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“…There can be no lack in communities of the words and, above all, the 
gestures to encounter and welcome people with disabilities”   Pope Francis    10.21.18

Missionary Disciples Promoting

 The active engagement of youth with 
disabilities in faith formation and the 
Sacraments



Belonging & Participation



Missionary Disciples Promoting

. 

Belonging & Participation

No physical or psychic limit may ever be an obstacle to this encounter,
because the face of Christ shines in the intimacy of every person. 

Pope Francis    10.21.18



Children with Disabilities - IDEA

 The student must meet one of the 13 disability categories defined by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 
2004 (IDEA).

 The student must need special education; that is, the child requires specifically designed instruction to receive 
educational benefits

13 categories are:

 Intellectual Disability (ID formally MR)

 Hearing impairment 

 Speech/language impairment,

 Visual impairment / Blind

 Emotional disturbance

 Orthopedic impairment

 Autism

 Traumatic brain injury

 Other health impairment

 Specific learning disability

 Deafness

 Deaf-blindness

 Multiple disabilities

Child’s Name Medical Conditions /
Allergies

Prescribed Medications Disability / Learning
Support

Individualized 
Education Plan— IEP

MEDICAL/LEARNING DATA

If any of the following apply to your child, please list his/her name and give details in the appropriate spaces. 

http://www.parentcenterhub.org/
www.understood.org



Individuals with Disabilities  
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) & IDEA                                      

AUTISM
1 in 50  or 2 % of the children

ASD- Asperger's Syndrome part of the Spectrum

(1/33 boys)

Intellectual 
Disability

Formally called MR / 1.5 %-2.5%
Roughly 1 in  50

Traumatic 
Brain Injury

Ages 0-4 and  15-19 most at risk
In the fall of 2011, nearly 26,000 school-aged 

children – Special Ed for TBI

Psychiatric Disability 
Mental Illness / Behavioral 

1 in 5 Children ages 9 to 17

1 in 4 adults  (26%) 

1 in 17 (6%) Serious Disorder



Informed by

 Pastoral Statement of the United States Catholic 

Bishops on People with Disabilities, 1978, 1989

 General Directory for Catechesis 1997

 National Directory for Catechesis 2005

 Revised Guidelines for the Celebration of the 

Sacraments with Persons with Disabilities, 2017

All believers have a right to catechesis; all pastors have the 
duty to provide it. 



Why the need for the Guidelines?

7

• Pastoral inconsistencies
 From Revision Preface:

oMisunderstand nature of disability * 

oChurch law – how apply?

oFear, unfamiliarity

oReal or perceived limitations of available resources

• People denied the sacraments

• Uncertainty on how to respond pastorally



Why the need for a Revision?

8

• Continuing pastoral inconsistencies 
(as referenced in Revision Preface)

• People continuing to be denied the sacraments
• Clergy and pastoral leaders continuing to 

be uncertain on how to respond pastorally
• New issues arising

• Use of technology
• Use of feeding tubes
• Celiac disease and other gluten intolerance
• Alzheimers
• Prenatal diagnosis

• Evolving understanding of disability and pastoral support



Statement  of Belonging
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Opening Paragraph (added to Revision)

The Church continues to affirm the dignity of every human being, and 
to grow in knowledge and understanding of the gifts and needs of her 
members who live with disabilities. Likewise, the Church recognizes that 
every parish community includes members with disabilities, and 
earnestly desires their active participation. All members of the Body of 
Christ are uniquely called by God by virtue of their Baptism. In light of 
this call, the Church seeks to support all in their growth in holiness, and 
to encourage all in their vocations. Participating in, and being nourished 
by, the grace of the sacraments is essential to this growth in holiness. 
Catholic adults and children with disabilities, and their families, 
earnestly desire full and meaningful participation in the sacramental 
life of the Church.  



General Principles
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1995 ORIGINAL VERSION, #2

Catholics with disabilities 
have a right to participate 
in the sacraments as full 
functioning members of 
the local ecclesial 
community. Ministers are 
not to refuse the 
sacraments to those who 
ask for them at 
appropriate times, who 
are properly disposed, 
and who are not 
prohibited by law from 
receiving them.

2017 REVISION, #2

Catholics with disabilities have a 
right to participate in the sacraments 
as fully as other members of the 
local ecclesial community.  Sacred 
ministers cannot deny the 
sacraments to those who seek them 
at appropriate times, are properly 
disposed, and are not prohibited by 
law from receiving them.



General Principles
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 1995 original version, #5

 …Parish catechetical and 
sacramental preparation 
programs may need to be 
adapted for some 
parishioners with 
disabilities. Further, 
parishes should 
encourage persons with 
disabilities to participate in 
all levels of pastoral 
ministry (e.g., as care 
ministers, catechists, etc.)

 2017 Revision, #5

 ...adapted for some parishioners with 
disabilities, though, as much as 
possible, persons with disabilities 
should be integrated into the ordinary 
programs. They should not be 
segregated for specialized catechesis 
unless their disabilities make it 
impossible for them to participate in the 
basic catechetical program. Even in 
those cases, participation in parish 
life is encouraged in all ways 
possible.



