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Goal 

To prepare catechists, sponsors, team members of the RCIA Process 

to include and educate persons with disabilities with their peers 

in regular RCIA format. 

Objectives 

To have candidates and catechumens learn the overall vision of the 

RCIA as inclusive for the disabled. To be informed about and to 

experience an inclusive RCIA Process with the disabled. 

Method 

To experience one-on-one catechesis for the mentally disabled. To 

have the involvement of the entire RCIA community guide and support 

the Rites and Rituals with the disabled. To have alternative 

lesson planning to supplement the presentations to Catechumens and 

candidates that include the disabled. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Ministry to special people parallels, in many respects, an 

expanded social consciousness in our time. In the wake of the 

civil rights struggle, our society enjoys a heightened sense of 

social inclusion that involves a new responsiveness to those who 

are mentally, physically and emotionally disabled. It is more than 

appropriate that the Church follow suit with attention to their 

rights to move and function within the Church (Rights in Canon Law 

for Persons with Mental Disabilities. Joseph N. Perry, NAMRP, Vol. 

20, No. 3, Fall 1989). 

The Gospels describe how people with various emotional, mental 

and physical maladies approached Jesus for sympathy and healing. 

Today, these kinds of people approach Cchrist’s Church for ministry, 

understanding and fellowship. 

The Roman Catholic Church’s code of discipline has a few 

canons with specific reference to people with disabilities. At 

first glance this might seem to represent slight interest on part 

of the Church. But in reality, outside of particular legislative 

statements for special circumstances, these persons are seen no 

different from any other baptized member with ecclesial rights. 

The few relevant canons must be read and interpreted in light of 

all other canons on rights and privileges for the baptized (Perry). 

"By reason of their baptism, the physically and mentally 

handicapped members of the Church possess a basic equality with 
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other members of the Church...and the same divine calling ("Justice 

in the World", 1971 Synod of Bishops in Rome). 

Baptism asks for very few qualifications. In the case of 

infants, the faith and approval of the parents or sponsors are all 

that are needed (c.868). One who is incapable of personal 

responsibility is regarded in church law as an infant, even in 

regard to baptism (cc. 97,98,99,852). Infants have diminished 

competence and bear little if any responsibility to the community; 

they need special care and affection and need curators and tutors 

in the person of their parents, guardians or others (CLSA, Canon 

Law Society of American Commentary. Paulist Press, 1983). 

Regardless of age, however, once baptism is validly received 

there must be serious legal justification for withholding any of 

the corresponding ecclesial rights to pastoral care, the sacraments 

and legitimate forms of ministry and fellowship (Perry). The right 

to the sacraments is fundamental. 

Consequently, the mentally disabled can receive the 

sacraments beyond baptism, especially, Eucharist, Reconciliation, 

confirmation, and Anointing of the Sick. However, decisions cannot 

be made by one person but only by the collective wisdom of wise 

and sensitive persons who know the field of mental disabilities and 

who are knowledgeable of Church and Church values. The Church asks 

for the minimum with the disposition and preparation necessary for 

reception of the sacraments. Consequently, it is sufficient that 

preparation be according to a child’s capacity. The same approach 

that is used for children can be used with those with mental 
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disabilities. 

With regard to Eucharist, some may Or may not be able to 

bring together the cognitive and intuitive powers necessary to 

reflect on the mystery of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist or 

even be to able to discern the difference between ordinary bread 

and wine and the sacrament of the Lord’s body and blood. However, 

they may have some inner sense of the sacredness of the moment. 

They can harbor a desire for friendship and closeness to the Lord 

(CLSA Commentary cc.912, 914). 

Therefore, there are no clear pastoral or canonical reason to 

deny the mentally disabled access to the sacraments. With 

catechesis tailored to them, usually individually (c.777,4), 

mentally disabled persons should receive confirmation (cc. 889- 

891). In fact, after baptism, every effort should be made to 

complete the sacraments of initiation, i.e., confirmation and 

Eucharist. 

Finally, persons with disabilities represent a variety of 

human limitations, i.e., emotional or mental, severe retardism, 

autism, cerebral palsy, learning or developmental disabilities. 

Despite these disabilities individuals can move around in church 

fellowship in varying degrees. But whatever the nature of the 

disability, each and everyone is a member of Christ’s Church and 

each deserves respect for their dignity and rights of participation 

insofar as they are humanly able and willing to function with these 

rights. Fundamentally, they have a right to the knowledge of God’s 

love for them and to be nurtured by God’s touch in the sacraments 
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and in pastoral care. 

The American bishops, at their annual Fall meeting on November 

15, 1988, issued a resolution upon the tenth anniversary of their 

"pastoral Statement on Handicapped People," which was issued 

November 16, 1978. Once again, the bishops challenged parishes and 

dioceses "to go beyond physical access to building and the 

provisions of religious and social services" in their approach to 

people with disabilities. "If any disabled person is prevented 

from active participation, the Church community is incomplete". 

Their resolution then called upon leaders in the church throughout 

the nation "to encourage conversion of mind and heart so that all 

persons with disabilities may be invited to worship and to every 

level of service as full members of the body of Christ" (Origins, 

vol. 18, no. 24, November 24, 1988). 

 



THEOLOGY OF INCLUSION/THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 

The Parable of the Good Samaritan Lk 10:29-37 

The story Jesus told about the Good Samaritan carries three 

images that instruct us in our attempts to bring people with 

developmental disabilities into the faith community. The images 

are: woundedness, accompaniment, and gifts (NAMRP, Vol. 22, No. 1). 

