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W hat do you think of when you hear 
the term “accessibility”? If you were 
called to a meeting on making your 
parish accessible, what image comes 
to mind? Chances are that it is a ramp, 

a physical ramp that allows people with mobility devices to enter 
the church building without having to use the stairs. Although 
the ramp is perhaps the most obvious representation of accessi-
bility, it is also the most limiting. It can only assist parishioners 
with physical mobility problems or parents and caregivers of 
children in strollers. In reality, there are many other types of dis-
abilities that affect the ability of parishioners to fully participate 
in the life of the parish. There are also other types of barriers to 
full accessibility. The Church recognizes this reality and exhorts 
pastoral ministers to work toward a parish culture in which per-
sons with all types of disabilities are welcomed and included. We 
are asked to go beyond the ramp.

This booklet is a starting point for parish leadership teams 
and front-line parish staff to begin to discuss current accessibil-
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ity accommodations and strategies for future initiatives, both 
short and long term. It is intended for pastors and other clergy, 
DREs, pastoral associates, lay leaders, catechists, ministry lead-
ers, hospitality ministers, social event coordinators, ushers, 
pastoral council members, and teachers. It is also important 
that parish secretaries be a part of the discussion, since they are 
often the first telephone contact for new parishioners or parish-
ioners in need. This booklet is not meant to be an exhaustive 
presentation of all that one needs to know about physical acces-
sibility but an initial exploration of ways that the parish may 
become more inclusive of persons with disabilities.

The two outside sources for this book will be the Directory 
for Catechesis, recently published by the Pontifical Council for 
Promoting New Evangelization (available on the Vatican website, 
vatican.va), and the 2017 revision of Guidelines for the Celebration 
of the Sacraments with Persons with Disabilities, published by the 
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops (available at usccb. 
org and cccb.ca). The authors of the Directory are clear about the 
possibility of the enrichment and growth of the entire community 
by the inclusion of persons with disabilities in parish programs 
of catechesis. They call upon local churches to work to build a 
“culture of inclusion” (271). The USCCB Guidelines, while written 
for celebrating the sacraments with persons with disabilities, con-
tains eight general principles that can also provide a framework 
on which to build a plan for fuller parish accessibility. This book 
will try to construct that framework for parish leaders and lead 
them into practical considerations for creating a fully accessible 
parish. Each section will include the identification of the princi-
ple, the corresponding excerpt from the Guidelines, the way that 
the principle can apply to the wider context of parish life, ques-
tions for discussion of your current situation, and a consideration 
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for taking concrete steps toward full accessibility. At the end, I will 
provide a short list of resources and links for further consultation.

SETTING THE STAGE

To help you to get started with thinking about accessibility at 
your parish, let us begin with a quiz:

1. List as many visible disabilities as you can. 

2. Now list some invisible disabilities. 

3. Thinking about the way that your parish works to 
include persons with disabilities, place a check mark 
next to the types of disabilities that are addressed in 
your parish accessibility plan. Are parishioners with 
these disabilities able to participate fully:

� At Sunday Mass;

� As liturgical ministers (lector, extraordinary 
minister of Holy Communion, cantor, choir 
member, usher/greeter, altar server);

� In catechetical programs;

� As a catechist;

� In parish group meetings in the parish hall;

� At parish social events.
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4. How would you describe the attitude of other 
parishioners toward parishioners with visible 
disabilities? 

5. Toward those with invisible disabilities?

6. For your parish to be fully accessible, what areas 
need the most attention?

The answers to these questions should get you thinking a bit 
about the level of full accessibility at your parish. Do not worry 
if you had trouble responding to some of the questions. They are 
designed to begin a discussion, not to evaluate a finished prod-
uct. We are just getting started. 



A Framework 
for Creating

 a Fully
Accessible 

Parish 
Using the General Principles 

 from Guidelines for Celebrating  
Sacraments with Persons  

with Disabilities
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O N E

Dignity of the  
Human Person

All human beings are equal in dignity in the sight  

of God. Moreover, by reason of their Baptism,  

all Catholics also share the same divine calling.