Models of Engagement in Catechesis
Within the typical classroom

with peers
In classroom with supports...
catechist aide or peer tutor/adapted materials

In Learning Support Classroom
with small group learning and adapted curriculum

With Individualized Instruction;
joins with peers for prayer, liturgies & special activities



General Principles
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1995 ORIGINAL VERSION, #6

The creation of a fully accessible 
parish reaches beyond mere 
physical accommodation to 
encompass the attitudes of all 
parishioners toward persons with 
disabilities. Pastoral ministers are 
encouraged to develop specific 
programs aimed at forming a 
community of believers known 
for its joyful inclusion of all of 
God’s people around the table of 
the Lord.

2017 REVISION, #7
The creation...persons with 
disabilities. All members of the faith 
community have a role to play in the 
invitation, welcome, and inclusion of 
people with disabilities. Pastoral 
ministers are encouraged to foster 
attitudes and a parish culture, and to 
develop informational materials, 
aimed at forming a community of 
believers...table of the Lord.

www.opdarchphilly.org



Baptism   #9-14

1995 original version, #12

If the person to be 
baptized is of 
catechetical age, the 
Rite of Christian 
Initiation may be 
adapted according to 
need.

 2017 Revision, #13
• “The Initiation of catechumens is a gradual process 

that takes place within the community of the faithful.”
Adults and children of catechetical age with disabilities 
should be welcomed into all stages and rites of the 
initiation process. 

• If the catechumen is of catechetical age, the rites 
may be adapted according to need. In these cases, 
catechesis for persons with disabilities must be 
adapted in content and method to their particular 
situations. 

• Like others, adults and children of catechetical 
age with disabilities should normally receive the 
Sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, and 
Eucharist in a single celebration. 

Questions… Experiences…Concerns?



Reconciliation  

15

Only those who have the use of reason are capable of committing 
mortal sin. Nevertheless, even young children and persons with
intellectual disabilities often are conscious of committing acts 
that are sinful to some degree and may experience a sense of 
guilt and sorrow. 

As long as the individual is capable of having a sense of contrition for having 
committed sin, even if he or she cannot describe the sin precisely in words, the 
person may receive sacramental absolution.

Those with profound intellectual disabilities, who cannot experience even 
minimal contrition, may be invited to participate in penitential services with the 
rest of the community to the extent of their ability. (28--#23 of original 
document)



Reconciliation  

16
16

Those who have minimal verbal communication (29)
• In the case of individuals who are nonverbal or have minimal verbal 

communication ability, sorrow for sin is to be accepted even if this repentance is 
expressed through some gesture rather than verbally.

• Catholics with significant communication disorders may be permitted to make 
their confessions using the communication system with which they are most 
fluent.

• Individuals preparing for the sacrament are to be taught to be as independent 
as possible in the use of their communication system to allow for the norm of 
private reception of the sacrament.

• Confessors are encouraged to work with families and individuals to familiarize 
themselves with various alternative communication options to ensure that all 
who desire to celebrate this sacrament may do so, provided that the seal of 
confession is properly safeguarded.



17

Communication
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being mean to a pet



19

kicking others

On purpose



Reconciliation  
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2020

Catholics who are deaf (30)
• Catholics who are deaf should have the opportunity to confess to a priest able to communicate with 

them in sign language, if sign language is their primary means of communication. 

• They may also confess through an approved sign language interpreter of their choice.

• The interpreter has the obligation to observe secrecy. (modified language from 1995)

• When neither a priest with signing skills nor a sign language interpreter is available, Catholics who 
are deaf should be permitted to make their confession in writing or through the use of an 
appropriate portable electronic communication device that can be passed back and forth 
between the penitent and confessor. 

• The written or digital materials are to be returned to the penitent and properly destroyed or 
deleted.



Reconciliation  

21
212121

…every effort should be made to ensure 
that penitents who are wheelchair users 
have access to both face-to-face and 
private confessionals, with due regard 
for the right of the priest to insist on 
confession behind a fixed screen. (31) 



Eucharist #21-26

• The criterion for reception of Holy 
Communion is the same for 
persons with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities as for all 
persons, namely, that the person 
be able to “distinguish the body of 
Christ from ordinary food,” even if 
this recognition is evidenced 
through manner, gesture, or 
reverential silence rather than 
verbally. (22)

22

32 CIC, c. 913, §2; see Pope Benedict XVI, 
Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation 
Sacramentum caritatis (February 22, 2007), 
58. 