The Image of Woundedness 

Because he belonged to a group outside Judaism and was 

despised by it, a Samaritan in Jesus’ time was a wounded person. 

Perhaps he had never been literally robbed or beaten as the victim 

in Jesus’ story was, but he no doubt was robbed of his self-esteem 

by those who despised him, and beaten by the ridicule of Pharisees 

who believed Samaritans were worthless people. He knew what it 

meant to be hurt. Perhaps that is the reason he could recognize 

and respond to the woundedness of the dying man, though it is not 

enough merely to have suffered in order to respond. 

The Image of Accompaniment 

The second image is accompaniment or companionship. The Good 

Samaritan presents us with the truth that physical presence is 

necessary. He himself helped the injured man from the ditch and 

onto his donkey to accompany the man on the healing journey. This 

then is the personal touch, the intimate involvement, the 

attention to the individual. 

Do we distance ourselves from the mentally disabled? Rather, 
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our way is that of the Good Samaritan. Perhaps the road may be 

slow, uneven, or even bumpy. But personal, close contact is the 

road we all need to travel. 

To truly accompany, we have to deal with the physical as well 

as the spiritual. For people with mental disabilities, there is 

little distinction between the two. What is happening physically 

is what is happening spiritually, as indeed it is for all of us. 

Doug is a young man who lives in an assisted care facility. 

Doug, is our first candidate with a mental disability who has gone 

through the RCIA process. As part of his service to the faith 

community, Doug felt that he could be an acolyte and assist the 

presider at weekend liturgies. Even though we encouraged Doug, we 

had to deal with some realities. Because Doug uses a wheel chair 

and due to the lack of accessibility in the sanctuary Doug could 

not be in the same area with the priest to assist. The altar is in 

a raised area of the sanctuary. There were many months of 

discussion with Doug, Doug’s primary care giver, the presider and 

myself. We dealt with all the possible solutions. It became quite 

apparent that within these months of dialogue, Doug was showing 

signs of depression, even though Doug normally is a very positive 

and dynamic person. 

Because of the concern, sensitivity, and insight of everyone 

on the team, Doug now is an official acolyte for the liturgies. 

Doug is his old self again. Although Doug has recovered from the 

initial crisis, it showed clearly that while we are ministering to 

the spiritual needs of a person we cannot over look the physical 
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needs. If we are to accompany on the spiritual journey, we must be 

actively involved in those kinds of experiences that affect the 

whole person. 

It is not possible to experience a personal relation with God 

and remain indifferent to human suffering. The struggle between 

contemplating a particular situation and taking action is 

perennial. The 01d Testament prophets called for a bonding of 

religious sentiments with social morality and justice (Is 58:5-6; 

Jer 7:4-7). 

The early church depicts relationships, the experience of 

God’s presence among each other and through one another. To 

embrace the Gospel means to enter into a community (A Justice 

Praver Book: Reflections on the Scriptures. Campaign for Human 

Development, 1982). Jesus points to this centrality of community 

when he warns that if our relationships are not right in the 

community, the family, the neighborhood, the city, the world, we 

have to deal with them before we can present our gifts at the altar 

(Mt 5:21-25). 

The Image of Gift 

Gift is an image familiar to our faith communities. The Good 

Samaritan took the wounded one to the inn, the place of healing, 

and gave money and resources for the present need and promises to 

return with on going gifts. What are the gifts that we have? We 

have the gift of ourselves, as members already of the faith 
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community. We might want to say we are accompaniers from both 

sides: first, accompanying the faith community in its journey, its 

mission of welcoming; second, integrating people with disabilities. 

There are times when RCIA sessions, interviews, the Rites 

themselves are not conducive to the disabled. The families of the 

disabled perhaps at times are not treated with care when overall 

planning is done. Insensitivity and forgetfulness seem to happen 

repeatedly. 

To help the RCIA team and the faith community see people with 

mental disabilities as individuals, not as symbols, is a gift we 

can offer. We may need to give the gift by shoulder-tapping, or 

perhaps making simple suggestions or reminders to those who are 

working with the "big picture". We may also need to give the gift 

of confrontation, the gift of information, the gift of challenge, 

and always the gift of encouragement. 

Finally, Jesus finished his story, by admonishing his 

listeners to go forth showing mercy: mercy for those fallen by the 

wayside, mercy for the ignorant and the fearful, and even mercy for 

the priests passing by on the other side. 

However, Jesus did not pity people. Rather, he displayed 

genuine empathy. He felt with people and understood their needs 

without destroying their self-respect. Jesus could both weep with 

Mary and Martha at the grave of his friend, Lazarus (Jn 11:1-43), 

and rejoice and celebrate with others at times of happiness and 

success. 

I believe that the more we seek to emulate God’s kind of 
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loving and caring as we strive to be facilitators of the inclusion 

of mentally disabled in the RCIA process, the more the mentally 

disabled will be seen as the valued human beings they are. This 

will lead to personal and spiritual growth in the faith journey we 

all share. 

God’s free, constant, all-embracing love to each one of us 

personally, challenges us and frees us daily to risk God’s kind of 

loving. As we open ourselves to God’s love and acceptance of 

ourselves and those we seek to help, the joys in our caring will 

increase (NAMRP, Vol. 19, No. 1, 1988). 

