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BY  D R.  LO R N A  B RA D L E Y

“I’m a single mom and was invited to worship by a 
friend on Mother’s Day. We sat in one of the extra 
rows of folding chairs they set up in the back for 
the large crowd that day. Of course, I was going 
to be in the back anyway, what with my son’s 
wheelchair and all. He enjoyed the music and was 
fine until the sermon started. Then he got the 
giggles. He’s non-verbal, but he communicates! I 
guess he thought the pastor’s accent was funny. 
He wasn’t that loud. I shushed him, but he kept 
giggling. These men in suits came to kick us 
out. They even pulled out a row of chairs to get to 
us. I was so embarrassed. We tried listening to the 
service in the lobby through the speakers. That 
didn’t last long. One of the men came out again, 
‘We can still hear you inside.’ We ended up having 
to leave. Happy Mother’s Day!”

As congregations, we are charged to welcome 
those who come through the doors. It is 
the critical first step to living out the great 
commission to make disciples. Fortunately, 
Christ models welcoming for us. While Jesus 
was speaking and teaching, people brought their 
children to Him. When the “men in suits” of 
His day tried to keep them away, Jesus became 
“indignant” (Mark 10:14) and said to let them 
come. What does Christ do that is welcoming? 
He engages in relationships with those pushed 
to the margins. He teaches everyone who comes 
to Him—men, women and children alike. He 
creates space when others would say there is no 

room. The welcome that Christ offers is holistic. 
It encompasses the needs of the whole, not just 
in part.

When creating a ministry to welcome families 
with special needs a holistic approach is needed 
as well. Special needs has an impact throughout 
the entire family. Families often feel isolated 
and rejected, much like the people Jesus reaches 
out to again and again in the Gospel stories. 
Parents experience grief, worry, guilt, and seek 
spiritual nurture in the midst of ongoing stress. 
Opportunities for respite may be few and far 
between. Siblings may yearn for attention, as well 
as connection with others whose lives mirror 
their own. 

What does the family as a whole hope to find at 
church? Parents simply want a place to belong, 
to attend worship and feel connected to the life 
of the congregation. They want a place where 
all of their children are welcome and can grow 
spiritually. They want to be able to help with 
mission projects and come to church activities. 
They want an occasional break from caregiving 
and time to nurture their relationship, which is 
under greater stress than the average marriage. 
They want to know God and receive emotional 
and spiritual nurture during times of stress.

What does a holistic welcome look like to families 
with special needs? It offers inclusive worship, 
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Sunday school, and small groups where all can 
participate. It offers emotional and spiritual 
nurture to all members of the family. It offers 
pastoral care, such as respite, emotional support, 
and helpful information in times of stress. In 
other words, it is the same welcome into the 
life of the congregation experienced by typical 
families. It is a welcome that understands 
sometimes a congregation has to step outside of 
its comfort zone so that those on the outside can 
find comfort.

So how can congregations offer a holistic 
welcome? Foremost, there must be space for 
the one with special needs. If there is not room 
for the child, teen, or adult, then there is not 
room for the family. There is no “one size fits 
all” approach to inclusion because of the broad 
variety of needs. Understanding the needs of 
the family comes by taking the time to engage 
in meaningful relationships, asking questions, 
and seeking solutions together. In the case of 
the single mom, Cindy, who was asked to leave 
worship on Mother’s Day, a worship team 
prepared with a plan for welcoming guests 
with special needs would have helped greatly; 
although, perhaps what she experienced was 
their plan. 

Offering a holistic welcome has nothing to 
do with the size of the church and financial 
resources. Cindy had to leave a church which 
she characterized as “large and well to do.” The 
next congregation they visited was a small, start-
up church meeting in a school. When her son 
became agitated and restless during worship, 
friendly greeters asked what they could do to 
help. Jason was bored once the music ended. He 
needed a change of scenery. A greeter offered 
to wheel him around the halls and out to the 
playground, allowing Mom to stay in worship. 
Jason had a good time and his mom received the 
true gift of sanctuary. The pastor talked to the 
family after worship, asked how they could help 
with Jason on Sundays, and most importantly, 
invited them to come again. What a difference!

Not surprisingly, that friendly and fast-growing 
congregation became their church family. As 
the congregation got to know Jason, people no 
longer reacted to random noises he made during 
worship. Services grew over time, and once when 

Jason had a “noisy” day, my friend started to 
leave. The pastor simply said, “No worries. He 
isn’t bothering anyone,” and picked right back 
up where he left off. What the leader models for 
the congregation teaches everyone how to be 
welcoming. They made a place for Jason so that 
the whole family could participate fully in the life 
of the congregation.

Additional ways of welcoming take into account 
other needs of the family. Respite is often a 
critical need. For some families it may have been 
years since a couple or single parent has had a 
break from caregiving. There are many ways 
congregations can respond. Sharing information 
through an annual ministry fair highlighting 
summer camp and other respite resources is 
a huge help to families. A growing number of 
churches offer a monthly respite night to care 
for those with special needs and their siblings. 
Siblings enjoy connecting with others whose life 
experience mirrors their own. Congregations 
can coordinate their respite schedules so that 
families have options on different days of the 
month. Start small and offer one night a quarter 
or perhaps an annual Valentine’s Day date night. 
Train care partners who could offer in-home 
respite, or facilitate a respite co-op.

Another key area of need is pastoral care. When 
caregivers are nurtured and supported they 
grow in resilience, creating in turn stronger and 
more resilient families. Families with special 
needs often experience periods of intense stress. 
Support groups offer a critically needed way to 
relieve isolation, create connection, and provide 
emotional and spiritual nurture. Whereas 
some ministries may need many volunteers, a 
support group simply needs a discussion leader 
with good organizational and people skills. In 
addition to support groups, Stephen Ministers, 
mentors, and spiritual directors are all helpful 
sources for offering emotional support.

These are just a few ways in which congregations 
can welcome the entire family. Welcoming isn’t 
about processes and programs; rather, it is about 
having a heart for making space for everyone at 
God’s table.  
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