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The intent of this paper is to explore theology related to disability found in scripture and   

patristic writings, the very roots from which the Orthodox Church Tradition has grown, 

as well as contemporary scholarship on disability. What is the historical and 

contemporary attitude concerning the inclusion of those with disabilities – and how does 

it compare or contrast to our present day perspective and community practice?   After 

making the case for the importance of children in our Church, especially those with 

special needs, what are the practical implications for the Orthodox religious education, 

youth and young adult programs?   How can we be intentionally inclusive of these 

children and their parents in not only the liturgical life of the Church, but also in Sunday 

School, summer camp, or retreats?   

These are just a few examples of countless stories, drawn from real situations: 

1. As young parents, Ioann and Effie were excited at the birth of their 

children.  Their first child, Arianna, was quiet and “easy”. Christine, their 

second child had a difficult time being soothed and sleeping.  As the 

children grew, physical developmental milestones were met, yet Christine 

had great difficulty playing with peers.   As she progressed to school, she 

did well academically, but struggled in social situations, especially on the 

playground.  In the comments on her report card, her teacher wrote that 

Christine “was like a slice of Neapolitan ice cream, you never know what 

flavor you will get.”  Church was difficult for her, she didn’t want to stand 

still.   Sunday school was not easy either, it was once a week with children 

she didn’t know outside of church, and it was such a short time that she 

didn’t have time to settle in.  Her teacher got easily frustrated with her 
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inability to settle in quickly and get along with the others, eventually 

telling the parents that Sunday school was not the place for her. 

2. Summer church camp happened every year during the first week of July.  

Macrina, who was 10 years old, was filled with excitement and dread at 

the same time.   Macrina’s parents were experiencing the same feelings, 

but felt that it was important for her to have the camp experience.   

Macrina was somewhere on the autism spectrum – in school she had 

supports in place to help her during her occasional meltdown.   Despite 

being 10, her hygiene habits were not always good, and sometimes she 

had an unpleasant smell.  This made for critical comments from the 

children she went to school with, and made friendship difficult, especially 

when she was invited to sleepovers.   When she went to camp, Macrina’s 

parents spoke with those who ran the camp and the counselor for 

Macrina’s cabin, and were assured that everything would be all right, that 

Macrina would have a “great time at camp!” 

3. Alex was 14 and attended church regularly with his parents.  They 

attended a small church that did not have its own youth group, but a larger 

nearby church did have one and welcomed teens from other churches.  

When Alex first started going, he was excited.   But the other kids all 

knew each other from church school and dance groups and had formed 

solid friendships.  Alex had a hard time fitting in, and did not feel 

welcome, so he stopped going to the youth group activities. 
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4. It was a winter retreat for college-aged young adults.  Kathy, who is 20, 

goes to community college.  She still lives at home, does not have a 

driver’s license (is dependent on public transportation), and has few 

friends in her peer group.  She is marginally successful in her classes, but 

is a very talented artist. Her attempts to find a part-time job have not been 

successful, especially since she has trouble approaching people and asking 

for something.   Her mom felt that the retreat would be good for her, but 

she found herself in the middle of other college-aged kids who seemed to 

have it all together.     

All of these examples include those whose disabilities are not obvious – invisible.  

Sometimes parents are criticized for not parenting well enough.  Most often the child is 

criticized for not acting appropriately.   How can we make for a loving community that 

embraces the differences of these children, and to consider them as “Different not less”?1  

As the numbers of children identified with brain disorders and/or learning challenges 

increase, they ARE within our midst.  Do we keep them in isolation or do we welcome 

them into the fold? 

Definition of Disability 

A result from an internet search for “disability icon” is the image of a wheelchair, which 

has become the universal icon for disability.   It is used on signs for designated parking, 

signs to indicate accessible restrooms, and accessible ramps.   The concluding section of 

this Official Statement of SCOBA on disability seems to specifically define the 

                                                             
1 Temple Grandin 
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perspective of the Bishops – restricting disability to “those using canes, walkers, 

wheelchairs or service dogs.”  Examples of accommodations made for the disabled 

include “providing curb cuts, adequate ramps, sufficient handicapped parking, wide doors 

and aisles to accommodate wheelchairs.” 

While laws in the United States have mandated access, especially for those with physical 

handicaps, there are other situations where people with invisible disabilities are denied 

access:  an autistic child with vocal tics asked to leave church, a bipolar child with 

behavioral issues denied attendance at Church School, or a child with Asperger’s 

Syndrome that is not included in youth group activities.  What is an invisible disability?  

One advocacy group defines it as: 

 “Symptoms such as debilitating pain, fatigue, dizziness, 

cognitive dysfunctions, brain injuries, learning differences and mental 

health disorders, as well as hearing and vision impairments.  These are not 

always obvious to the onlooker, but can sometimes or always limit daily 

activities, range from mild challenges to severe limitations and vary from 

person to person.”2 

How can our churches understand that these invisible disabilities are also present among 

those in our midst, and are just as real as those conditions that require some sort of 

physical accommodation (i.e. wheelchair ramps, speakers for those with hearing issues, 

etc.)? 

                                                             
2 (Invisible Disabilities Association) 



- 5 - 

 

Some Orthodox communities have incorporated an “Inclusion Awareness Day”3 into 

their calendars, with lesson plans and activities for Sunday school and involvement for 

teens.    In addition to this, some churches also have “Inclusion” liturgies on Saturdays 

once a month for those who have difficulty making it through a “regular” church service.     

As society struggles with the concept of Inclusion in regular education, so too are our 

churches struggling with this concept.   Children with special needs come to church with 

two strikes against them:  (1) they are a child and (2) their particular challenge may not 

have visible signs like crutches or a wheelchair would, leading those around them to 

make judgments and even ask the family to leave because they are “disturbing the 

worship of others.”  When asked about the irony of a separate Inclusion Liturgy, Dr. 

Anton Vrame said: 

a) the families of special needs kids feel more comfortable in these 

liturgies at the beginning because they've been "in exile" from the parish 

for some time (usually self-imposed) because their child "makes strange 

noises" or "walks very strangely" and all that b) it creates a community of 

the special needs families -- they begin to come together and know one 

another, etc. c) in some cases the needs are so severe that coming to 

church on a Sunday poses lots of challenges anyway, so the special time 

works. In time though this is raising awareness for the parish and changing 

attitudes (and we have to be honest that many people have stigmatized 

those with special needs). So, while being included in the parish all the 

time would be the ideal situation, we have to recognize where people are 

                                                             
3 (Church)(Church) (Church)  
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on this. Even schools not too long ago separated the special needs child 

from the rest of the community. Now we include them.4 

The Orthodox Church’s teaching are based on Scripture as well as Tradition.   It is 

important to explore those roots, and use the findings to apply them to the restoration of a 

more inclusive community. 

The Blessing of Children 

In the writings of both the Old and New Testament, Children are seen God’s gift to us.  

The Prophet David writes in the Book of Psalms, that our children are an inheritance 

from the Lord, a reward: 

Lo, sons are a heritage from the Lord,  

The fruit of the womb a reward. 

Like arrow in the hand of a warrior are the sons of one’s youth 

Happy is the man who has his quiver full of them! 

He shall not be put to shame when he speaks with his enemies in the gate. 

    (Psalm 127.3-5)5 

His next Psalm also depicts children as blessings: 

Blessed is everyone who fears the Lord, who walks in His ways 

You shall eat the fruit of the labor of your hands;  

You shall be happy and it shall be well with you. 

Your wife shall be like a fruitful vine within your house,  

Your children will be like olive shoots around your table. 

                                                             
4 (Vrame) 
5 This psalm is read as part of the Second Antiphon of the PreSanctified Liturgy, celebrated on 

Wednesdays and Fridays during Lent. 



- 7 - 

 

Lo, thus shall the man be blessed who fears the Lord.  (Psalm 128.1-4) 

 

In the New Testament, Matthew illustrates Christ’s loving, inclusive attitude towards 

children by not keeping them at a distance, but drawing them close to Him: 

Then they brought little children to Him, that he might touch them; but the 

disciples rebuked those who brought them.  But when Jesus saw it, He was 

greatly displeased and said to them, Let the little children come to Me, and 

do not forbid them; for of such is the kingdom of God.  Assuredly, I say to 

you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will by 

no means enter it.”      (Mark 10:13-15) 

In Epistle of I John talks of the loving gesture of the Father that has us called children of 

God, with great:   

Behold what manner of love the Father has bestowed on us, that we should 

be called children of god! Therefore the world does not know us, because 

it did not know Him 

Beloved, now we are children of God and it has not yet been revealed what 

we shall be, but we know that when He is revealed, we shall be like Him, 

for we shall see Him as He is. (1 John 3.1-2) 

St. John Chrysostom preaches that children are a “great charge committed to us” and 

exhorts us to take care of our children’s souls: 
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Let us bestow great care upon them, and do everything that the Evil One 

may not rob us of them. But now our practice is the reverse of this. We 

take all care indeed to have our farm in good order, and to commit it to 

faithful manager, we look out for it an ass-driver, and muleteer, and 

bailiff, and a clever accountant. But we do not look out for what is much 

more important, for a person to whom we may commit our son as the 

guardian of his morals, though this is a possession much more valuable 

than all others. It is for him indeed that we take such care of our estate. We 

take care of our possessions for our children, but of the children 

themselves we take no care at all. Form the soul of thy son aright, and all 

the rest will be added hereafter.” –Homilies on 1 Timothy, Homily 9. 