Furthermore, the Gospel message preserves for us a striking 

account of a conversation Jesus had with a young man (Mk 10:17-23). 

"What must I do...?", the young man asks Jesus, and he received a 

penetrating answer. "Jesus looked at him with love and told him... 

Come and follow me." Notice what happens. The young man, who had 

shown such interest in the fundamental question then "went away 

sad, for he had many possessions". He went away, and as can be 

deduced from the context, refused to accept Jesus’ call. 

Today, no one can argue that it is not an easy task to include 

the mentally disabled within the RCIA process. Jesus did not tell 

us that following him would be easy. The evangelist Mark, touches 

on problems and questions that have in no way lost their relevance 

for us today. We need to ask ourselves the important question, 

"What must I do...?" The openness that we need to express and 

share with the faith community to help and support the mentally 

disabled in the RCIA process is that of truth, goodness, love, 
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compassion. We must always turn to Scripture and find support from 

the words Jesus has given to us. 

In Luke’s Gospel, from the beginning of his life Jesus was 

homeless, for there was no place for him in the inn (Lk 2:7). When 

his parents took him to Jerusalem for the first time, they were 

numbered among the poor and they offered the gift of the poor (Lk 

2:24). As a child Jesus was a refugee, forced to flee the hatred 

that broke out in persecution, to leave his own land and live in 

exile (Mt 2:13-23). Jesus was also the victim of injustice and 

torture and was put to death without anyone coming to his defense. 

We, on the other hand, must come to the defense of those members of 

the faith community that are mentally disabled. They are the poor 

of the Gospel. We are sent, just as Jesus was sent by God to 

proclaim the Gospel to the poor, "The Spirit of the Lord is upon 

me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He 

has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of 

sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the 

year of the Lord’s favor" (LK 4:18-19). 

In LK 7:18-22, Jesus is asked, "Are you the one?" Jesus 

replies, "Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind 

regain their sight, the lame walk...the deaf hear..." We must 

always be sensitive to the call of the mentally disabled. It is 

the mission that Jesus proclaimed, the mission of the church, to 

include all those who are afflicted and who seek an active 

spiritual life in our faith community. 

The first Beatitude (Mt 5:3), indicates a path that we all 
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must walk. It tells us that we must preserve the human dignity 

and not close ourselves off to the mentally disabled. Being poor 

in spirit also tells us that we should not rest as long as the 

mentally disabled are entrapped in injustice and powerlessness. 

Furthermore, if we choose to be poor in spirit, we will never cease 

to devise means to work toward equality for the mentally disabled 

who worship along side the rest of the faith community. 

Moreover, evangelization is the Church’s reason for being. It 

is not complete unless it takes into account the relationship 

between the Gospel message and the active role the mentally 

disabled need to take in the church today (Mt 28:16-20). 

When we keep in mind Mt 25:31-46, "...a stranger and you 

welcomed me", we see the face of Jesus Christ. We turn to the 

mentally disabled and can identify Jesus. If we keep Jesus Christ 

as our focal point, we will recognize his face in the good news 

that we share with every mentally disabled person. 

PASTORAL MEMBERS/RCIA TEAM MEMBERS/DIRECTIVES/CATECHESIS 

Jesus summoned them and said to them, "You know that those who 

are recognized as rulers over the Gentiles lord it over then, 

and their great ones make their authority over them felt. But 

it shall not be so among you. Rather, whoever wishes to be 

great among you will be your servant; whoever wishes to be 

first among you will be the slave of all. For the Son of Man 

didn’t come to be served but to serve and to give his life as 

a ransom for many" (Mark 10:42-45). 

If I, therefore, the master and teacher, have washed your 

feet, you ought to wash one another’s feet. I have given you 

a model to follow, so that as I have done for you, you should 

also do. Amen, amen, I say to you, no slave is greater than 

his master nor any messenger greater than the one who sent 

him. If you understand this, blessed are you if you do it 

{John 13:14-17). 
-  



The key concept is transformation. I believe this is the most 

powerful process for assisting the RCIA team in making provisions 

for the mentally disabled in Christian Formation. Transformation, 

will help the team adopt a life-long commitment not only to the 

inclusion of the mentally disabled in the RCIA process but it will 

also support a personal on-going spiritual conversion as well. 

The characteristics of the transformation are as follows: 

1. The life-long pursuit of a meaningful purpose that takes 

form in a vision of service 

2. The empowerment of oneself and of others 

3. The courage to advocate for change 

4 The integrity to be continually oriented toward truth 

(Empowered leadership: A Christian Perspective. Submitted by Bob 

Anderson to The Center for Human Development, 9/22/88). 

The gospel of Mark especially, echoing the book of Isaiah, 

speaks of Jesus as the Servant who suffered. To lead in a Christ- 

like way is to be a servant to those being led. While this can be 

a source of great joy, it often can be frustrating, painfilled, and 

exhausting. 

Consequently, vision is of the essence. It is the "eye of the 

body" through which we see a future of light. Where vision is 

unclear or nonexistent, "the eye is diseased and all will be 

darkness" (Luke 11:33-36). The members of the RCIA team are the 

eyes of the Body of Christ. They see the vision and embody the 

vision as well as act as a lamp on a lampstand sharing light and 

direction in the dark. The primary contribution of the RCIA team 

is to articulate, embody, and support a meaningful vision of 
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inclusion for the mentally disabled (Empowered Leadership: A 

Christian Perspective). 

on the other hand, with transformation stands compassion. 