How many times have we heard the term: “the dignity of the 
human person”? We hear it in homilies, parish social justice 
groups, and discussions on the right to life. Nevertheless, have 
we stopped to think about the depth of its meaning? Very early 
on in the Catechism of the Catholic Church, we read that “The 
dignity of man rests above all on the fact that he is called to 
communion with God. This invitation to converse with God 
is addressed to man as soon as he comes into being” (CCC 27, 
citing Gaudium et Spes 19.1). 

This means that God’s creation of human beings was not a 
two-tiered system: every person is created in God’s image and 
is called to communion with God. The dignity of the human 
person is at the foundation of all life issues and guides Catholic 
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moral and social teaching. How is this principle seen in parish 
life? In creating a fully accessible parish, the understanding of 
the dignity of every person should be at the heart of whatever 
actions we take toward building a parish culture of inclusion. 
Our decisions and actions, large and small, ought to reflect our 
awareness of this basic principle. 

Since I began depending on a power chair for mobility nearly 
three years ago, I have experienced nothing but the goodness of 
people who want to help me to get through doors, carry things, 
etc. My experience, however, is obviously not shared by every-
one who is in the vulnerable position of sitting in a wheelchair, 
lower than others. An assignment for a course I took through 
the University of Dayton, Disabilities in Parish Life, was to read 
a handout entitled “Disability Etiquette” (available at ncpd.org). 
It was a set of dos and don’ts for parish volunteers and staff. 
Along with helpful hints, such as asking before offering help and 
speaking at eye level rather than physically down to someone, 
was the line “Never pet anyone on the head.” Never pet anyone 
on the head! I was shocked that this treatment would have been 
common enough to warrant its inclusion in the list.

What would even that one small action communicate about 
the dignity of the person? The author of the handout was teach-
ing parish ministers about performing actions that serve the 
inclusion of persons with disabilities in a culture of respect and 
dignity and avoiding actions that detract from it.
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FOR DISCUSSION

� In your area of parish ministry, what is one thing that you do 
for persons with disabilities and their families that communi-
cates that you understand how to treat people with the dignity 
that they deserve as God’s children?

FOR FURTHER ACTION

� Make a list of practical actions that you will take to better 
communicate the dignity of each person with a disability, and 
his or her family or caregiver. 

� What can be done right now? What longer-term action will 
you commit to doing as a parish, and when will you implement 
it? 
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T WO 

Right to Full 
Participation

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.”

A fully accessible parish includes access to the sacraments for 
parishioners with disabilities. The Directory reiterates: “Persons 
with disabilities are called to the fullness of sacramental life, 
even in the presence of severe disorders” (272). Sometimes 
judgments are made about the need for, or abilities of, persons 
with disabilities to be full participants in the sacraments. Such 
judgments are usually not made from ill will toward the recip-
ient but from a misunderstanding either of the person being 
able to verbalize the desire for the sacrament in the same way as 
others, or even of the benefit of grace of the sacrament that is 
to be received. The Directory for Catechesis urges that catechists 
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of persons with disabilities “seek new channels of communica-
tion and methods more suitable for fostering the encounter with 
Jesus” (271). This requires both “suitable formation” for the cat-
echist and excellent communication with family or caregivers. 
The entire parish community grows in charity and awareness 
when sacramental celebrations are fully inclusive.