Despite these writings, children in church is still a very controversial subject, especially 

for those of us living in the United States. The surrounding American culture is still 

subtly ingrained with the maxims “Children should be seen and not heard” or “Spare the 

rod, spoil the child”, so that having young children in church can be source of great 

tension among parishioners.  However, one can find several articles that justify having 

children in church, especially since Orthodox children are fully regarded as communing 

members from the time they are baptized and chrismated as infants.  Consider these two 

signs in two different Orthodox churches in the US: 

1. Parents!  Watch your children!  If they misbehave, please remove 

them so others may pray!  (from a large parish on the east coast) 
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2. Parents!  Watch out for your children!  Bring them to Church so 

they may learn to lead holy lives!  (from a small parish in remote 

Alaska) 

Both ask the parents to watch their children, but the messages are clearly diametrically 

opposed.   Either children are welcome, as the scripture and patristic writings tell us, or 

they aren’t.   Do we create a hospitable environment for our children, not only those who 

are neurotypical, but especially for those who have special needs? 

 

This tension can be vividly observed in parents of toddlers in church, who are challenged 

with keeping themselves and their child in church, yet not “offending” other parishioners 

through their child’s behavior.    The services can be long, full of music and movement 

and may occur during usual naptimes.  Once the child gets older, expectations of 

“appropriate” behavior increase.   With the movement and music that occur during an 

Orthodox service, it is not always necessary for a child to be quiet and still.  The 

expectation of “quiet and still” is opposite of the Orthodox experience overseas, where 

churches are full of people moving around, in and out of the church.   While church 

attendance can be demanding even with a “neurotypical” or “normal” child, the challenge 

is even greater with a child who has physical or neurological issues.  As previously 

stated, many children with neurological (as well as some physical challenges) might not 

have outward signs, other than a behavioral manifestation.   For example, a child with 

Down syndrome has outward physical signs --the appearance of their eyes, speech 

impediment, marked walking gait-- that identify their particular challenge  Compare this 

to a child with Asperger’s, who may only show their challenge through awkward social 
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behavior.   The chronological age of the child, reflected in their physical maturity, can 

mask the immaturity that comes with invisible disabilities, especially those that are brain-

based like Autism or bipolar disorder.  The lack of some outward sign that a child is not 

neurotypical can make it difficult for those around them to understand the context of the 

behavior, when in fact it may be a symptom of their particular disability, rather than just 

bad behavior.  This can lead those around them to make the quick judgment that it’s just 

another “bratty” child, because the disability is masked. 

Sometimes the church building itself can be a hindrance to easy worship.  One parent 

observed that their child was much better in a smaller church, one that had no pews – that 

when they visited a larger, “more perfect” church, the expectations of acceptable 

behavior seemed to become “more perfect” as well.  Churches with pews make it hard for 

a child that may need to have movement in order to “attend”.    

Because Church can be an inhospitable place, attending often becomes the last thing that 

many parents of special needs children want to experience:  especially if it means dealing 

with the stares, the comments, the unsolicited advice, or being quarantined from the 

community in the crying room. This puts both the child and their family in isolation from 

the community.  Though it does not exclude them from partaking of Body and Blood of 

Christ, it does exclude them from the Body of Christ – the Church itself.   Thomas 

Reynolds notes that “Despite being loved into being by God, people with disabilities are 

excluded or trivialized as social nonentities in ways that mar their sense of being created 
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in the image of God.”6  By this intentional exclusion, perhaps the community deprives 

itself of a necessary part of the Church.  Fr. John Chryssavgis writes: 

It is in them that we discover models of spirituality and ways of salvation.  

They can show us what true humanity is in this world—far from perfect 

and yet fully and totally loved by God.  The reality of disability, like the 

Cross itself, must serve as a critique of our illusions and ambitions.7 

In the closing section of the Official Statement on Disability and Communion in 2009, 

the Standing Conference of the Canonical Orthodox Bishops in the Americas (SCOBA) 

concludes that: 

No one should be excluded from the manifold aspects of the church's 

education (whether children, adults, or the elderly) or the community's 

pastoral ministry (such as visitations and fellowship). There should also be 

provision in our seminaries for training and informing future clergy 

regarding aspects of inclusion for people with disabilities. Responding to 

issues of disability reflects the willingness to respond to the vulnerability 

of life itself. An inclusive paradigm of ministry is a crucial step in 

dispelling misconceptions and assumptions regarding disability, while 

rendering all areas of parish life accessible and possible to persons with 

disabilities.8 

                                                             
6 (Reynolds 188) 
7 (Chryssavgis 44) 
8 (SCOBA, Pastoral Letter: Disability and Communion) 



- 12 - 

 

With the increasing numbers of American children who are identified with special needs, 

what are our churches doing to make their communities welcoming to these children and 

their families?  Do the Churches, the clergy and its leaders even know that this is an 

issue?   Or its magnitude? 

Defining prevalent Invisible Disabilities affecting children 

Autism 

The statistics for the Identified Prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorders from the U.S. 

Center for Disease Control saw a considerable increase in the number of children 

identified as being on the autism spectrum:  in the year 2000, the number was 1 in 150 

children, in 2008 it was 1 in 88. 9  Statistics released in March 2014 have raised that 

number to 1 in 68. The statistics show a significant increase in the number if children 

identified with having an Autism Spectrum Disorder over the 8 years represented.   Why 

such an increase?  There are many theories, but one of those theories is that children have 

always had these issues and that we are just beginning to recognize them as valid and not 

some quirk or childhood phase.    

According to the recently released Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders (DSM-5), Autism Spectrum Disorder is a neuro-developmental disorder: 

 People with ASD tend to have communication deficits, such as 

responding inappropriately in conversations, misreading nonverbal 

interactions, or having difficulty building friendships appropriate to their 

                                                             
9 (CDC) 
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age. In addition, people with ASD may be overly dependent on routines, 

highly sensitive to changes in their environment, or intensely focused on 

inappropriate items. Again, the symptoms of people with ASD will fall on 

a continuum, with some individuals showing mild symptoms and others 

having much more severe symptoms.10   

Children and adults who have been identified as having autism spectrum disorder may 

also have comorbid psychiatric disorders, including attention deficit and hyperactivity 

disorder (ADHD),  obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), depression, bipolar disorder 

and schizophrenia.  This does not mean that every child identified with ASD will have 

these disorders, or that children who have these other psychiatric disorders also have 

ASD.    

Psychiatric disorders 

Since the publication of the book The Bipolar Child in 1999, more attention has been 

paid to the possibility of psychiatric disorders even in childhood.   Since these disorders 

are manifested through symptoms different than those of adults, it is still a matter of 

controversy among mental health professionals.    

 

Diagnosing psychiatric disorders in not so black and white:  there is no not currently a 

diagnostic test that can definitively identify them, as there are for a disease like diabetes.   

There is much for a psychiatrist to consider in reaching the diagnostic conclusion, chief 

among them is genetics – the family history.    

 

                                                             
10American Psychiatric Association, DSM-5 Autism Spectrum Disorder Fact Sheet ,2013  
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It is also vital for those who work with older teens and young adults to be familiar with 

Schizophrenia, a psychotic disorder that often begins in late adolescence or early 

adulthood:  

It is an illness of the brain that affects how a person perceives the world, 

how they think and how they behave. Individuals experiencing 

schizophrenia have both positive and negative symptoms. Positive 

symptoms include:   delusions, hallucinations as well as disorganized 

speech and behaviour. These symptoms often alternate with negative 

symptoms. Common negative symptoms include: blunted affect, flattened 

affect, alogia, and avolition. Schizophrenia usually takes many years to 

develop. A person with schizophrenia will often have negative symptoms 

for a few years before positive symptoms develop.11 

Average age for onset of schizophrenia is 17-25, although some younger children have 

also received this diagnosis.  While there are genetic factors for its development, the use 

of mind-altering drugs like marijuana can also trigger its onset. 

 

Psychiatric diagnoses are often called “alphabet soup” by parents, since there tends to be 

a range of possibility:  ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder), ODD 

(Oppositional Defiant Disorder), BP (Bipolar Disorder), etc.  As with any other disease of 

our bodies, it is important to remember that children, teens, and young adults should not 

be defined by their diagnosis:  in other words, it’s important to say (and think) that 

“Johnny HAS bipolar disorder” as opposed to saying “Johnny IS Bipolar.”   

                                                             
11 (Health) alogia & avolution  are defined as withdrawal socially, and verbally. 

http://teenmentalhealth.org/for-families-and-teens/schizophrenia/%7Bpage_288%7D
http://teenmentalhealth.org/for-families-and-teens/schizophrenia/%7Bpage_289%7D
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It is important to note here that confidentiality is essential.  If a parent confides in clergy 

or church workers that their child has received a diagnosis, it is not to be shared without 

the specific permission of the parents to disclose.  

 

Suicide  

Suicide is one of the more serious pastoral issues that may arise in the lives of those 

identified with invisible disabilities. Statistics released in 2007 by the National Institute 

of Mental Health show suicide to be the third leading cause of death for older teens and 

young adults (ages 15 to 24).  Here is a breakdown in the statistics by age group:  

 Children ages 10 to 14 — 0.9 per 100,000 

 Adolescents ages 15 to 19 — 6.9 per 100,000 

 Young adults ages 20 to 24 — 12.7 per 100,00012 

Also noted in this report were the methods used:  it was more likely that, overall, young 

people would use firearms, suffocation and poisoning than other methods of suicide.  