True compassion requires great courage. It takes both courage and 

compassion to stand powerfully for the vision and both are required 

to deal with adversaries in a manner consistent with the vision. 

Based on my experience and others who minister to the mentally 

disabled, too often the catechesis for the mentally disabled is 

seen as inappropriate for the following reasons: 1. Mental 

disabilities indicate a low I.Q. Therefore, all mentally disabled 

adults have low or immature social skills; thus they enjoy child- 

like activities. 2. Mental disabilities indicate a low I.Q., 

therefore this adult "is functioning at a 2nd or 3rd grade level" 

or "he/she has the mind of a 6 year old," thus we should teach or 

relate to them as a 6 year old. They are "kids" or "children". 3. 

Adults who are mentally disabled always need assistance for 

everything. 4. Adults who are mentally disabled are not capable 

of doing certain ministries for the Church, e.g., Eucharistic 

ministers, lectors, or acolytes. 5. The mentally disabled are 

unable to give, offer ideas, share, support, or give suggestions. 

6. The mentally disabled can be aggressive, potentially dangerous 

(NAMRP Quarterly, vol. 18, #3, 1987, Bill Gillum). 

Hopefully, catechists and those who pastorally minister to 

mentally disabled adults respond to the fact that the mentally 

disabled are being challenged to live normal lives within the 

community.  



The following are weaknesses that may need to be overcome by 

catechists who are involved in the preparation of the mentally 

disabled going through the RCIA process: 1. The catechist may feel 

more secure, in control, if he/she relates to the adults as a 

child, 2. The catechist may have an attitude of being 

paternalistic/maternalistic, "talking down" in speech and 

conversation. 3. The catechist may really be fulfilling more 

his/her own need for affection and recognition instead of genuinely 

catechizing or facilitating age-appropriate programming (NAMRP, 

Gillum). 

Consequently, if disabled people are to become equal partners 

in the process of Christian Initiation, injustice must be 

eliminated and ignorance and apathy replaced by increased 

sensitivity and warm acceptance. The leaders and the general 

membership of the Church must educate themselves to appreciate 

fully the contribution disabled people can make to the Christian 

Initiation Process. Disabled individuals bring with them a special 

insight into the meaning of life; for they live, more than the rest 

of us perhaps, in the shadow of the cross. Furthermore, out of 

their experience they forge virtues like courage, patience, 

perseverance, compassion and sensitivity that should serve as an 

inspiration to other catechumens and candidates going through the 

RCIA process. 

Evangelization and catechesis for disabled individuals must be 

geared in content and method to their particular situation. 

Specialized catechists should help them interpret the meaning of 
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their lives and should give witness to Christ’s presence in ways 

they can understand and appreciate. The RCIA process should be 

integrated with normal catechetical activities using guidelines for 

the instruction of disabled persons and for their participation 

during the liturgical Rites. 

on the other hand, although most disabled persons easily fit 

into parish life with only a few adjustments, those who are 

mentally impaired may not be able to fully appreciate the regular 

RCIA process. Consequently, we need to celebrate and learn in ways 

that respect their limitations. Even though one-on-one or small 

group instruction may benefit most, there should still be 

provisions made to include the mentally disabled in all the rites 

and large group RCIA activities. 

FIRST GATHERING OF RCIA TEAM PRIOR TO THE INQUIRY PERIOD: 

Presently, Saint Patrick of Heatherdowns Church has 12 members 

on the RCIA team. Prior to the Fall season, the team gathers to 

discuss the following: initial concerns, calendarizing, potential 

problem areas based on the process from the previous year. Also, 

at this preliminary meeting potential candidates and catechumens 

are discussed. 

During the initial meeting I realized that I had become 

agitated and impatient waiting for my turn to share information 

about possible candidates. I finally had the opportunity to speak 

at which point I began to discuss a possible candidate, Doug who is 

a mentally disabled adult. Doug also uses a wheel chair because 
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of severe cerebral palsy. The room became hushed. The first 

questions asked by the RCIA Director were "will you be working with 

Doug?" "How much will Doug be involved with the other candidates?" 

and, "You’ll let me know what you are going to do?" I immediately 

felt defensive. I’m not exactly sure why. Perhaps the sense that 

I didn’t feel like I was part of the team that was going to be 

working together on Doug’s behalf. (St. Patrick’s is known for its 

excellent 15 year history working with the RCIA Process. However, 

this was the first time the challenge of a mentally disabled adult 

had been presented to the team). Once this preliminary meeting of 

the team was over I realized that my mission was not only to 

include Doug in the RCIA Process but also help, support, and 

educate the RCIA Team and the worshipping community regarding the 

inclusion of the mentally disabled in the RCIA Process. 

The following is a selection of an article written by Anita 

Lapeyre, RSCJ, president of St. Madeleine Sophie’s Center, a 

facility for developmentally disabled adults in El Cajon, 

California. In the article Anita stresses the importance of 

placing the mentally disabled in a setting of peers which supports 

their religious development. 

Choosing a Sponsor 

The sponsor for a developmentally disabled adult should be 

selected carefully. It is important that the sponsor be a person 

who can become "a friend in Christ". This person should also be a 

supporter of the mentally disabled and be willing to journey side 

by side with the mentally disabled candidate. 
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Adapting the Process 

The Order of Initiation is designed to provide for 

adaptations. It is essential that adults with disabilities who 

enter the initiation process be included in all instructions, 

activities and group events. They are to be full members of the 

Church. Adaptations should be made with reverence for the 

mentally disabled adults and should always be appropriate for their 

age. 

