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One body in Christ—together

By Anne Masters

People do not have “special needs,” 
we all have “human needs.” Every-
one wants to belong, to feel like we 

are needed, can make a diff erence, are 
cared for and would be missed if absent.  
However, too oft en individuals with dis-
abilities are treated as if they are diff erent 
from other people because of their dis-
ability, perhaps because they move more 
slowly or talk slowly, or they don’t talk 
at all and communicate in other ways. 
Th ey may be told they need to be in a 
separate program with other people “just 
like them.” Th is is wrong and contrary to 
what our Catholic faith teaches us. It says 
that everyone is special, and everyone de-
serves the things necessary to live a fully 
human life. Th is includes the opportuni-
ty to learn, participate in social activities 
and community life, work, make choic-
es and decisions, be respected and wel-
comed, have a place to live, make friends 
and be a friend and take chances. We be-
long in the Church because we are bap-
tized, not because of any special talents 
or abilities.

• 1 in 3 families are impacted by disability.
• Almost 20 percent of all people have

some type of disability. (Carter, 2007)
• 19 percent of families who have a

loved one with autism feel their faith 
community is important in their family’s 
life vs. 36 percent of families with “typi-
cally developing” children. (Easter Seals 
2008)

• 32 percent of families in a study
reported leaving their congregation be-
cause of how their sons or daughters with 
a disability are not included. (Carter, et al, 
2013)

• 38 percent of families in another
study reported considering switching 
congregations because of personal 
experiences related to their child with a 
disability.

Th e Offi  ce for Pastoral Ministry with 
Persons with Disabilities of the Archdio-
cese of Newark exists to affi  rm the bap-
tism of individuals with disabilities and 
to affi  rm the promise the Church makes 
at baptism to support them on their faith 
journey. It also supports parents and fam-
ilies on their faith journey. It does this 
by working with parish leaders and oth-
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er archdiocesan offi  ces, in support of the 
mission of the Archdiocese of Newark, so 
that individuals with disabilities can par-
ticipate and serve the mission of the arch-
diocese in ordinary ways.  

Norman “David” Atkinson was born 
in the 1940s, and doctors told his parents 
they should send him to an institution 
because he would never talk or live a life 
worth living. Why? Because David has 
cerebral palsy. Th e doctors only saw what 
they thought David couldn’t do, not what 
he could do. But they were wrong. David 
talks, he walks, he has a great smile, loves 
to be with people and has an amazing gift  
with numbers. 

Like all of us, David wanted to learn 
new things, have a job and earn a liv-
ing when he grew up and contribute to 
his community. Like many people in this 
area, David commuted to New York City 
for his job, working full time as a mail 
handler. When his parish, St. John the 
Evangelist in Bergenfi eld, advertised in 
the parish bulletin for a door minister, 
David thought, “I can do that,” and he 
did. He developed his role as door min-
ister into hospitality, and greeted gen-
erations of parents and children for 45 
years. When the archdiocese advertised 
its Legacy Circle and invited people to 
join, David thought, “I can do that,” and 
he did. When the parish announced par-
ent groups for parents of individuals with 
disabilities, David thought, “I need to tell 
them my story and encourage them to 
believe in possibilities,” and he did. Da-
vid’s Catholic faith has always been im-
portant to him, and he continues to be a 
valued member of St. John the Evangelist.  

To learn more about the Pastoral Min-
istry with Persons with Disabilities, vis-
it www.rcan.org/disabilities or contact 
Anne Masters at anne.masters@rcan.org 
or 973-497-4309.

Programs and ministries like this are 
supported through generous donations 
to the Annual Appeal. If you would like 
to support this mission, visit www.rcan.
org/sharing. To make a restricted gift  to 
the Pastoral Ministry with Persons with 
Disabilities, you may indicate that in the 
comments section of the donation form.  

Anne Masters is the director of the Of-
� ce for Pastoral Ministry with Persons
with Disabilities.