Younger children were more likely to use suffocation, while adolescents and young 

adults were more likely to use firearms.  Also interesting to note are gender differences 

contained in the statistics: 

 Nearly five times as many males as females ages 15 to 19 died by suicide. 

Just under six times as many males as females ages 20 to 24 died by suicide. 

                                                             
12 (NIMH) 
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Suicide often carries with it additional stigma, both for the person who either attempts of 

is successful - and for the family.  In 2007, SCOBA issued The Pastoral Letter on 

Suicide13 seeks to remove the stigma associated with suicide, recommending the 

following: 

1. The primary focus of the Church and its pastoral ministry in cases 

where a suicide has taken place is on the living, the family and 

friends of the deceased. We should maintain a certain humility 

while remembering that the state of the suicide victim is and must 

remain in the hands of God.  

2. It has become clear to us that far more cases of suicide than have 

previously been recognized involve spiritual and/or physiological 

factors that significantly compromise a person’s rationality and 

freedom. While not removing moral culpability from all suicide 

cases or changing our general stance against suicide’s moral 

permissibility, we affirm the deep relationship between physical 

and spiritual factors in human agency and we acknowledge that, in 

most instances, the complex web of causes contributing to a 

suicide lies beyond our full understanding. 

3. Finally, because of the complexity of suicide, both in terms of 

determining causes and in terms of ministering to those most 

affected, the parish priest should always consult with his diocesan 

                                                             
13 (SCOBA, The Pastoral Letter on Suicide) 
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hierarch in order to discern the proper course of action, the general 

pastoral recommendation being that a church burial and memorial 

services could be granted unless there were an absence of 

significantly diminished capacities. 

Significance of data 

Increased numbers of children identified with special needs of some type means that it is 

highly likely that these children are in the midst of even our smaller parishes, and that 

their needs (as well as support for their parents) must be considered in parish planning.  

Are we working to make our education and other related youth programs inclusive?  If a 

child’s disability is “invisible”, without a physical cue that there are any sort of 

challenges, except for behavior, there is still great stigma and a resistance to inclusion.   

These children are often not allowed to attend religious education programs because 

teachers often don’t have the patience or training to deal with them.   It has been the 

experience of many families that their challenged children are excluded from 

participation in youth events with their neurotypical peers, like sleepovers --unless they 

are accompanied by a parent.   Unless there is an intentional effort towards inclusion, the 

social challenges that face them in the secular world follow them into the Church – which 

ultimately should be a place of comfort and healing.  Intentional exclusion is reflective of 

the isolation of lepers in the Old Testament:   

 “The leprous person who has the disease shall wear torn clothes and let 

the hair of his head hang loose, and he shall cover his upper lip  and cry 

out, ‘Unclean, unclean.’ He shall remain unclean as long as he has the 
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disease. He is unclean. He shall live alone. His dwelling shall be outside 

the camp. (Leviticus 13.45-46) 

As the Church of the New Testament, this is not the answer.   Intentional inclusion, 

reflective of Christ’s love and transformation of the lives of the faithful:   

…you have put off the old man with his deeds, and have put on the new 

man who is renewed in knowledge according to the image of Him who 

created him, where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcised nor 

uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave nor free, but Christ is all and in 

all.  (Colossians 3.9-12)  

In 1964, Jean Vanier founded a community in France for the developmentally disabled 

called L’Arche.  These communities “bear witness to the reality that persons with 

intellectual disabilities possess inherent qualities of welcome, wonderment, spirituality, 

and friendship.” 14   .Henri Nouwen is a Catholic priest who worked in an L’Arche 

community, a community for developmentally disabled people. 15  He writes about his 

experience there, a testament to the positive spiritual influence of the people he served.  

One particular resident, Adam, seems to have had a profound effect: 

                                                             
14 (L'Arche USA ) 
15 The mission statement of the L’Arche organization:  “We are people, with and without developmental 
disabilities, sharing life in communities belonging to an International Federation. Mutual relationships and 
trust in God are at the heart of our journey together. We celebrate the unique value of every person and 
recognize our need of one another.”   
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Adam is the weakest member of our family.  He is a 25-year-old man who 

cannot dress himself, walk or eat without help.  He cannot speak.  His 

back is curved, and his arm and leg movements are spastic…. 

Whoever sees in Adam merely a burden to society misses the sacred 

mystery that Adam is fully capable of receiving and giving love.  He is 

fully human, not half human, not nearly human, but fully, completely 

human because he is all heart.  And it is our heart that is made in the 

image of God… 

After months of being with Adam, I am discovering in myself an inner 

quiet that I did not know before.  Adam is one of the most broken persons 

among us, but without any doubt our strongest bond.  Because of Adam 

there is always someone home; because of Adam there are always words 

of affection, gentleness and tenderness; because of Adam there are smiles 

and tears visible to all; because of Adam there is always time and space 

for forgiveness and healing.  Yes, because of Adam there is peace among 

us.16 

Adam becomes the unsuspecting catalyst for transformation.   In a society that values 

intellect, it is ironic that it is those whose intellect is considered less than normal can have 

such an overwhelming effect on the spiritual lives of those who serve them. 

Transformation is one of the key aspects of ministry with children: 

                                                             
16 (Scottie May 314), Heﾐri J. M. Nouweﾐ, さBeIause of Adaﾏ, さ Readers Digest OItoHer 1ΓΒΒ, pp. 51-52   
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Ultimately ministry is about transforming – the child’s being transformed 

into the likeness of Jesus Christ.  No model or ministry can do that.  No 

person can do that.  Transformation is the work of the Holy Spirit alone.  

All we can do is to help facilitate that process.  Much of the time that 

means that we adults need to get out of the way so that the Spirit of God 

can do that work.  Our responsibility is to create an environment in which 

the child can learn about and enter into God’s story, respond to the Holy 

Spirit and experience the presence and leading of God.17   

Moses and Paul:  Imperfect leaders chosen by God 

God called Moses and Paul to great leadership.   If we have God as our example, who 

are we to exclude those who are less than perfect from our midst?  Even the imperfect are 

called to greatness:  Not necessarily in a mainstream way of understanding, but a 

celebration of our diverse humanity.    

Scripture has many examples of those who have physical challenges:  In the Old 

Testament, Moses and Job are important examples of the beloved of God with infirmities. 

Moses, the leader of the Israelites–  

10 But Moses said to the LORD, “Oh, my Lord, I am not eloquent, either in 

the past or since you have spoken to your servant, but I am slow of speech 

and of tongue.” 11 Then the LORD said to him, “Who has made man's 

mouth? Who makes him mute, or deaf, or seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the 

                                                             
17 (Scottie May) 
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LORD? 12 Now therefore go, and I will be with your mouth and teach you 

what you shall speak.” (Exodus 4.10-12) 

There are a few interpretations of “slow of speech and of tongue:   

(1) That he had a speech impediment 

(2) He was not good at putting words together 

(3) That his fluency of the Egyptian language wasn’t adequate18 

Jewish tradition holds that Moses speech impediment came from his childhood.  The 

legend is that when Moses was a small child, he was sitting at the pharaoh’s table 

surrounded by princes and counselors.   He removed the crown from Pharaoh’s head, and 

put it on his own head.   Astrologers had predicted that a boy would destroy the kingdom 

of Pharaoh and set the Israelites free. The princes were afraid that Moses was that boy, so 

they decided to test him to see whether or not his actions with the crown were of 

significance or just accidental.   So they put a shiny piece of gold and a hot coal on a 

plate in front of Moses, and watched to see which he would choose.   The Archangel 

Gabriel steered his hand to the coal, which he picked up and put in his mouth.  This 

burned his tongue and caused him to stutter 

Despite his impediment, God still chose Moses, with his brother Aaron appointed as his 

helper to lead His people out of the wilderness and into the Promised Land: 

13 But he said, “Oh, my Lord, please send someone else.” 14 Then the anger 

of the LORD was kindled against Moses and he said, “Is there not Aaron, 

                                                             
18 (Scharfstein 167) 
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your brother, the Levite? I know that he can speak well. Behold, he is 

coming out to meet you, and when he sees you, he will be glad in his 

heart. 15 You shall speak to him and put the words in his mouth, and I will 

be with your mouth and with his mouth and will teach you both what to 

do. 16 He shall speak for you to the people, and he shall be your mouth, 

and you shall be as God to him.  (Exodus 4.13-16)19 

In his book Vulnerable Communion, Thomas Reynolds notes that God chose Moses for 

this special leadership role: 

Neither despite his speech impairment—as something God regrets but will 

put up with—nor without it—as something God eliminates or cures—but 

along with it, providing him with provisions that nurture an ongoing trust 

in God’s faithfulness (Exod. 4:10-17) 

Another author, Simon Horne, states that “God chose in Moses someone with such an 

inability “In order that people might not say that it was his eloquence which convinced 

Israel.”20 

The choice of Paul for leadership role of the Apostle Paul has been compared to the 

choice of Moses.  Despite his own infirmity, which Paul referred to in his Epistle to the 

Galatians:  “You know that because of physical infirmity I preached the gospel to you at 

the first.” (Gal. 4.13). What was his particular “infirmity”?  That remains unknown, as it 

was just referred to as an “infirmity” in Paul’s writings.   But the conversion of Paul on 

                                                             
19 (Reynolds 231) 
20 (Nancy L. Eiesland and Dan E Saliers, Ed. 94-95) 



- 23 - 

 

the road to Damascus, contained in Acts 9.1-19 mirrors the experience of the choice of 

Moses as leader: after experiencing blindness from the light of the Risen Christ, he goes 

to the house of Ananias, whom he saw in a vision, restoring his sight.   Ananias questions 

God’s choice, only to be told “…He is a chosen vessel of Mine to bear My name before 

Gentiles, kings, and the children of Israel.   “For I will show him how many things he 

must suffer for my name’s sake.”  (Acts 9.15-16).  In the 2 Corinthians 12.7, Paul talks 

about “a thorn in the flesh” that was sent to him by a messenger of Satan.  After pleading 

with God to take it away, The Lord tells him that “my grace is sufficient for you, for My 

strength is made perfect in weakness.”21  Paul responds to this:   

Therefore most gladly I will rather boast in my infirmities, that the power 

of Christ may rest upon me.  Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in 

reproaches, in needs, in persecutions, in distresses, for Christ’s sake.  For 

when I am weak, then I am strong.22 

As illustrated in the lives of both the Prophet Moses and the Apostle Paul, “Inability is 

not itself a redemptive gift, but a site of divine giftedness, a place where God’s 

vulnerable power comes to abide.”23 

Job:  Tested yet still faithful  

Another example in the Old Testament, the Book of Job gives us a picture of resilience.  