Consequently, developmentally disabled adults may benefit more 

from catechesis in small groups rather than in large groups. At 

times, one-to-one instruction is appropriate. However, these 

adults need to share their faith development and to learn from 

others. They desire to become part of the community, to give as 

well as to receive support, and should have the chance to grow in 

a committed faith community. Therefore, it is imperative that a 

mentally disabled candidate be included in the regular RCIA Process 

as much as possible. 

Precatechumenate 

Many developmentally disabled adults are baptized but not 

fully initiated or evangelized. Moreover, many disabled adults no 

longer live with family. Just as their siblings have moved away, 

so these adults are living with their peers in homes under the care 

of others. Consequently, these adults too often are deprived of 

opportunities to grow in faith as members of a worshiping 

community. 

Moreover, due to the lack of contact that some mentally 
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disabled adults have with the worshiping community, it is the 

responsibility of the RCIA team and the worshiping community at 

large, to make every effort to include the mentally disabled in the 

initial steps of the RCIA Process. 

The Rite of Acceptance 

The Rite of Acceptance has great significance for adults with 

disabilities. Too often they have experienced rejection and have 

been excluded from many events because of their poor development. 

To be welcomed warmly into the assembly and to be able to share 

their faith journey in their own way creates a deep sense of 

belonging. 

Period of Catechumenate 

During the period of the catechumenate, the lectionary serves 

as the primary catechetical text. Depending on the severity of 

impairment, developmentally disabled adults can participate to some 

degree in the group sessions, but some one-on-one catechetical 

instruction also may be appropriate. Developmentally disabled 

adults are able to understand the lessons of the gospel. However, 

at times, difficulty in faith sharing will occur. On the other 

hand, in their simplicity and honesty, they often state profound 

truths in a disarming manner. 

Materials used in instruction of the Word of God should be age 

appropriate. Acting out gospel lessons, hand on hand art projects 

that reinforce the gospel lessons, and allowing spontaneous prayer 

are particularly helpful. 

The Rite of Elect  



Sponsors will need to help prepare developmentally disabled 

adults for this ceremony. Coaching them on how to address a bishop 

is an important aspect of the preparation. 

Period of Purification and Enlightenment 

During lenten days of prayer, the developmentally disabled 

adult should be included with the elect in the reflection process. 

Preparing for the scrutinies must be done with care. Care must be 

used to determine how the disabled adult will be integrated with 

the other elect during these ceremonies. 

Celebration of the Sacraments of Initiation 

The celebration of the sacraments of initiation is the 

highlight for all adults who have made the journey through the RCIA 

Process. A developmentally disabled adult is no different. The 

process will have heightened the mentally disabled adult’s sense of 

belonging to a loving, caring community. At the Easter Vigil, the 

disabled adult receives the applause of welcome into the full life 

of the Church and into the beginning of a new commitment to serve 

the Lord and the Lord’s community. 

Mystagogia and Mission 

The newly initiated adults with disabilities can and should 

participate fully in the life of the Church. These generous and 

affectionate adults will want and need to play an active role in 

the faith community (Catechumenate, May 6 1992, Vol. 14 #3). 

RCIA PROCESS BASED ON DUNNING’S, Echoing’ God’s Word 

Preparation Questions for presentation with Catechumens/Candidates 
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Sessions with Catechists/Presenters/Team Members 

ADVENT 

The following session takes approximately one hour. Additional 

sessions will be held to confer and do further planning with 

catechists who will be directly involved in the teaching of the 

particular RCIA gatherings. 

1. The Gospel according to the Evangelist, Matthew, Mark, or 

Luke, is researched by the individual RCIA team members. 

This material can be found in a variety of sources. However, the 

source that is used most effectively is James Dunning’s, Echoing 

God’s Word. 

The following reflection questions are asked: a) What draws 

me into Gospel? b) What causes me to be uncomfortable or what 

challenges me about the Gospel? 

2. The designated Gospel for the Sunday is read by a team member. 

There should be some silent reflection following the reading of the 

Scripture. 

The following questions are asked: a) What are my personal 

impressions of the Gospel? b) What appeals to me in this Gospel? 

c) What makes me uncomfortable? d) What appears new to me? e) 

What can I say regarding this Gospel in relation to the larger 

picture of the Gospel? 

3. The Scripture passage is read the second time. 

The following questions are asked: a) In the Gospel passage 

what issues are raised for me as a Christian? Db) In the Gospel 

passage what communal and pastoral questions are raised for me as 
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part of the mission of the Church and the worshiping community? 

It is always recommended the mentally disabled participate as 

much as possible with the large group. However, when further 

instruction and catechesis is needed a one-on-one program needs to 

be adopted. 

TIME LINE 

Inquiry stage 

One full year (September to September) 

Rite of Welcoming 

Advent of the following Church Calendar Year 

Focus 

Prayer 

Scripture 

Rite of Sending and the Rite of Elect 

Lent of the Church Year following the Rite of Welcoming 

Focus 

Sacraments 

Prayer 

Scripture 

Mystagogia 

Easter Season following Rite of Initiation at the Easter Vigil 

Focus 

Discussion and activities in relationship to being a fully 

initiated Christian in the Roman Catholic Church. 