It is also important to be aware of some of the barriers to the 
usual ways of celebrating the sacraments because of accessibili-
ty. Certain “freedoms” of access to the sacraments are often not 
available to parishioners with disabilities. They differ in degree 
from person to person, parish to parish, but can include anony-
mous confession; getting close to the baptismal font; receiving 
Holy Communion in a way that does not stand out to everyone, 
if one suffers from celiac disease; access to the parish office to 
make arrangements for a Mass intention; just popping in to any 
church for Mass or a visit; and being a little late without causing 
a scene if the seating area for persons with disabilities is in the 
front (sometimes para transit is running late). The refrain that I 
hear and read most often from people like myself who live with 
disabilities is that “we just want to be treated like everyone else.” 
On the one hand, this is impossible whenever an accommodation 
is made. On the other, every accommodation calls for pastoral 
sensitivity to the fact that the person with a disability may need 
time to become comfortable with the accommodation. For exam-
ple, it may not seem like a big issue to parish staff that someone 
who must learn to avoid gluten should simply approach the altar 
in order to receive the Precious Blood. But to the parishioner, 
doing something so visibly different may initially be a source of 
embarrassment or discomfort. Awareness of the barriers at your 
parish and sensitivity toward the one being accommodated will 
advance the agenda of attaining fuller accessibility.
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FOR DISCUSSION

� What policies are in place right now about access to the sac-
raments for persons with disabilities? Who is involved in making 
the decision about whether or not a person may proceed toward 
celebration of a sacrament? Does a family have open access to 
the pastor for such a discussion? To whom would a family go for 
recourse and further discussion if their loved one were denied a 
sacrament on the basis of a disability?

� Name some possible barriers faced by parishioners with dis-
abilities who would like to participate in the sacramental life of 
the parish.

FOR FURTHER ACTION

� Based upon the discussion above, what can you do to ensure 
that everyone with contact with persons with disabilities knows 
the same procedures in order to communicate clearly with the 
family?

� Are there pastoral leaders and frontline workers who could 
benefit from further formation on admitting persons with dis-
abilities to the sacraments? Consider asking someone from the 
diocese to give a webinar on the topic.

� What can be done to specifically address the removal of the 
barriers that you named above?
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T H R E E 

Goal of Full Accessibility 
and Recommendation  
of Consultation

Parish sacramental celebrations should be accessible to 

persons with disabilities and open to their full, active, and 

conscious participation, according to their capacity. Pastoral 

ministers should not presume to know the needs of persons 

with disabilities, but should rather—before all else—consult 

with them or their advocates before making determinations 

about the accessibility of a parish’s facilities and the availability 

of its programs, policies, and ministries. Full accessibility 

should be the goal for every parish, and these adaptations are 

to be an ordinary part of the liturgical life of the parish.

This principle underlines the importance of consultation with 
persons with disabilities rather than presuming to know their 
needs. When applied to the improvement of the accessibility 
of parish facilities, the message is urgent. Consult before you 
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invest in costly accessibility upgrades. To do otherwise could 
end up costing even more in further adjustments, or worse, in 
not achieving your accessibility goals. Consult, consult, con-
sult with someone who requires accessibility accommodations 
before modifications are made! As I became increasingly depen-
dent upon mobility devices, from canes to rollator to scooter to 
a power wheelchair, I also became increasingly aware that many 
parishes (and other institutions, for that matter) made expen-
sive modifications that might have seemed user-friendly and 
accessible on paper but were a disaster in real life. In my travels 
to parishes, I have encountered many difficult “accessible” facil-
ities. These included special elevators with unreachable buttons; 
motion-activated light switches in parish halls and washrooms 
that are programmed to turn off after the amount of time that 
an able-bodied person might need to maneuver, but not some-
one who needs extra time; lower sink counters with wheelchair 
cut-out, faucets and hand dryers, but with unreachable soap dis-
pensers because the counters are too deep or the dispenser too 
hard to reach from a sitting position; and the worst: a widened 
toilet stall door that does not swing both ways, depriving the 
user of the ability to exit as well as enter. A simple walkabout 
with a person who is dependent upon mobility devices would 
have helped to avoid costly adjustments for the parish.