Job’s faith is tested time and time again, yet he endures through torture and taunting only 

to remain steadfast in his belief in the all-powerful God.  Old Testament readings toward 

                                                             
21 Galatians 12.9 
22 Galatians 12.9-10 
23 (Reynolds 232) 
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the end of Holy week contain readings from Job – why?   Because we have made the 

repentant journey through Lent, and hopefully, still are faithful to the word of God, 

seeking deliverance.  It is not clear that Job was an actual person, but in the story, he 

“suffers his friends call upon him to repent for his hidden sins and alleged arrogance.”24   

The friends are ultimately denounced by God for speaking wrongly – attempting to 

justify they ways of God “by presuming to know why Job suffered (Job 42.7-8).” 25    

Job is often the Biblical example most referred to by parents of special needs children.  It 

is not uncommon to endure trial after trial in many of the arenas that their child is in:  

education, medical or even their Church.   Marriages and family life often suffer when 

their family includes a child who has challenges  

Religious belief/spirituality is considered to be an important factor in the fostering of 

resilience in people.  When the Search Institute released their list of 40 Developmental 

Assets for adolescents, one of the External Assets listed was belonging to a religious 

community – spending one or more hours per week in activities in a religious 

institution.26   

In John 9.13, Jesus heals the blind man and contests the easy assumption that disability is 

always caused by sin. Reynolds notes that “…while in other passages Jesus does 

associate faith with healing, he never reverses the logic to equate healing with saving 

faith.” 27  

                                                             
24 (Reynolds 38) 
25 Ibid 
26 (40 Developmental Assets for Adolescents) 
27 (Reynolds 38) 
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With this in mind, Reynolds concludes that it is necessary to acknowledge the probability 

that many of those who did become faithful followers of Jesus did not get cured of their 

disabilities.28   It is also clear, that, if his disciples had their way, Jesus would have been 

steered from away from the weak and needy, as clearly noted in the Gospel of Matthew: 

And Jesus went about all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues, preaching 

the gospel of the kingdom, and healing all kinds of sickness and all kinds 

of disease among the people. 

Then his fame went throughout all Syria; and they brought to Him all sick 

people who were afflicted with various diseases and torments, and those 

who were demon-possessed, epileptics, and paralytics, and He healed 

them.     

(Matthew 4.23-24) 

Here we see a transcendence of the stigma presented in the Old Testament, where it was 

implied that the weak and infirm did not possess fundamental divine and human 

characteristics: 

Jer 10.5 is a primary example of the polemical denigration of “idols” by 

bringing their disabilities and lack of agency into relief:  “Like a 

scarecrow in a cucumber patch are they.  They cannot speak; they must be 

                                                             
28 Ibid 
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carried for they cannot walk.  Do not fear them, for they can do no harm.  

Nor is it in their power to do good.”29 

The books of the Old Testament aren’t clear when they speak of disabled persons, but the 

stigma that came with physical disability, as well as of weakness and dependency 

warrants attention.    

In the final analysis, then, theologically denigrating views of disability 

diminish the creaturely worth of persons with disability, overlooking the 

broader vision of inclusive love and hospitality to which the biblical texts 

bear witness30 

Fr. John Chyrssavgis writes that in Orthodox theology: 

Disability does not contradict divine-human integrity.  Rather, it becomes, 

in the crucified and resurrected Christ, a new model of spiritual 

wholeness.  Jesus rose with his wounds; so, too, shall we.31 

Whole, holy, where does sin enter the picture? 

“Being fully human means becoming whole and holy”32 

In her book Same Lake, Different Boat, Stephanie Hubach summarizes the attitudes 

regarding disability as follows: 

                                                             
29 (Olyan 8) 
30 (Reynolds 38) 
31 (Chryssavgis 44) 
32 (Jeannine K. Brown, Carla M. Dahl,Wyndy Corbin Reuschling 10) 
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 Historical View:  Disability is an Abnormal Part of Life in a Normal World 

 Postmodern View:  Disability is a Normal Part of Life in a Normal World 

 Biblical View:  Disability is a Normal Part of Life in an Abnormal World33 

To illustrate the Historical View, she provides a quote from a well-known disability 

advocate, Norman Kunc: 

Throughout history, people with physical and mental disabilities have 

been abandoned at birth, banished from society, used as court jesters, 

drowned and burned during the Inquisition, gassed in Nazi Germany, and 

still continue to be segregated, institutionalized, tortured in the name of 

behaviour management, abused, raped, euthanized, and murdered.34 

In contrast to the Historical View, to illustrate the Postmodern View that Disability is 

Normal, Hubach gives another quote from a speaker at a Down syndrome conference: 

Having a disability is a difference like any other human characteristic.  It 

is not a deficiency.  It is by no means a tragedy and does not deserve pity 

or benevolence or charity.  Now is the time to recognize and celebrate 

disability rather than ignore, devalue or use it as justification for lower 

expectations.35 

The Biblical view that Hubach presents is in line with Orthodox teaching and theology:  

human experience is affected by the fall: 

                                                             
33 (Hubach 24-27) 
34 (Hubach 25) 
35 (Hubach 26) 
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On every level of every dimension of the human experience there is a 

mixture of both the blessedness of creation and the brokenness of the fall.  

By God’s common grace, we participate in the damaged but not 

obliterated blessings of being created in God’s image and being endowed 

with purpose.   At the same time our experience is permeated throughout 

with the effects of brokenness.  This is true for every person.  Yet much of 

our energies in life are directed toward denying reality.36 

Sin and Disability 

Western Christian teachings regarding sin differs from those of their Eastern Christian 

counterparts.  Simply put, the West contends that there is personal guilt and that sin is 

passed on genetically--so one could deduce that invisible disabilities are passed on from 

generation to generation as a personal "punishment."  Teachings on this are more 

concrete, reflecting a scholastic approach to theology.  In contrast, the Orthodox teaching 

is that there is suffering as a consequence of original sin, including mortality and illness, 

yet God's image and likeness is preserved and our human condition is redeemed by Jesus 

Christ assuming our humanity.   

It is not uncommon for people to make these kinds of remarks: 

 It saddens me to see people with disabilities in our church.  It is a 

reminder that we do not have enough faith 

                                                             
36 (Hubach 28-29) 
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 You must have done something wrong for God to give you a child 

with a disability 

 Your child is possessed, you need to pray more or have an exorcism 

In the Gospel of John, Jesus confronts the notion of inherited sin when he restores the 

sight of a man blind from birth:   

“His disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was 

born blind?’ Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was 

born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him’” (John 9.1-3) 

Jesus is clear that the disability of this man was not due to either his sin or the sin 

of his parents.  His blindness happened, Jesus said, “so that God’s works might be 

revealed.”  In this situation, Jesus healed the man, and the man became his 

follower, drawing attention to who Jesus was.37 

Despite the clarity of Jesus’ words, the guilt and stigma of having a child with special 

needs is still present within the Christian community.  Guilt can be ever-present in the 

mind of these parents – and coming from both a spiritual and a secular influence.    

The third statement regarding possession is common in many Christian traditions.   There 

are several passages in the gospels where Christ drives the demons out.  But even the 

Church Fathers recognized that some forms of mental illness had an organic cause.38 

                                                             
37 (Scottie May 314) 
38 (Larchet, Mental Disorders and Spiritual Healing: Teachings from the Early Christian East 8) 
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  Now that we are officially in the 21st century, we know so much more than the Church 

of the New Testament about genetics, the causes of brain disorders like epilepsy or 

schizophrenia, how diet can affect our brains and the rest of our body.  Even with this 

kind of knowledge, the nagging questions of guilt still present themselves: 

 What did I do while I was pregnant to cause this? 

 Did the legally required immunizations bring this on? 

 I have a history of _____ in my family, I should have known better than to 

have children 

 Why did God give me such a challenging child? 

 If only my parenting were different…..39 

There are doctors and therapists who are also quick to blame the parents for their child’s 

condition, somehow implying that “better parenting” can overcome physical dysfunction, 

especially in those with invisible disabilities.   

Dr. Sigmund Freud developed theories of the psyche that still hold a heavy influence on 

modern thinking.   Guilt is a major underpinning of that theory – and that perspective of 

guilt continues to influence perspectives in the treatment of those children with special 

needs to this day.  A disciple of Freud, Dr. Erik Erikson, defined “normal”, influencing 

American education in particular with his theories regarding the development of children.   