The following are additional one-on-one lessons used during 

the Advent Season with the mentally disabled RCIA candidates. 
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It is to be noted also, that along with the regular sessions of 

RCIA and the one-on-one catechesis the mentally disabled are also 

enrolled in the parish’s Adult Special Education Program. 

One-on-One Lesson Plans for the Mentally Disabled RCIA Candidates: 

ADVENT 

Introduction: 

The Advent Season is particularly unique when working with the 

disabled who are in the RCIA process. Advent is a time of waiting 

and anticipation. This period of waiting and anticipation is 

shared with the entire worshiping community. The disabled are an 

example of patience and understanding. They live their lives 

waiting and anticipating on-going joy and peace that is nurtured by 

their caretakers. The smiles of gratitude given by the disabled 

daily, and year round, not just seasonally, is a lesson we all can 

learn particularly during the Advent Season. 

Consequently, when working with disabled candidates on a one- 

on-one basis, the discussion of waiting and anticipation is not a 

difficult concept for them to relate too. 

Materials: 

Church Series: Our Beliefs. Level, Intermediate. Tel 

Communications, 1992. 

Church Series: Our Story. Level, Intermediate. Tel 

Communications, 1992. 

church Series: Our Sign. Level, Intermediate. Tel Communications, 

1992. 

Gospel Weekly: Advent Cycle. Level, Intermediate. Pflaum Pub., 

1993. 
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Spreading the Good News: Advent Cycle. Liguori Pub., 1993. 

Explaining The Word: Advent Cycle. Liguori Pub., 1993. 

Objectives /Goals: 

To be able to experience different forms of prayer 

To be able to experience and appreciate the signs and symbols of 

Advent 

Lesson One: 

1. Prayer 

a. Communal-Vespers 

Personal-people we want to pray for in our lives; 
family, friends, care givers 

Social Concerns 

Formal Prayer; The Our Father, Act of Sorrow, Hail 

Mary, Sign of our Faith 

Activities: 

Make a mobile with different forms of prayer experiences 

Make a mobile with names/pictures (from magazines or 
drawn), of the people we pray for 

Make praying hands using own hands as a pattern (trace on 

construction paper), this may be difficult for those with 

severe Cerebral Palsy but it can be done with a little 

patience. 

Compose a prayer together. Use the prayer for the 

closing of the session/all during Advent. 

Lesson Two: 

1. Sessions presented in the Church: 

A. Advent Wreath 

1. counting the candles 

2. looking at the colors 
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Scripture, Infancy Narratives, (Luke 1:5-8) 

1. Read the Advent Story 

2. Discuss the people; John the Baptist, Jesus, Mary, 

Joseph, Elizabeth, Zechariah 

a. Dialogue 
b. Drama 

Activities: 

1. Make an Advent Wreath 

2. Materials 

a. paper plate 
hb. glue 
c. construction paper 
d. scissors 

3. Directions 

a. decorate outside of plate with Advent colors 
using construction paper (use tear art as opposed 
to scissors/cutting)gluing with the help of aids; 
teachers, care givers, it can be done. 

make four candles (construction paper, care giver 
may want to cut these out) arrange and glue on 

paper plate. 

using yellow/orange paper, "light" (glue flame on 
top of candle) add one new candle each week. 

II. Sessions presented in the Narthex of the Church 

A. Jesse Tree 

1. Scripture Isaiah 11:1-9 

a. Read the Scripture passage 
b. Discuss 

2. Family Tree 

B. “Activity 

1. Make Jesse Tree symbols and decorate the tree 

a. apple/Adam and Eve 
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crown/King David 
ark /Noah 
coat of many colors/Joseph (Jacob’s son) 
Ten Commandments/Moses 
manger, star/Jesus 
flower, lily/Mary 
carpenter tool, hammer/Joseph(Jesus’ foster 

father) 

Materials 

glue 
paper pates 
construction paper 
paints; water color, tempra 
crayons 
markers 
scraps of material 
patterns of Jesse Tree symbols 
paper punch 
ribbon 

» 
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Directions 

a. Decorate Jesse Tree symbols 
b. Mount on paper plates 
c. Hang on Christmas Tree 

METHOD OF EVALUATION 

Information 

To become acquainted with dogmas, precepts, and salvation history 

Formation 

To participate in liturgical rites which purify and strengthen 

Transformation 

To have the ability to turn toward God in prayer, practice love of 

neighbor, experience conversion, be a witness of the good news and 

work toward the building of God’s kingdom. 

MID YEAR RCIA TEAM EVALUATION MEETING: 
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TOPICS DISCUSSED: 

Update (what has been happening so far) any problems, concerns 

Interviews-before the Rite of Elect; discuss scheduling of 

candidates /catechumens 

Liturgical Rites 

Retreat 

Holy Week Events 

Easter Vigil 

At the present time, I have shared with the team that 

everything seemed to be going quite well with Doug, our mentally 

disabled candidate. Doug appears to be very pleased to be a part 

of the large group discussion. The candidates/catechumens have 

been very sensitive to Doug. They have welcomed him into the break 

out sessions as much as possible. The candidates/catechumens have 

taken ownership with the responsibility of making sure that Doug’s 

environment is non threatening to him and that he is treated with 

dignity and respect. 

I had further stated that I would be doing the interviewing 

with Doug. The team agreed that Doug would probably respond more 

to me rather than another team member since I was working with him 

regularly on a one-on-one basis. 