These examples are only my experience with mobility-relat-
ed adaptations for halls and washrooms. But what about access 
to confessionals, the baptismal font, the parish office, meeting 
rooms, and other seating needs? What about special seating areas 
for parishioners with disabilities? Ask someone what it is like to sit 
there during Mass. Is there a pillar obstructing sight lines? Many 
parishioners with disabilities would be more than happy to give 
honest feedback that can help to improve physical accessibility.
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Another aspect of physical accessibility pertains to the inclu-
sion of parishioners with vision or hearing loss. Many parishes 
provide large-print missalettes for those with diminished vision. 
For parishioners with diminished hearing ability, the way to 
accessibility could be as simple as repeating the announcement 
of hymn numbers and slowing down when making announce-
ments. It may be helpful to ask someone who has difficulty 
hearing to tell you how the readings and homily are coming 
across through the sound system. If Mass is translated into ASL, 
it will be important that all sight lines to the signer are clear. The 
bottom line is to ask for feedback from people with the disabil-
ities that you are trying to address.

FOR DISCUSSION

� Take a detailed tour around the parish. What barriers to phys-
ical accessibility exist in the church building and the parish hall? 
Be sure to include entrances, confessionals, the sanctuary, access 
to the parish hall and meeting rooms, the parish office, and any 
other public areas. Can a parishioner with a physical, mobility-re-
lated disability participate fully in the life of the parish? 

FOR FURTHER ACTION

� Make a plan for consultation with parishioners with disabilities. 
After you have received their feedback, decide and carry out what 
can be done now to increase physical accessibility, and what is on 
your “wish list.” Assign a time for the completion of the items on 
the wish list, and what will need to be done for it to happen.
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F O U R

Reach Out  
to the Gathered  
and the Scattered

Since the parish is the center of the Christian experience 

for most Catholics, pastors and other parish ministers 

should make every effort to provide for all Catholics with 

disabilities who reside within a parish’s boundaries. Special 

effort should be made to reach out to and welcome all parishioners, 

including persons with disabilities who live independently, with 

their families, in institutions, or in other living arrangements. 

Pastoral visitation, the parish census, and the diverse forms 

of parish and diocesan social communication are just a few of 

the many ways in which the pastoral staff can work toward the 

inclusion of all parishioners in the parish’s sacramental life. 

Here, the USCCB gives parishes a tall order: to go beyond the 
walls of the church building and to reach out to persons with 
disabilities who live within the parish boundaries so that they 



16

are included in the sacramental life of the parish. This mission-
ary action, outreach to the gathered and the scattered, has the 
potential to set the parish world on fire. Imagine the power of 
the witness of the parish to those who are isolated from regular 
parish activity, and the encounter with homebound parishio-
ners that is a sign of our encounter with Christ in the Church. 
Pastoral ministers know that many parishioners with disabil-
ities and their caregivers simply cannot get to Sunday Mass. 
We will see this more and more as the effects of the pandemic 
continue to grow. Other reasons for this vary, and sometimes 
even point back to treatment received at the parish. Thus, it is 
not just physical accessibility that we are talking about, but an 
accessibility that hinges on hospitality and parish education. 
For families of children with disabilities, just getting to the 
parish on Sunday can be a huge challenge. We also know that 
there are families of both children and adults with disabilities 
who cannot bring themselves to attend Sunday Mass because 
they have been humiliated by parishioners who will not accept 
the spontaneous vocalizations, movements, wanderings, or 
outbursts that sometimes occur. The ongoing formation of the 
parish community is also instrumental to accomplishing this 
task. As the parish grows in consciousness of what it means to 
be a member of the full body of Christ, and as it becomes more 
educated in the liturgy as public worship more than private 
devotion, so too might acceptance of people with disabilities 
that some may find “disruptive.” 

Those in need of parish outreach might also be parishioners 
who are living with dementia and their families. The pastoral 
care of the caregiver becomes increasingly important as both 
the demands upon them and the isolation grow. The same is true 
of parishioners with mental illness, who are often stigmatized 
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and misunderstood. How can parishes be more accessible and 
inclusive for spouses and caregivers of people with dementia? Of 
persons with mental illness and their families?