These theories were embraced by followers, and is embedded in our culture, not only in 

the secular world, but also in the world of religious formation and education.  

                                                             
39 See also Appendix A: Parent response to personal questions of guilt 
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Limitations of Erikson’s developmental theories: 

For some parents of children who are out of the “normal” range of development in some 

areas of their lives, there is a love-hate relationship with these psychological theories.  

For these families, “normal” is usually been best defined as a setting on the washing 

machine!  It is interesting to note that Erik Erikson, whose theories are so widely read 

and interpreted, was himself the father of a child that did not fit the “normal” definition—

a child that he decided to institutionalize.  He was indeed a product of his time, a father 

who, according to his daughter, was not overly involved in his own household or the 

raising of his children.40  In this light, Erikson’s theories are clearly “Do as I say, not as I 

do!”   

One of the drawbacks of these theories that have become so entrenched in our social and 

educational system is that it sets up expectations that are not realistic for every child.  For 

examples, a child who is diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome has a physical appearance 

appropriate for their chronological age, but social development can be years behind—

leading many teachers or other adults to deal with them in ways that were ineffective.   

They may look 16, but have the social thought process of a 13 or 14 year old!  It is only 

in the past 10-15 years that therapists and medical professionals have begun to consider 

that there are real, medical issues that are at play with some children, especially those on 

the autism spectrum.   How can one move through the developmental stages successfully 

if their brain is not wired in a way that allows that success? 

                                                             
40 (Bloland) 
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While Erikson’s observations are valid in general, it is interesting to consider how deeply 

entrenched his developmental theories have become in every sector of our lives, 

especially in the areas of religion, occupation, education, even in negotiating personal 

relationships.  It will be interesting to see how Erikson’s theories continue to be 

incorporated in the training of future generations, especially professionals who deal with 

children.   One of the criticisms of Erikson’s works is that his conclusions are not based 

on significant research investigation, but are formulated largely from personal and 

subjective interpretation.41  Robert Coles wrote that Erikson “is ever the artist, shedding 

light amid shadows, struggling for and with form against the sure knowledge that truth 

(what is seen, reported) is each person's particular response to his or her surroundings. “42  

Unlike Freud, Erikson did not consider his theories absolute:  when a student asked 

Erikson a question about one of his books, he replied:  “Look, what you get out of it is 

yours--and may differ from what anyone else finds useful or valuable, including me.”43  

Fred Rogers, the creator and central character of the children’s television show Mr. 

Rogers’ Neighborhood, studied with Erikson, Dr. Margaret McFarland, and Dr. Benjamin 

Spock and his contemporaries during his work at the Arsenal Family and Children’s 

Center – part of his studies at the Pittsburgh Theological Seminary.44  While Erikson’s 

works sought to define normal, Mr. Rogers celebrated the uniqueness that each child 

held.  In testimony to a 1969 Senate budget hearing on funding for public broadcasting, 

Mr. Rogers summarized his mission: 

                                                             
41 (Biehler 124; Biehler) 
42 (Friedman 16) 
43 (Friedman 16-17) 
44 (Margaret Mary Kimmel, Mark Collins 12) 
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....[A]nd this is what I give. I give an expression of care each day to every child, 

to help him realize he is unique. I end the program by saying, “You’ve made this 

day a special day by just your being you. There’s no person in the whole world 

like you.  And I like you just the way you are.” And I feel that if we in public 

television can only make it clear that feelings are mentionable and manageable, 

we will have done a great service for mental health. 

Why include Mr. Rogers here?  His books and television shows still reach millions of 

Though Mr. Rogers was an ordained Presbyterian minister, “His words and work—his 

entire life—are imbued with a spirituality that transcends denomination or religion”45  In 

his biography Life’s Journeys, he spoke of how he reached his understanding of the 

importance of compassion and the care of others: 

I sought out stories of other people who were poor in spirit, and I felt for them. I 

started to look behind the things that people did and said; and little by little, 

concluded that Saint-Exupéry was absolutely right when he wrote in The Little 

Prince: “What is essential is invisible to the eyes.” So after a lot of sadness, I 

began a lifelong search for what is essential, what it is about my neighbor that 

doesn’t meet the eye. 

“Let on you don’t care, then nobody will bother you.” Those who gave me that 

advice were well-meaning people; but, of course, I did care, and somehow along 

the way I caught the belief that God cares, too; that the divine presence cares for 

those of us who are hurting and that presence is everywhere. I don’t know exactly 

                                                             
45 (Margaret Mary Kimmel, Mark Collins 3) 
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how this came to me, maybe through one of my teachers or the town librarian, 

maybe through a musician or a minister — definitely across some holy ground. 

My hunch is that the beginning of my belief in the caring nature of God came 

from all of those people — all of those extraordinary, ordinary people who 

believed that I was more than I thought I was — all those saints who helped a fat, 

shy kid to see more clearly what was really essential. 

Seeing those around him as special was just the way Mr. Rogers was.  There is a story 

about him visiting a child through a foundation.  The child was so nervous that the 

mother had to take him to a separate room to calm him down.  As the story goes, Mr. 

Rogers talked with the boy and asked him for a favor:   

Rogers said, “I would like you to do something for me. Would you do something 

for me?” Although baffled by the request, the youngster said yes, via his 

computer. So Mister Rogers asked if the boy would pray for him. This time the 

boy was astonished. No one had ever asked for his prayers; he had always been 

prayed for. He finally told Rogers that he would try. According to the boy’s 

mother, her son kept Mister Rogers in his prayers. 

Mr. Rogers was later complimented for us understanding of this young boy’s needs, that 

by asking for something “gave that child a purpose as no one else had ever done.”  With a 

puzzled look, Mr. Rogers replied:  “Oh, heavens no, Tom! I didn’t ask him for his prayers 

for him; I asked for me. I asked him because I think that anyone who has gone through 

challenges like that must be very close to God. I asked him because I wanted his 
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intercession.”46  What an amazing statement, to hear the consideration of the “less than 

perfect” as holy!   

Creation/Imago Dei/ Living Icons 

If we consider ourselves to be living icons – made in the image of God, then it is our 

mission to treat every person as if they are God:  “Inasmuch as you did it to one of the 

least of these My brethren, you did it to Me” (Matthew 25:40).  Can we set aside a 

person’s obvious or invisible disability and see the real person that the disability is 

attached to?  Are we fully welcoming of less than perfect people in our midst, either in 

worship or socially?  Too often, those who are considered weak are made to be outcasts – 

who are we to deny the Love of God to them?  It is a lesson that is often missed, because 

God speaks to us in many ways, especially through the disabled.   

Man created “in the image” is the person capable of manifesting God in the extent 

to which his nature allows itself to be penetrated by deifying grace.47 

Never confuse the person, formed in the Image of God, with the evil that is in 

him: because evil is but a chance misfortune, an illness, a devilish reverie. But the 

very essence of the person is the Image of God, and this remains in him despite 

every disfigurement.  - St. John of Kronstadt 
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Created to be Part of Community: 

The story of creation as presented in the Book of Genesis, tells us that God does not exist 

as the sole occupant of the universe.  Each year during Lent, the Book of Genesis is read 

during the Presanctified Liturgies on Wednesday and Friday.  Our Lenten journey begins 

with stories of the creation, and the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise 

The creation narrative in the book of Genesis teaches that “God created us in the divine 

image” (Genesis 1:27).  According to St. Irenaeaus, “Every person carries a divine spark, 

an inherent dignity from God. However distinctive each child is, everyone is a “partaker 

of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4), and shares in the same potential.”48  St. Paul explains 

that it is one’s uniqueness that likens a person to God, that we have “different kinds of 

gifts, but the same Spirit…To each individual the manifestation of the Spirit is given for 

some benefit.” (I Cor. 12:4-7)49 
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Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make 

a helper fit for him. (Gen 3.18) 

Orthodox iconography never depicts God alone:  He is always depicted as part of a 

community. The icon of the Holy Trinity rendered by Andrei Rublev is also known as the 

Hospitality of Abraham and Sarah.  In this icon, we see the Father, Son and Holy Spirit 

gathered around a table that is set for a meal: 

 

Often given to commemorate a marriage, here is another icon of the Holy Trinity that 

includes images of Abraham and Sarah.50 

                                                             
50 In Genesis, God appears to Abraham and Sarah: 

…he looked up and saw three angels standing near him. When he saw them, he ran from the tent 
entrance to meet them and bowed down to the ground. 

He said, “My lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by your servant. Let a little water be 
brought and wash your feet. Rest yourselves under the tree. Let me bring a little bread, that you may 
refresh yourselves and after that you may pass on—since you have come to your servant.”  

So they said, “Do as you have said.”  
And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah and said, Make ready quickly three measures of 

choice flour, knead it and make cakes. Abraham ran to the herd and took a calf, tender and good, and gave 
it to the servant, who hastened to prepare it. Then he took curds and milk and the calf that he had prepared, 
and set it before them; and he stood by them under the tree while they ate. 
- Book of Genesis, Chapter 18:1-8 
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Christian Community as Family 

In an Apostolic Exhortation release in November of 1981, Pope John Paul II clarified the 

calling of the Christian family 

The Christian family is also called to experience a new and original 

communion which confirms and perfects natural and human communion. 

In fact the grace of Jesus Christ, "the first-born among many brethren” is 

by its nature and interior dynamism "a grace of brotherhood," as St. 