There were some concerns however, shared by the RCIA team 

regarding the Rite of Elect and the Scrutinies in relationship to 

Doug. The biggest concerns were; would Doug be able to verbalize 

the responses that are asked of the candidates? And how would we 
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be able to present him to the Bishop during the Rite of Elect? 

Normally, the candidates are called forward into the sanctuary area 

which is elevated. In Doug’s case because he uses a wheel chair, 

getting him into the raised area would cause a problem. So as not 

to cause a great deal of confusion and chaos, I suggested that we 

simply wheel Doug up to the front of the lower level of the 

sanctuary to the center and have him face the front with the rest 

of the candidates who would also be called forward in the raised 

area. Again, the team agreed to my proposal. 

Also, I had put the team at ease when I had discussed the 

situation regarding Doug’s verbal responses. Doug can respond 

quite clearly as long as he has someone helping him with the 

responses. Since Doug’s immediate care giver is his sponsor and is 

very qualified to help Doug with his responses, I found no problem 

with the teams initial concerns. They too then felt better about 

the situation. 

The discussion became more intense however, when the issue of 

Retreat was brought up. Traditionally, the Retreat is an all day 

affair away from the Church compound. This, by itself was not my 

concern. Rather, the initial time of starting 8:30 A.M. was quite 

early for Doug and his care taker and the facility where the 

Retreat was to be held was not entirely wheel chair accessible. To 

my alarm, the team had suggested that I have my own Retreat with 

Doug and the Adult Special Education Class at the Parish Compound 

during a more convenient time perhaps at a slower pace and not as 

intense. I was outraged. There was no consideration or 
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reconciling to the fact that there were other possibilities so that 

Doug could participate in the RCIA Retreat. 

The situation at the RCIA meeting became even more hostile 

when the Holy Week Events were discussed. The primary concern was 

the activity of the baking of the bread that would be used during 

the Easter Vigil Liturgy. The candidates/catechumens gather on 

Holy Saturday morning with their families, bake bread, and gather 

for prayer. Unfortunately, traditionally the building that has 

been used in the past is not wheel chair accessible. Again, the 

suggestion was made that Doug bake bread with the Adult Special 

Education Class. There is no doubt in my mind that Retreat and 

Easter Vigil Preparations should be experienced by the Special 

Education Class. However, I also feel that Doug needs to 

experience these celebrations with his fellow RCIA candidates. 

Furthermore, I felt that Doug’s stamina was not taken into 

consideration when planning was being done for the special events 

involving the catechumens and candidates. Doug would not be able 

to hold up under the long hours of the Retreat day, nor be able to 

participate in the preparations for the Vigil. 

Consequently, it was then recommended and resolved by the RCIA 

team that during the Season of Lent I would initiate a night of 

reflection with Doug and the Special Education class along with a 

bread baking activity that would also prepare Doug and the Special 

Education Class for the Easter Vigil. 

One-on-One Lesson Plans: 

LENT  



Materials: 

Catechist. February, 1995 Vol. 27, No. 5 

Friendship. CRC Pub., Kalamazoo, Ml. 1982. 

Objectives/Goals: 

To be able to continue to experience different forms of prayer 

To be able to discuss, share, and explain the healing miracles of 
Jesus 

Lesson One: 

lI. Prayer: 

A. Communal-Weekly Vespers 

B. Activities 

1. Prayer box 

a. cover the box with colorful magazine pictures 
that include families, friends, helpers, pets, 
flowers, anything that we should be thankful 
for. 

b. point to each picture and share a spontaneous 
prayer that we can be thanking God for. 

Pretzel /prayer activities 

Explain the history of the pretzel 

Make pretzels 

emphasis and use the "Our Father" to understand 
and experience all forms of prayer; in particular 
asking for and giving forgiveness. 

IT. Scripture: Scrutinies 

Cycle A; Third, Fourth, Fifth Sunday of Lent 

John 4:5-42 "The Woman at the Well" 
John 9:1-41 "Sight to the Blind Man" 

"John 11:1-45 "Raising of Lazarus" 

Read the Scripture Passage 

Dialogue  



Drama 

Discuss 

1. meaning 
2. symbolism 
3. social justice issues; inclusion, prejudice, 

Night of Reflection: Special Education Class/Mentally 
Disabled RCIA Candidate 

Welcoming /Greeting 

our journey/where we’ve been, where we are going, where 

we want to be by Easter 

church 

1. walk the Stations Of the Cross 

2. share personal reflections on each station 

Show and Discuss the different signs and symbols of Lent 

1. colors 

2. Cross 

3. ashes 

Share some ideas that can be done during Lent 

Activity/Crosses 

1. Materials 

a. construction paper; 
b. clothes pins 
C. burnt matches 
ad. yarn 
e. tooth picks 
f. tree branches 
g. grape vines 

Directions 

a. use construction paper/poster board, etc. 
for backing 

b. form crosses with other materials and glue on 
construction paper 

EVALUATION OF LESSONS:  



Adult candidates with mental disabilities must always be 

treated as adults. However, the format of the lessons should be 

basic, simple, and to the point. 

Furthermore, when asking questions of the mentally disabled 

candidate, the questions should be so directed for a simple yes or 

no response. This response may be given either verbally or 

acknowledged with some simple physical action. The physical 

response may be through contact of the eyes, hands, or general body 

motions. The key is to initially ask the care giver, what is the 

best way to communicate with the mentally disabled candidate. 