In some places, the relocation to an institution, for both the 
short and the long term, results in a pause or an outright end 
to the connection to parish life. I was very active at my parish 
as a volunteer for the Out of the Cold program, a speaker for 
parish faith formation and RCIA, and employed at the parish as 
I worked my way through graduate school. I went to the parish 
four days before having major surgery that had been sched-
uled with alarmingly short notice, to notify the pastor of the 
upcoming—and frightening—surgery. After surgery, I was at a 
rehabilitation hospital for five weeks. During that time, I had 
absolutely no contact from the parish community that I loved 
and to which I was committed. There was also no outreach from 
the parish to the rehab hospital. When I returned to the parish 
and mentioned my surprise, I was told that once one goes to an 
institution, one is “covered” by the chaplain of the institution 
rather than the parish. It was an experience of exclusion and 
loss. Like the missionary character that is so evident in Directory 
for Catechesis, the USCCB prompts parish staffs to work toward 
full inclusion in parish life. 

FOR DISCUSSION

� What is the status of your outreach to persons with disabil-
ities who live within the parish boundaries? How do you know 
about them? What do you do to welcome them to the parish, and 
what is the frequency of your follow-up from the initial contact? 
How do you continue to welcome them to contact the parish?
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FOR ACTION

� Create a specific action plan for parish outreach to those 
with disabilities. Whom will you contact? How will you make 
initial contact (parish welcome sheet, bulletin with a handwrit-
ten note, etc.?) When will you check in, and how often, with 
those who have responded? 

� Update your parish census and parish registration forms to 
invite people with disabilities to indicate whether they would 
like you to be in contact with them.

� Publish your invitation for persons with disabilities to come 
forward and indicate more about how the parish may serve their 
needs. Be sure to publish the announcement more than once, 
and to make a special invitation to families and caregivers.
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F I V E

Integrate Parishioners 
with Disabilities into 
Regular Parish Programs 
and Activities

Pastors are responsible to provide evangelization, catechetical 

formation, and sacramental preparation for parishioners 

with disabilities, and dioceses are encouraged to establish 

appropriate support services to assist pastors in this duty. 

Persons with disabilities, their advocates and their families, as 

well as those knowledgeable in serving those with disabilities 

can make a most valuable contribution to these efforts. Parish 

catechetical and sacramental preparation programs may need to 

be 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.
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Faith formation for persons with disabilities cannot occur in a 
vacuum. Both the Directory and Guidelines make this point clear-
ly: every effort should be made so that persons with disabilities 
will be included in regular parish programs of formation and 
catechesis. The Directory tells us that the presence of persons 
with disabilities is a “growth opportunity” for the entire Church 
community, and that the parish community is enriched by the 
witness of parishioners with disabilities (270–272). To achieve 
this integration recognizes that the entire community has some-
thing to learn from the witness of those with disabilities, and 
that they, in turn, participate in a meaningful way in the life of 
the community. Of course, there may be exceptional circum-
stances that require segregation, but this should be decided on 
a case-by-case basis.

To accomplish this integration, the parish team might begin 
by looking at the big picture of formation for the entire parish 
community. Which programs are already integrated? Where is 
there room for improvement? What needs to happen with the 
wider community in order to move toward integration? A word 
of caution: integration ought to happen without calling attention 
to parishioners with disabilities as if they were some outside 
group that is now coming into the larger group. To do so would 
have the opposite effect of inclusion, making persons with dis-
abilities seem like “the other.” (This topic will carry over into 
Section 7, which is about creating a culture of inclusion.)
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FOR DISCUSSION

� As a team, begin to assemble a toolkit of resources to help 
you to learn more about ministry with persons with disabilities 
and ways to provide ongoing formation for the whole parish 
community so that persons with disabilities may be better inte-
grated and welcomed into the parish programs of catechesis, 
evangelization, and outreach.

FOR FURTHER ACTION

� Look for good examples of parish programs that are tailored 
to address the same topic, but through a variety of ways. 

� Think creatively about things that everyone in the communi-
ty can begin to do, for example, prayer partners or an apostolate 
of prayer. 

