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The Progress

At the heart of our religious convictions is a basic respect for the gift of life. This respect for 
life calls us to protect the gift of life from the moment of conception to the moment of 
natural death. It is good that the church in our country sets aside the month of October to 
call us to renew our respect for life. The respect life movement contains a wide agenda 
and a host of real life concerns. Certainly our efforts to protect the life of the unborn from 
abortion and the life of the frail and dying from euthanasia will remain strong. I would like, 
however, to raise up one area of particular concern. It would be good to reflect on the 
issue of life and disability. !

Fragile human vessels!

Mary Jane Owens, director of the National Catholic Office for Persons with Disabilities and 
speaking from her own experience, offers some wonderful and challenging insights on our 
need to recognize our obligation to work for full inclusion of people with disabilities into the 
fabric of our society and the church. She writes, "The intertwining threads of respect for life 
and the charge to look past obvious impairments to find the unique gifts and potential of 
those who live with disabilities have been tightly woven into the richly diverse fabric of our 
church. Thus, as we prepare to celebrate life, we again recognize that the container of the 
human soul is wondrously vulnerable to assaults and traumas. The gift of life comes in 
fragile human vessels." !

As a society and a church, we currently recognize the need to reach out to communities of 
people with special needs because of language and culture. There is an obligation as well 
to recognize the gifts of people with a unique culture, persons with disabilities. !

The call for unity!

Mary Jane Owens goes on to say, "As people with disabilities searched for a common 
voice, they developed new concepts and paradigms that could better explain their sense 
of pride and self-worth. They recognized the joy of living in spite of their assorted 
physiological glitches and determined to find ways to fulfill their potential." !

People with disabilities are a gift to our society and our church. They do not want pity 
because it blocks the message of inclusion. Rather, as Mary Jane Owens writes, 
"Appreciation of each individual's abilities, respectful compassion, and mutual recognition 
of our shared fragility must replace pity if we are to become united as people of God." !

A welcoming church!

In response to the needs of people with disabilities, our parishes and communities are 
asked to create a welcoming environment. When we create these environments for 
persons with disabilities, we begin to overcome the discrimination and segregation that 
has been far too often the reality, instead of the exception. 
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As Mary Jane Owens emphasizes, "Disabilities may well be the glue that can hold us 
together as community and church with the knowledge that we need each other and our 
Lord. Without awareness of our mutual interdependence, we may mistake our temporary 
personal interdependence as the source of our power. Vulnerability reinforces behaviors 
that strengthen the thread of our social fabric, for it is through mutual aid that interaction 
between people is maintained." !

Our need for persons with disabilities!

Persons with disabilities enrich our community by their presence. Ways must be found to 
make our communities, churches and buildings welcoming signs and symbols of the 
respect for the gift of life which persons with disabilities share with us. Access is critical if 
we are serious about the value of inclusion. Yet, access means little if it is not 
accompanied by a welcoming spirit which appreciates the gift of life present in every 
human being. !

A respect for life cannot be selective. It would be tragic if in our efforts to combat the evils 
of abortion and euthanasia, we overlook the opportunities we have to affirm the gift of life. 
Again, as Mary Jane Owens tells us, "When the human spirit prevails regardless of the 
fragility of its earthen vessel, we glimpse our powerful relationship with the Body of 
Christ." May God's grace and peace be yours. !
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