Thomas Aquinas calls it. The Holy Spirit, who is poured forth in the 

celebration of the sacraments, is the living source and inexhaustible 

sustenance of the supernatural communion that gathers believers and links 

them with Christ and with each other in the unity of the Church of God. 

The Christian family constitutes a specific revelation and realization of 
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ecclesial communion, and for this reason too it can and should be called 

"the domestic Church."51 

St. John Chrysostom imagined that, as Christians, we would all be part of a society 

”…where rich and poor or mine and yours no longer exist, where everyone is part of a 

great family and where everyone contributes to the salvation of someone else.”52 

Full Members of the Body - Belonging 

Unlike their peers in Catholic and Protestant Christianity, children who are baptized and 

chrismated in the Orthodox Church are fully participants in the community from the time 

of their baptism.  There is no intellectual impediment to membership, no waiting for the 

“Age of Reason” to participate in the age/intellect related rites of passage of First 

Communion and Confirmation as required in Catholic and Protestant churches. Infant 

communion is unique to the Orthodox Faith, a “normal” and usual part of the practice of 

our faith.  There is one Eucharistic Liturgy on Sunday, an expression of the unity of the 

faith.  When the priest invokes “Blessed is the Kingdom” at the beginning of every 

Liturgy, we are, as the envoys of Prince Vladimir observed, “in heaven”.  Liturgy is 

much more than just a communion service – it is a sacrament in itself, the fellowship of 

the believers who gather in a joyous celebration of Christ’s redemption of the world.    

Pastoral concerns 

Intentional Inclusion 
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Consider these recent headlines: 

 In May 2008, a parish in Minnesota had a restraining order issued against the 

parents of a severely autistic 13-year-old boy in an effort to keep him from 

attending their church on Sundays.   The church petitioned for the restraining 

order "as a last resort out of a growing concern for the safety of parishioners and 

other community members due to disruptive and violent behavior on the part of 

that child." The mother responded that the priest… "Said that we did not 

discipline our son. He said that our son was physically out of control and a danger 

to everyone at church. I can't discipline him out of his autism, and I think that's 

what our priest is expecting."53 

 On December 12, 2012, 20 year old Adam Lanza shocked his community – and 

the nation - when he entered an elementary school in Connecticut, shooting and 

killing 20 children and adults before he shot and killed himself.  When the police 

went to his home, it was discovered that he had shot and killed his own mother 

before he went to the school.  Afterwards it was revealed that Adam had been 

identified with Asperger’s syndrome, a neurological disorder on the Autism 

Spectrum.   Characterized as a “loner”, Adam had difficulty in school and 

reportedly spent much of his time in the basement of the house he shared with his 

mother on the computer or playing video games.   Adam and his mother belonged 

to the local Catholic parish, but not much has been written concerning their 

involvement there.   

                                                             
53 (ABC News) 
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Both of these cases are indicative of the isolation, either self-imposed or imposed by the 

Church.  Isolation does not come without consequence.  If it becomes impossible for even 

the family to come, unofficial ex-communication results.   In his epistle to the Romans, 

the apostle Paul exhorts that community to consider this: 

But now indeed there are many members yet one body.  And the eye cannot say to 

the hand, “I have no need of you”; nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need 

of you.” 

No, much rather, those members of the body which seem to be weaker are 

necessary.  And those members of the body which we think to be less honorable, 

on these we bestow greater honor; and our presentable parts have greater 

modesty, but our presentable parts have no need.  But God composed the body, 

but that the members should have the same care for one another.   And if one 

member suffers, all the members suffer with it; or if one member is honored, all 

the members rejoice with it.      (Romans 12.20-26) 

In one of his homilies on St. Matthew, St. John Chrysostom says that, in order to please 

God, we should be supportive of our neighbor, in whom we see Jesus Christ.  He 

concludes that:  “The one who will love his neighbor for Me, will have Me with him and 

I will take care that he get other necessary virtues.”54 
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Attitude of “Choice” and its consequence on affected families 

A rabbi wrote in an essay published on internet site Huffington Post, reflecting on the question of 

“Why does God allow people to be born with disabilities?”  Here is a portion of his answer: 

I have no idea why G-d would allow any child to come into this world with severe mental 

or physical disability. What I do know, however, is that He shouldn't. Children deserve to 

be born with all their faculties and with all their abilities. All children deserve to be 

healthy. Those who come into the world with mental handicaps are, of course, beautiful 

children, the equal of every healthy child, deserving of infinite love, equality and rights. 

Indeed, given their special needs they require more of our love, more of our attention. 

What they do not deserve, however, and what they certainly have never earned, is our 

contemptuous effort to justify their suffering and their challenges by ascribing them to 

some unknown and lofty divine purpose.55 

This is representative of the attitude that has invaded our society.  As mentioned earlier, 

historically the disabled have been seen as weak and dispensable to society – or as a detriment.   

It took Peter Lanza, the father of Adam Lanza over a year after the tragedy in Newton, CT to 

grant an interview.  He declared to the reporter that he “wished Adam had never been born, that 

there could be no remembering who he was outside of who he became”56  Perhaps the best 

response to his statement was written in an article by Courtney Reissig: “Even in their worst days 

as human beings, our children bear God’s image.  Marred as it might be by sin, they are image 

bearers for eternity.  So was Adam Lanza, and that is what makes his life matter.”57 

Also relevant here is the modern availability of diagnostic testing for the fetus that predict the 

possibility of a disability.   It is estimated that between 60 – 90% of women who receive a 

                                                             
55 (Boteach) 
56 (Solomon) 
57 (Reissig) 
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prenatal Down syndrome diagnosis end the pregnancy.58  In his book The Sacred Gift of 

Life, Fr. John Breck gives us the pastoral imperative for the Church:  “Today, as fully as 

in Byzantine times, the Church must act as the conscience of society, through 

evangelization and moral persuasion.”59  One would hope that in an atmosphere of love 

and acceptance would prevail, that the “decision” pressed upon the parents whose unborn 

child might be imperfect would be to continue their participation in creation by bringing 

the child into the world.  As Christians, it is our imperative to make statements like this 

end differently: 

The imago Dei dos not shine out from our relationships.  This is 

noticeably accentuated for people with disabilities, as social powers and 

systems brand disability a stigma or taboo, a human deficiency, and foster 

barriers to access.  Despite being loved into being by God, people with 

disabilities are excluded or trivialized as social nonentities in ways that 

mar their sense of being created in the image of God.60  

Instead, it should read “because they are loved by God, people with disabilities are 

included, because they are created in the image of God! 

Resolution 

At the beginning of this paper, four stories were presented as examples of real challenges 

that children and their families face.   How did they resolve? 

                                                             
58 (Szabo) 
59 (Breck, The Sacred Gift of Life 201) 
60 (Reynolds 188) 
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1. The parents had a discussion with the priest, Fr. Stephan, who suggested that the 

parents help by talking with the teacher.   They would discuss possible 

accommodations in the Sunday School classroom, using those that were in place 

in Christine’s school classroom.  Fr. Stephan also suggested that the Sunday 

School teachers should have some training in making accommodations.  After 

summer break, Christine got a new Church school teacher, Mrs. Warmopolos, 

who was a special education teacher.  Mrs. W helped Christine with the 

transitions to and from the classroom, and it was a great year! 

Because all children bring multiple learning styles to the classroom, one theory of 

education worth exploring in the training of Religious Educators is considering 

the integration of Dr. Howard Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences theory into 

religious education.   This theory is beautifully outlined by Stefania Gianulis in 

her article Multiply Blessed:  Fully Alive.61 

2. Macrina’s mom came to pick her up at the end of camp.   The counselor met the 

mom and told her that it had been a difficult week, even with the suggested 

accommodations.   The counselor said that “Camp probably isn’t the place for 

her.”  Macrina ran eagerly to see her mom and gave her a big hug.   She took her 

hand and asked her to come with her to meet her “friends!” Despite the comments 

from the counselor, Macrina’s mom was thrilled to hear this – Macrina had very 

few friends her age at home.    

3. Despite the attempts of Alex’s parents to discuss the situation with the priest and 

the leader of the youth group, they were told that “that’s just the way it is”.   Alex 

                                                             
61 (Giuanulis) 
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started attending youth activities at the West Coast Church, a mega-church down 

the road from his house.    

The gospels of Matthew and Luke both contain the parable of the lost sheep 

(Matthew 18.10-14, Luke 15.3-7).  In this parable, the mandate is clear, that the 

lost sheep must be sought after, “And if he should find it, assuredly, I say to you, 

he rejoices more over that sheep than over the ninety-nine that did not go astray.”  

(Matt 18.13)  Have youth events a social club for the benefit of the most popular 

kids, or are they inclusive of the “poor in spirit”? 

4. It was a mixed weekend for Kathy.   She enjoyed being with kids her own age, 

but felt insecure when she heard their accomplishments in school compared to her 

own.   She knew only a few of the other kids that were there, but did not know 

them well.  Most of them also seemed to know each other, and no one invited her 

to join their group at mealtimes or for group activities.   It was a long ride home 

with two of the girls she barely knew.   Kathy was glad to get home to her own 

room and peace and quiet. 

 

How could this have been different?   Should the leaders of the retreat have been 

informed of Kathy’s issues?  Disclosure of any diagnosis requires trust, something 

that may be difficult with people that are either strangers or are not known well.  