� Find out what diocesan support services exist to help you in 
your ministry with persons with disabilities.

� Do the same with resources from your episcopal conference.

� Familiarize yourself with the resources from the National 
Catholic Partnership on Disability/Alianza Nacional Católica 
Sobre La Discapacidad.
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S I X

Inclusion in Parish 
Ministries and Leadership

Having received the sacraments, which “contribute in 

the greatest way to establish, strengthen, and manifest 

ecclesiastical communion,” persons with disabilities, like all 

other parishioners, should be encouraged to participate in all 

levels of pastoral ministry that are available and for which they 

are qualified. For example, members of the laity are often needed 

to perform various services or functions in liturgical celebrations, 

particularly in the celebration of Mass. In choosing those who will 

be invited to use their gifts in service to the parish community, the 

parish pastoral staff and lay volunteers, including ushers and liturgical 

ministers, should be mindful of extending Christ’s welcoming 

invitation to qualified parishioners with disabilities. Like others, 

Catholics with disabilities are not only recipients of the Gospel, 

but are also called to proclaim it and to be witnesses to its truth. 

What is it that stops us from including parishioners with dis-
abilities from parish ministries and leadership? It could be as 
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simple as “the ramp.” In so many churches, progress has been 
made to assist persons with disabilities to gain access to the main 
body of the church or the parish hall, but the sanctuaries are still 
untouched. I have noticed more church sanctuaries with a railing 
to accommodate an elderly priest as he negotiates the steps to 
the altar, and this is a good thing. Might the next step be a ramp 
and physical adjustments to the sanctuary so that a person with a 
physical disability could serve as lector/reader, extraordinary min-
ister of Holy Communion, or cantor? To accomplish this, parish 
liturgy committees, building committees, and staff will have to get 
creative, especially in our older church buildings.

Another possible obstacle to full participation in liturgical 
ministries is fear of or ignorance about a person’s disability. In the 
thirty-eight years that I have lived with MS, I have been counseled 
not to even attempt to pursue graduate studies (too stressful), 
asked with surprise if I could still drive, and advised to move into 
long-term care. Now that I have another, very visible disability 
that necessitates my use of a power chair, a completely different 
set of reactions and questions has surfaced. Some are surprised to 
learn that I am very strong and can lift heavy things; others note 
with surprise that I am relatively articulate. And, on two occa-
sions, while I was sitting outside of a local coffee shop enjoying 
both the coffee and the outdoors, a passerby pressed coins into 
my hand. Many assumptions were made about my person, based 
upon preconceived notions of my invisible disability (MS) and my 
visible disability (damage to my legs from a medical error). 

I am sharing my experience to show that sometimes, false 
assumptions are made about the abilities of people with disabili-
ties. Recall our earlier point about consultation. If you are unsure 
as to whether or not a parishioner with a disability is equipped 
to be a leader in parish ministry, ask a few sensitively worded 
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questions or create a process that every potential parish minister 
must follow. Your diocesan human resources officer can assist 
you with wording. Parish ministry is not the same as employ-
ment, to be sure; however, someone with an HR background can 
flag whether or not any of your questions are too personal.