Eucharist  … 

• If it is determined that a parishioner who is disabled is not ready to receive the 
sacrament, great care is to be taken in explaining the reasons for this decision. 
Cases of doubt should be resolved in favor of the right of the Catholic to receive 
the sacrament. The existence of a disability is not considered in and of itself as 
disqualifying a person from receiving Holy Communion. (22)

23

• Pastors are encouraged to consult with 
parents, those who take the place of 
parents, diocesan personnel involved with 
disability issues, psychologists, religious 
educators, and other experts in making their 
judgment. (22)

23



Eucharist  … 

24

24

 See Handout with Resources

 Attends Mass resources

 http://www.rcan.org/offices-and-ministries/ministry-
disabilities/catechetics

 Upcoming Workshop   Click

 Video Modeling / Peer & Buddy Modeling

 Partner with Parent and IEP Team / Behavioral Specialist

 Picture Schedule for Attends Mass



Eucharist    

25

Given the paramount significance of the Eucharist in the lives of the 
faithful, and in light of medical and technological advancements that 
affect Catholics with disabilities, new questions have arisen 
regarding the reception of Holy Communion, and circumstances that 
were once rare have even become relatively common.  Clergy and 
extraordinary ministers of Holy Communion are encouraged to 
become familiar with the needs of their parishioners. In many 
instances, simple accommodations can be very helpful, and should 
be embraced by all at the parish level. (23)

• New issues addressed:
• Feeding tubes (24)
• Gluten intolerance (25)  
• Advanced Alzheimers or other age-related dementias (26)

25



Eucharist

26

 Feeding Tubes (24)
• The norm of receiving through the mouth 

remains the same for those who otherwise use 
a feeding tube for sustenance, and Holy 
Communion is not to be administered through a 
feeding tube.

• ..the full presence of Christ and his sanctifying grace 
are found in even the smallest piece of the 
consecrated host or in a mere drop of the 
consecrated wine. (24) 



27

Confirmation
• Parents, those who care for persons with disabilities, and shepherds of 
souls—especially pastors—are to see to it that the faithful who have been 
baptized receive the formation needed for the Sacrament of Confirmation 
and approach it at the appropriate time. (16)

• Persons who because of intellectual or developmental disabilities may 
never attain the use of reason can receive the Sacrament of Confirmation 
and should be encouraged either directly or, if necessary, through their 
parents. It is important that they receive the pastoral guidance needed, 
along with the welcome and embrace of the whole community of faith. 
(18)

• To the degree possible, those with disabilities should be included along 
with others during the preparation and celebration of the sacrament. At 
times, pastoral need may necessitate an accommodated setting and a 
simpler manner. (18)

27



Confirmation  … 

28

28

 See Handout with Resources

 Video Modeling / Peer & Buddy Modeling

 Partner with Parent and IEP Team / Behavioral Specialist

 Picture Schedule for Confirmation

 Strengthened in Faith Confirmation Video

 Restored Order

 Children in Danger of Death: The 1983 Code could not make it any clearer that 
the faithful, including children in danger of death, should be fortified by the Sacrament of 
Confirmation, nor could Church law make it easier for them to receive this sacrament or for 
ministers to provide it.



29

Confirmation  

29

When those with disabilities who are already 
baptized Christians desire to become 
Catholic, they should participate in the Rite of 
Reception of Baptized Christians into the Full 
Communion of the Catholic Church, which 
normally includes the reception of the 
Sacraments of Confirmation and Eucharist. 
(20) 
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Conclusion

1995 original version, (closing 
paragraph)

 These guidelines are presented to all 
who are involved in pastoral ministry 
with persons with disabilities. They 
reaffirm the determination expressed by 
the bishops of the United States on the 
tenth anniversary of the pastoral 
statement on persons with disabilities “to 
promote accessibility of mind and heart, 
so that all persons with disabilities may 
be welcomed at worship and at every 
level of service as full members of the 
Body of Christ.”

2017 Revision, Conclusion

 These guidelines are presented to all who 
are involved in liturgical, pastoral, and 
catechetical ministry. All persons with 
disabilities have gifts to contribute to the 
whole Church. When persons with 
disabilities are embraced and welcomed, 
and invited to participate fully in all aspects 
of parish community life, the Body of Christ 
is more complete. The Church owes 
persons with disabilities her best efforts in 
order to ensure that they are able to hear 
the Gospel of Christ, receive the 
sacraments, and grow in their faith in the 
fullest and richest manner possible. 

30



Essential Resource 

National Organizations     
 NCPD National Catholic Partnership on Disabilities – www.ncpd.org

 NCOD National Catholic Office for the Deaf - www.ncod.org

 NICE  Network of Inclusive Catholic Educators – www.ipi.udayton.edu

Local Resources
 Diocesan  Disabilities Resources

 State and Local  Assoc. and Agencies

 Parents/Guardians

 Professionals in your parish and area

Curriculum, Books and Resources
 Loyola:  Adaptive Finding God & Sacrament Kits

 University of Dayton Materials: NICE Materials

 OSV: Sacrament Videos for Deaf /Visual Learners

 RCL- Bensinger: Rose Kennedy Materials & Picture Books from Pittsburgh

USCCB Documents:  www.opdarchphilly.org
• USCCB 1978 Pastoral Statement on Persons with Disabilities
• 1998 Welcome and Justice for Persons with Disabilities
• 2017 Revised Guidelines for the Celebration of the Sacraments with Persons with Disabilities



How do we begin…      how do we  continue

It is to those who have the 
most need of us that we 
ought to show our love 
more especially.

St. Francis De Sales