If retreat leaders had been observant, they would have seen that Kathy was having 

trouble fitting in, and could have helped ease the situation.  Sometimes finding an 

empathetic “buddy” who can help navigate a shy attendee into a comfortable 

place in the group.   
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Conclusions 

Both the Greek Archdiocese and the Antiochian Archdiocese of North America agree 

that, in order to transform themselves and the world around them, youth need to 

experience the transforming power of their faith through Worship (Liturgia), Service 

(Diakonia), Fellowship (Koinonia) and Witness (Martyria).  The mission of those who 

minister to the youth is clear: 

Our aim is not to help the people around us find a more fulfilling life; it is not to 

help them discover better worship; it is not to help them locate and become part of 

a more satisfying community.  Our mission is to help them find the Kingdom of 

God, to overcome their sin by His power, to be transformed into the life of His 

blessedness.62 

The Church is meant to encompass God's entire created order as the steward of His 

oikonomeia.  Even as today the Ecumenical Patriarch issues "green encyclicals" on 

proper care of the physical planet, the human person must be valued above all, even 

higher than the angels, because we alone were made to share His image and likeness, and 

we share our humanity with the eternal Word of God.  Jesus Christ shares our humanity, 

rendered imperfect by the Fall of Adam and Eve.   Nevertheless, the standard of God's 

oikonemeia is the summons to be perfect even as our Father in heaven is perfect.  What 

does that perfection entail?  It does not meet any standard of worldly or material success, 

no IQ level or accountability for all of one appendages or faculties, but an embrace of 

                                                             
62 (Again and again in peace)  
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God's Will.  God creates to glory in His creation.  Creation is the expression of God's 

love.  It is God's nature to create and we share in His creative abilities when we procreate 

children. At a baptism we sing “As many have been baptized into Christ have put on 

Christ!”  After spending 40 days in the desert, Christ returned to his hometown of 

Nazareth.  On the Sabbath, he went to the Synagogue, stood up and read: 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me,  

Because He has anointed Me 

To preach the gospel to the poor; 

He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, 

To proclaim liberty to the captives 

And   recovery of sight to the blind,  

To set at liberty those who are oppressed, 

To proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord 

                                (Luke 4.18-19) 

Here Christ has outlined the vision of His ministry. In the Gospel of Matthew, he warns 

us that “whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in Me to sin, it would be 

better for him if a millstone were hung around his neck, and he were drowned in the 

depth of the sea.”  (Matt 18.6)  These are strong words from our Lord, but ones that we 

as members of the Body of Christ must heed.  Our imperative is to care for all of God’s 

children in a loving and inclusive manner, in order to proclaim the acceptable year of the 

Lord?   
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O Lord Jesus Christ our God, who didst dwell in the hearts of the Twelve 

Apostles, and Who, by the power of grace of Thine All Holy Spirit, didst 

descend in the form of fiery tongues and didst open their lips so that they 

began to speak in other tongues. This same Lord Jesus Christ our God: Do 

Thou send down Thy Holy Spirit on Thy children and plant in their hearts 

the Holy Scriptures which Thou, by Thy most pure hand, didst inscribe on 

tablets and give to the Lawgiver Moses, now and ever and unto ages of 

ages. Amen. 

(Prayer for Children who have Difficulty Learning, Akathist to the 

Mother of God “Nurturer of Children”) 63 

 

 

                                                             
63 Appendix G 
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Appendix A: Parent response to personal questions of guilt 

When asked about personal questions of guilt, parents of special needs children 
answered: 

 What did I do in a previous life? 

 What did I do period? You hear in the Bible the sins of the parents are visited upon the 

children. Being raised in the Bible belt this is something you hear in the small towns 

when they talk about the Kid with problems. 

 Who did I piss off in a former life? 

 For the history of ____, it should be I/my spouse 

 should I have given less meds. more meds. different meds. would different doc / therapist 

made a difference in outcome. were those people right, I did not have enough faith? 

 Should I have gotten him help earlier? Spent more time working with him? Force him to 

go to therapy more? 

 Is this all in my head? Is s/he really just a normal kid and I am blowing things out of 

proportion/obsessed? 

 Should I give into the demands of others on what I believe is best for my child? 

 It's all my fault, I should have known xyz would set him/her off 

 Should I not enforce the rules to avoid the meltdowns? If i do how am I hurting them and 

what Am I teaching them? And If I do and they turn into public enemy number one is it 

my fault? Is it all my fault? I have never acted in such a way how did they learn this 

behavior? 

 What did I do wrong? 

 If I had homeschooled would he have gotten a better academic foundation? (Even though 

I do not have the temperament for it and his IQ measures 62?) 

 This i my favorite: "Should I have mortgaged my house to pay for a $40k/yr private 

school that specialises in this? 

 Why am I not smart enough to figure out a better way to handle these behaviors? 

 Did I fight hard enough for him/Did I fight too much and effect his having "normal" 

relationships? 

 Did I give too many supports? Did I not do enough? Should I have included his biomom 

more? If I had known what I was taking on when I committed to raising him & his sisters 

(since I am *step* mom) would I have still done so? 
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Appendix B – Autism Statistics 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/data.html 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/data.html
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Appendix C:   10 Important points from recent CDC findings 

 

10 Important points from the CDC's Latest Report from the Autism and 

Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network 

The following estimates are based on information collected from the health and special 
education (if available*) records of children who were 8 years old and lived in areas of 
Alabama, Arizona, Arkansas, Colorado, Georgia, Maryland, Missouri, New Jersey, North 
Carolina, Utah, and Wisconsin in 2010: 

1. About 1 in 68 children (or 14.7 per 1,000 8 year olds) were identified with ASD. It is 

important to remember that this estimate is based on 8-year-old children living in 11 

communities. It does not represent the entire population of children in the United 

States. 

2. This new estimate is roughly 30% higher than the estimate for 2008 (1 in 88), roughly 

60% higher than the estimate for 2006 (1 in 110), and roughly 120% higher than the 

estimates for 2002 and 2000 (1 in 150). We don't know what is causing this increase. 

Some of it may be due to the way children are identified, diagnosed, and served in their 

local communities, but exactly how much is unknown. 

3. The number of children identified with ASD varied widely by community, from 1 in 175 

children in areas of Alabama to 1 in 45 children in areas of New Jersey. 

4. Almost half (46%) of children identified with ASD had average or above average 

intellectual ability (IQ greater than 85). 

5. Boys were almost 5 times more likely to be identified with ASD than girls. About 1 in 42 

boys and 1 in 189 girls were identified with ASD. 

6. White children were more likely to be identified with ASD than black or Hispanic 

children. About 1 in 63 white children, 1 in 81 black children, and 1 in 93 Hispanic 

children were identified with ASD. 

7. Less than half (44%) of children identified with ASD were evaluated for developmental 

concerns by the time they were 3 years old. 

8. Most children identified with ASD were not diagnosed until after age 4, even though 

children can be diagnosed as early as age 2. 

9. Black and Hispanic children identified with ASD were more likely than white children to 

have intellectual disability. A previous study  has shown that children identified with 

ASD and intellectual disability have a greater number of ASD symptoms and a younger 

age at first diagnosis. Despite the greater burden of co-occurring intellectual disability 

among black and Hispanic children with ASD, these new data show that there was no 

difference among racial and ethnic groups in the age at which children were first 

diagnosed. 

10. About 80% of children identified with ASD either received special education services for 

autism at school or had an ASD diagnosis from a clinician. This means that the remaining 

20% of children identified with ASD had symptoms of ASD documented in their records, 

but had not yet been classified as having ASD by a community professional in a school or 

clinic. 

Source:  http://www.cdc.gov/features/dsautismdata/ 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23582871
http://www.cdc.gov/features/dsautismdata/
http://www.cdc.gov/Other/disclaimer.html
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Appendix D:  Mental Health Statistics 

The source report  was released on March 28, 2014 and can be found here:  
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/ss6302a1.htm?s_cid=ss6302a1_w  

Appendix C – Mental Health Statistics 

 

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/statistics/1ANYDIS_CHILD.shtml 

 

Source:  http://www.nimh.nih.gov/statistics/1ANYDIS_CHILD.shtml 

http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/ss6302a1.htm?s_cid=ss6302a1_w
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/statistics/1ANYDIS_CHILD.shtml
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/statistics/1ANYDIS_CHILD.shtml
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Appendix E – 40 Developmental Assets 
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Appendix F:  Additional resources: 

Social media: 

 Facebook page:  Koinonia for Exceptional Parents 

 Facebook page:  Shut Up About Your Perfect Kid! 

www.NAMI.org Faithnet (National Alliance for the Mentally Ill) 

www.mentalhealthMinistries.net 

 Mental Illness & Families of Faith:  How Congregations Can Respond 

  Resource/Study guide for Clergy and communities of Faith 

www.teenmentalhealth.org   

comprehensive resources on mental illness in the teenage population 

www.bipolarchild.com  

Maintained by the Dr. Demetri and Janice Papalos, authors of the book The 
Bipolar Child. The site contains an online assessment tool for parents to use to see 
if their child meets diagnostic criteria. 

http://www.thebalancedmind.org/  

The Balanced Mind Foundation: Formerly Child and Adolescent Bipolar 
Foundation:  bpkids.org. Resources for Parents:  Message boards, chat rooms and 
listserv discussion groups.  Resources for educators, in particular their brochure 
on Educating the Child with Bipolar Disorder:  
http://www.thebalancedmind.org/learn/library/educating-the-child-with-bipolar-
disorder  

www.BringChange2Mind.org  

a national anti-stigma campaign founded by Glenn Close, The Balanced Mind Parent 

Network, Fountain House, and Garen & Shari Staglin of the International Mental Health 