Here is a parish-based example of the misunderstanding and 
hurt that can result from unclear communication about why or 
why not a parishioner with a disability can participate in parish 
ministry. I received a call from a distressed parishioner who had 
been told by the new pastor that she could no longer serve as an 
extraordinary minister of Holy Communion. She had had a stroke 
several years prior but was physically able to continue her liturgi-
cal ministry. The incoming pastor was not comfortable with this 
arrangement and told her that she would have to stop. She called 
me, pointing out that one of the priests in the diocese was still 
functioning even after severe complications from a stroke left one 
arm completely paralyzed. She asked if she did not have a right 
to continue her ministry. Although it was certainly the pastor’s 
prerogative as to who would and would not be an extraordinary 
minister of Holy Communion, his decision created confusion and 
division within the parish because it appeared to be based upon 
the presence of a disability (whether or not it was). The optics of 
the message were all wrong. If a person with a disability is not suit-
able for ministry because of something unrelated to the disability, 
we must be clear about the reason. But we also have to be honest 
with ourselves, as parish staff, if the real reason for denying (or in 
this case, discontinuing) the opportunity for involvement in parish 
ministry is related to our perception of the particular disability. 
There is no shame in admitting this because it is an important step 
in self-awareness. The next crucial step, however, is to become 
knowledgeable about the disability so that fears can be allayed 
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and the person living with the disability becomes more visible and 
important than the disability itself. A man approached me at a 
diocesan function several months ago, asking if he could speak 
with me. He told me that he had attended one of my presentations 
and spoke very highly of the content. Then he said something to 
the effect of “You know, after about twenty minutes, I didn’t even 
notice the (wheel)chair.” It was his way of saying that he saw and 
heard me. I think that this is what we are asked to work toward in 
parish life: to see and respect each other as persons. 

Both the Directory and Guidelines encourage the inclusion of 
persons with disabilities in parish ministry and leadership. One 
distinguishing characteristic of the Directory is the identification of 
evangelization with catechesis. When expanding upon the role of 
persons with disabilities in both areas, it states that they “are not 
only recipients of catechesis, but participants in evangelization. 
It is desirable that they themselves should be catechists and, with 
their testimony, transmit the faith in a more effective way” (272).

FOR DISCUSSION

� In what ways do persons with disabilities participate in the 
Church’s mission to evangelize? 

FOR FURTHER ACTION

� How will you go about including parishioners with disabili-
ties in parish ministry and leadership? Develop a specific plan 
of hospitality and welcome, as well as a specific start time. How 
will you do this without singling out persons with disabilities? 
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S E V E N

Moving Beyond  
the Ramp  
Accessibility for those with Visible and  
Invisible Disabilities and Their Families

The creation of a fully accessible parish reaches beyond mere 

physical accommodation to encompass the attitudes of all 

parishioners toward 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 known for its joyful 

inclusion of all of God’s people around the table of the Lord. 
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This principle is a beautiful vision statement because it is such 
a worthy goal that reflects everything that we have talked about 
thus far. It moves beyond the physical to the actual attitudes of all 
parishioners. If this were accomplished, it would have far-reach-
ing effects on those with disabilities, their families, and the 
parish at large. It would result in true hospitality and charity. 
No more sideways glances of disdain or pity for those who are 
steeled enough to bring a vocal or easily distractable adult or 
child to Mass: the family member or caregiver would actually 
have some space to pray and participate in the Eucharist. No 
more fearful judgment against a person with mental illness who 
wants to get involved in parish social events. No more dismissal 
of or acts of pity toward people who are “different” (I always 
ask, different from what?). Most important, no more private pos-
session of the liturgy and the sacraments, which belong to the 
Church and are the right of the baptized. 

The community is also the beneficiary of so much: the wit-
ness to the presence of Christ among us, to the invitation to go to 
the outskirts, out of our comfort zone, as Pope Francis exhorts in 
almost all of his writing. Full inclusion of persons with both vis-
ible and invisible disabilities in the life and the leadership of the 
parish would be the hallmark of a fully accessible parish.

FOR DISCUSSION

� How are you currently fostering attitudes of inclusion of 
persons with disabilities among the entire parish community? 

� What challenges might arise as you work toward your goal?
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FOR FURTHER ACTION

� Discuss the concrete ways that your pastoral ministers 
can influence the attitudes of parishioners to be more inclu-
sive and hospitable toward persons with disabilities through 
informational materials as recommended in Guidelines. What 
information needs to be transmitted and to whom?

� How will you learn more about disabilities and parish 
life? Go to the Resources page at the end of this book. Which 
resources will you research further?

� Make a specific plan to help the parish grow in understand-
ing the nature of the liturgy and why it is important that all are 
welcome.