Finally, success should not always be measured by the 

comprehension of concepts presented. Rather, success should be 

measured by the positive responses acknowledged by the candidates, 

team members working with the mentally disabled, care givers and 

the worshiping community. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS: 

There were many problems in the RCIA Process last year 

implementing the inclusion of Doug, a mentally disabled and 

physically impaired adult with severe Cerebral Palsy. Some of the 

problems were due to the lack of knowledge on the part of the RCIA 

team. This was partially caused by my neglect. 

Furthermore, including Doug for the Rites was logistically 

difficult. Constant oversights by the RCIA team caused great 

frustration on my part and on those who were Doug’s caretakers. 

This year however, the RCIA team is much more sensitive to the 
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inclusion of the disabled than in the prior year. There are 

several reasons for this: 1. Constant reminders by me to planners 

and facilitators regarding logistics. 2. Making sure my actions 

set the example of what needs to be done. 3% Awareness of 

particular procedures that will make people with disabilities not 

feel disabled. 

The following are some suggestions that will help RCIA Team members 

relate to people with disabilities: 

Communication 

Use Common Sense - People with disabilities want to be treated the 

same way as everyone else. 

Be Polite - Show the person the same respect that you expect to 

receive. 

Be Considerate - Be patient, take time and try to understand the 

problem or need of the individual. 

Offer Assistance - Do not hesitate to offer assistance. However, 

do not automatically give help unless the person clearly needs help 

or asks for it. Ask the person if assistance is needed and how it 

should be given. If the person declines your help, do not insist 

on helping. 

Communicate - Talk directly to the person. Communication is not 

difficult, although in some cases, it may take a little time 

depending on the person’s disability. 

Mobility Impairments - When you are with a person using a 

wheelchair: 1. Talk directly to the person in the wheelchair, 

rather than to a companion. People with mobility impairments are 
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fully capable of speaking for themselves. 2. Push a wheelchair 

only after asking the person if assistance is needed. 

Mental Disabilities - When communicating: 1. Do not use complex 

sentences, make instructions clear and concise. 2. Do not be 

condescending, talk to the person as a person; talk to adults as 

adults, not as children. 

Cerebral Palsy - Cerebral palsy is a disability, not a disease. 

People with cerebral palsy have difficulty in controlling large and 

small muscles. In some instances the person may be unable to speak 

or speech cannot be readily understood. The use of hands or legs 

may be limited. When dealing with a person with cerebral palsy: 

1. Be yourself, speak directly to the individual, not to a friend 

or companion. 2. Try to give your whole, unhurried attention if 

the person has difficulty speaking, do not complete the speaker’s 

sentences. 3. Let the person finish, do not be afraid to ask the 

person to repeat something (New York State Office of Advocate for 

the Disabled, One Empire State Plaza, 10th Floor, Albany, New 

York). 

 



PRAY FR OF AFFIRMATION AND 

COMMITTMENT 

(Diocese of Springfield, MA) 

Arfrirming in Love Por all or 

Gods people, we rledge to 

minister with rersons with 

disabilities, enabling each of us 

to grow in grace. 

we recognize that a church 

without prersons with disabling 

conditions is itself handicapped. 

we commit ocourselves to create 

models orf ministry within and 

beyond this congregation, 

breaking down the barriers or 

architecture and communication in 

all wavs necessary to affirm the 

whole family of God as we strive 

to make the i1deal oF Fur ll 

inclusion orf all people mn the 

Church a reality. Amen  



Leader: 

RESPONSE: 

Leader: 

Leader: 

Leader: 

Leader: 

Leader: 

Leader: 

Leader: 

Leader: 

ALL: 

A PRAYER FOR WHOLENESS 

Let us pray for all God’s people 

For the people who are blind and cannot see, for those 
who can see but are blind to people around then. 

Lord, in your mercy help us touch each other. 

For people who move slowly because of accident, illness 
or disability, and for those who move too fast to be 
aware of the world they live in. Response 

For people who are deaf and cannot hear and for those too 
proud to admit to problems. Response 

For people who are troubled in mind or in spirit and for 
those too proud to admit to problems. Response 

For people who learn slowly, for people who learn in 
different ways, and for people who learn quickly and 
easily but choose ignorance. 
Response 

For people who have chronic illnesses for which there 
is no known cure or relief, and for people who live in 
fear of developing a chronic illness. Response 

For families, friends, and caregivers who "stand with" 
people with disabilities and for those who feel awkward 
in their presence. Response 

For people who think they are unworthy of your love and 
for people who think they don’t need your love. Response 

For people who feel isolated by their disabilities and 
for people who contribute to that sense of isolation. 
Response 

For all people in your creation, that we may learn to 
respect each other and learn how to live together in your 
peace. Response 

AMEN 

Written by Reverend Kate Chipps, adapted by Ginny Thornburgh, National 
Organization on Disability 
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THF PERSON 

Speak to me 
not of withered 1imbs 
and eves that cannot see. 
These say nothing 
of who I am 
Or what I yet can be . 

Speak to me 
not of my slow tongue 
My smiling face—a mask. 
These tell none 
of my dreams 
Or how 1 Ao a task. 

The cover on the book is not 
What carries on the tale. 
Tt’ ss only in its pages 
that the mind 
can set its sail. 

My body‘ s Just a cover 
And it’s all that you can see. 
But it’s in my heart and spirit 
that you”’”ll finda 
what’ = really me. 

Author unknown  
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