterrent to access, especially for people with mental diseases, said John Richards, local coordinator for the National Alliance on Mental Illness.

His adult son, who has schizophrenia, has tried many times to participate in a congregation. But each time, after he's told parishioners about his disease, he has felt shunned, Richards said.

"Church leadership needs to be educated about what mental illness is and what it is not," he said. "When all else fails in our society probably the last refuge for the mentally ill will be our churches and synagogues."

According to a recent article in Schizophrenia Digest, some advocates and mental health care professionals are turning faith communities into another resource to help the mentally ill cope with their symptoms. Religious beliefs appear to be associated with lower levels of hopelessness and with less depression.

"We have quite a few members that stand out as examples of being able to go into recovery as a result of the support of church leaders and a congregation," he said. "The basic structure is there."

Getting involved
The work of improving accessibility often starts with a pushy church member who sees and understands the need, McMillan said.

But creating an overall welcoming environment for the disabled must come from the top down, says Savannah resident Jessica Feucht.

The 33-year-old woman credits Pastor Ricky Temple and his wife Diane Temple for spreading a culture of inclusiveness throughout their Southside church, Overcoming By Faith.

"They welcomed me with open arms," said Feucht, who described her first visit to the church with her wheelchair about eight years ago.

"One of the first things people asked me was 'How did you like your visit?' and 'Will you come back?' " and they would say, 'If you need anything when you come back, would you let us know?' " she said.

"I knew this would be a really comfortable place, and I wouldn't have any problems dealing with anybody."

Ramps and a wheelchair-accessible van provided by the church helped Feucht attend services. But a warm reception from staff and members inspired her to get involved.

She now sings in the choir and encourages others to attend the church with her.

"I tell people, 'If you're having trouble being comfortable in a church, come visit mine," she said. "Half of the people I've brought in have either come back or become members."
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