� Name one practical thing that you can do right now to 
create or enhance a culture of inclusion among the wider parish 
community.
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E I G H T

Be Prepared for Some 
Difficult Situations

Difficult situations may be encountered by those 

making pastoral decisions. Dioceses are encouraged to 

establish appropriate policies for handling such instances, 

which respect the rights of all involved, and which ensure 

the necessary provision of evaluation and recourse.

One of the most difficult realizations in parish ministry is that, 
with many decisions, not everyone will be happy. Change can 
be a slow and arduous process as people cling to what is most 
comfortable. The other important realization is that some-
times, in spite of all of your brainstorming and work to create 
a fully accessible parish, there might still be difficult situations 
that require one-on-one attention and consultation outside the 
parish. You may not always know the answer to a problem that 
arises, but as long as you know where to go to find the right 
answer, you are on the right track.
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FOR DISCUSSION

� Without violating confidentiality, give an example of a diffi-
cult situation that arose in relation to accessibility or inclusion 
of a person living with a disability in your parish. How did you 
address the situation? How was it resolved, or if it is still ongo-
ing, what will it take to resolve it now?

FOR FURTHER ACTION

� Familiarize yourself with any diocesan resources or policies 
that may be called upon in the event that a conflict arises or 
that you need further support. Who is your contact person at 
the diocese for such things? Where would you direct a parish-
ioner or parish group for further consultation?
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Conclusion

We began this study with the image of a physical ramp as a 
sign of accessibility to the church for persons with disabili-
ties. During the course of this book, that image expanded into 
additional ways for a parish to become even more inclusive and 
accessible for parishioners who have both visible and invisible 
disabilities or who encounter barriers to access. Drawing upon 
the eight general principles for inclusion of persons with disabil-
ities into the sacramental life of the Church from the USCCB, 
and insights from the new Directory for Catechesis, it is clear that 
the process for a parish to become fully accessible is two-direc-
tional. It requires the work of consultation with and inclusion 
of persons with disabilities both within the church proper and 
with those who are isolated from the Sunday liturgy. At the same 
time, it requires the ongoing formation of the parish communi-
ty—formation that will foster attitudes of charity, welcome, and 
invitation for persons with disabilities to actively participate in 
the life of the parish. It must be not only physically, but spiritual-
ly accessible and inclusive. Such a parish can thrive and grow in 
faith and love, in outreach to all within its boundaries. Hopefully 
this short study has been helpful for beginning to work toward 
greater accessibility, to set goals for taking the next steps. If 
we, as parish leaders, can set goals and move toward building 
a culture of inclusion in which all are truly welcome, we will 
have taken an important step toward creating a fully accessible 
parish. We will have begun to move beyond the ramp. 



RESOURCES FOR 
FURTHER CONSULTATION
There are many related resources directed to pastoral responses 
and catechesis for persons with some disabilities. The list below 
refers specifically to resources for diocesan and parish leaders to 
work toward more accessible and inclusive parishes. 

CHURCH DOCUMENTS

Directory for Catechesis. Pontifical Council for Promoting  
New Evangelization. Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 2020. 

Guidelines for Celebrating Sacraments with Persons with 
Disabilities. United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, 
revised 2017.

WEBSITE

National Catholic Partnership on Disability/Alianza Católica 
Nacionale Sobre La Discapacidad (ncpd.org). This website is a 
central location for diocesan, parish, individual, and disabili-
ty-specific articles, links, and other resources that pertain to the 
inclusion of persons with disabilities in all areas of Catholic life. 
The site carries a searchable resource toolkit for parishes that are 
working to become more inclusive and welcoming for persons 
with disabilities.

ONLINE STUDY

Disabilities in Parish Life. A 5-week online course offered by the 
Virtual Community for Faith Formation at the University of 
Dayton. https://vlcff.udayton.edu/

EPISCOPAL CONFERENCES

Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops https://www.cccb.ca/

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops  
https://www.usccb.org/
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accommodations and strategize for future initiatives, both short- 
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illuminate a path toward a more inclusive community and how 
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participation in the body of Christ.
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