Research Organization (IMHRO), aimed at removing misconceptions about mental 

illness. 

https://www.chadd.org/  

Children and Adults with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder  

http://www.nami.org/
http://www.mentalhealthministries.net/
http://www.teenmentalhealth.org/
http://www.bipolarchild.com/
http://www.thebalancedmind.org/
http://www.thebalancedmind.org/learn/library/educating-the-child-with-bipolar-disorder
http://www.thebalancedmind.org/learn/library/educating-the-child-with-bipolar-disorder
http://www.bringchange2mind.org/
https://www.chadd.org/
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http://www.ncld.org/  

 Nation Center for Learning Disabilities – comprehensive information resource 

http://www.autismspeaks.org/ - 

 Comprehensive information site for Autism 

http://www.2enewsletter.com/ - 

For parents of 2e (Twice Exceptional) children – children with both a learning challenge and 

identified as “gifted and talented”  

http://www.siblingsupport.org/sibshops  

 Support groups for siblings of special needs children 

www.Pathways.org  

 Inclusion Awareness materials, particularly  

Inclusion Awareness Day workbook at pathways.org (Google docs): 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCsQFjA

A&url=http%3A%2F%2Fpathways.org%2Fimages%2Frandom_pdfs%2FEO_IADay_Workb

ook_FOR_WEB_POSTING.pdf&ei=wzEzU8ujH8uwqwGYnIGgBA&usg=AFQjCNHmzNYbqjY

QDcdAE3a3NEqBeK0vuQ&sig2=A2wreE8b-XDtMJt-eNL80A&bvm=bv.63738703,d.aWM 

http://www.search-institute.org/ - (Source for Developmental Assets)   

For more than 50 years, Search Institute® has been a leader and partner for 

organizations around the world in discovering what kids need to succeed. Our 

research, resources, and expertise help our partners in organizations, schools, and 

community coalitions solve critical challenges in the lives of young people. 

www.raisingsmallsouls.com – Parenting website 

The Animal School video is an excellent way to vividly show different learning 

styles.  It originates from this site, but can also be found on YouTube. 

http://www.ncld.org/
http://www.autismspeaks.org/
http://www.2enewsletter.com/
http://www.siblingsupport.org/sibshops
http://www.pathways.org/
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCsQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fpathways.org%2Fimages%2Frandom_pdfs%2FEO_IADay_Workbook_FOR_WEB_POSTING.pdf&ei=wzEzU8ujH8uwqwGYnIGgBA&usg=AFQjCNHmzNYbqjYQDcdAE3a3NEqBeK0vuQ&sig2=A2wreE8b-XDtMJt-eNL80A&bvm=bv.63738703,d.aWM
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCsQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fpathways.org%2Fimages%2Frandom_pdfs%2FEO_IADay_Workbook_FOR_WEB_POSTING.pdf&ei=wzEzU8ujH8uwqwGYnIGgBA&usg=AFQjCNHmzNYbqjYQDcdAE3a3NEqBeK0vuQ&sig2=A2wreE8b-XDtMJt-eNL80A&bvm=bv.63738703,d.aWM
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCsQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fpathways.org%2Fimages%2Frandom_pdfs%2FEO_IADay_Workbook_FOR_WEB_POSTING.pdf&ei=wzEzU8ujH8uwqwGYnIGgBA&usg=AFQjCNHmzNYbqjYQDcdAE3a3NEqBeK0vuQ&sig2=A2wreE8b-XDtMJt-eNL80A&bvm=bv.63738703,d.aWM
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCsQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fpathways.org%2Fimages%2Frandom_pdfs%2FEO_IADay_Workbook_FOR_WEB_POSTING.pdf&ei=wzEzU8ujH8uwqwGYnIGgBA&usg=AFQjCNHmzNYbqjYQDcdAE3a3NEqBeK0vuQ&sig2=A2wreE8b-XDtMJt-eNL80A&bvm=bv.63738703,d.aWM
http://www.search-institute.org/
http://www.raisingsmallsouls.com/
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Appendix G – Akathist to the Mother of God さNurturer of Childreﾐざ 

IC/XC 
NI/KA  

Victorious Leader and Good Nurturer of the Christian race, we Thy servants, delivered 
from evil, sing out grateful thanks to Thee. But as Thou hast invincible might deliver my 
children from all dangers that with tears I may cry to Thee: Raise my children (names), to 
be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven, and make them heirs of eternal blessings. 

Ikos 1 
Intercede with Thy Son and God, O most Holy One, that an angel from heaven be sent to 
my children, just as to Thee was sent a most mighty protector, the Archangel Gabriel; and 
vouchsafe me to cry to Thee thus:  
Raise my children to be earthly angels. 
Raise my children to be heavenly men. 
Raise my children to be Thy servants. 
Raise my children to cry out to Thee:  
“Rejoice, O Full of Grace, the Lord with Thee!” 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made 
worthy of the Kingdom Of Heaven and make  
them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 2 
As thou seest my maternal entreaty for my children, begging help of Thee alone; do Thou 
take them under Thine honorable and compassionate protection, that we may cry to God: 
Alleluia.  

Ikos 2 
Send my children understanding, that they may know how to serve Thee well; fill their 
hearts with heavenly wisdom and grant that they may love it alone and scorn the things of 
the world. Do not hinder my lips from crying such things as these:  
Raise my children to be wise as serpents and as innocent as doves. 
Raise my children to have knowledge of good but not of sin. 
Raise my children to be wise against the snares of the devil. 
Raise my children to order their lives wisely, following the examples of the saints. 
Raise my children, nourishing them with the milk of the hidden wisdom of God, that they 
may seek it all of their lives. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 3 
May the power of the Most High overshadow my children through Thine unceasing 
intercession before Thy Son, and on account of this, having come to know Thy maternal 
compassion towards all who run to God with faith, may they cry to God: Alleluia.  

Ikos 3 
Having received my children from God, I do not desire to behold them dwelling in 
eternal torment, but rather to see them written in the Book of Life and made inheritors of 
eternal life. For Thy sake, O Most Pure Virgin, incline Thine ear to my supplication, as I 
cry to Thee:  
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Raise my children to flee eternal torment. 
Raise my children to inherit life eternal. 
Raise my children to pass the course of their life in Repentance. 
Raise my children to labor to acquire the grace of the Holy Spirit. 
Raise my children to exert effort to attaint the Kingdom of Heaven. 
Raise my children to be written in the Book of Life. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 4 
Having within a tempest of doubting thoughts, and wanting to give my children to drink 
of eternal life, I weep. Thus, having remembered Thy most rich mercies, I sing to Thy 
Son with hope and with a contrite heart: Alleluia.  

Ikos 4 
Having heard Thy voice, crying to Thy Son, “Preserve in Thine inheritance those whom 
Thou hast given me unto the ages,” I stretch out my hands and my heart towards Thy 
loving-kindness, entreating that Thou wilt keep my children among Thy servants, and 
fulfill these my petitions:  
Raise my children in thy most holy inheritance. 
Raise my children with all Thy Saints. 
Raise my children to be Thy servants, fulfilling all Thy commands. 
Raise my children to seek help from Thee alone. 
Raise my children to inherit eternal life. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 5 
May the Morning Star, which is Thy Son, O Most Holy Virgin, shine with unfading light 
in the hearts of my children, that they may cry to God: Alleluia.  

Ikos 5 
Having seen my diligent supplication rising like incense to Thy glory, turn not Thy face 
away from my children, though they turn away from Thee, but all the more, hear the cry 
of my lips, singing to Thee:  
Raise my children to be poor in spirit, that they May inherit the Kingdom of Heaven. 
Raise my children to weep, that they may be comforted. 
Raise my children to be meek, that they may inherit the earth. 
Raise my children to hunger and thirst after righteousness, that they may be filled. 
Raise my children to be merciful, that they may obtain mercy. 
Raise my children to be pure in heart, that they may see God. 
Raise my children to be peacemakers, that they may be called the sons of God. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 6 
All we the faithful ever proclaim Thee the defense of orphans, widows and mothers, and 
of all Thy children who pray and cry out to Thee: Alleluia.  

Ikos 6 
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With rays of grace teach my children so that enlightened by Thee on high they may see 
they path leading to life eternal and follow on it, nourished beneath Thine all-powerful 
protection in the Church of Thy Son where there is unending light. For the sake of this, 
hear me who dost cry to Thee thus:  
Raise my children to be the light of the world, that their light may shine before men, and 
that seeing their good deeds, men will glorify their Father in Heaven. 
Raise my children to be the light of the world, that their light may shine before men, and 
that seeing their good deeds, men will glorify their Father in Heaven. 
Raise my children to be enlightened by Thy Son, that in His light they may see light and 
direct their steps towards Him. 
Raise my children always to turn the eyes of their heart to the Redeemer of all. 
Raise my children to be guided to the habitation of the Righteous by the Morning Star 
which is Thy Son. 
Raise my children to be meek and silent and to tremble before the word of God. 
Raise my to love Thee and Thy Son not only with their minds but also with their Hearts. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 7 
Desiring for my children eternal salvation, with tears I stand before Thy most honorable 
icon, O Lady, that disdaining not my supplication, thou wilt cry to Thy Son: Alleluia.  

Ikos 7 
By the wonderous and incomprehensible action of Thy Son, lead my children with Thy 
merciful hand beneath Thy gracious protection, that with sincerity I may cry to Thee:  
Raise my children to seek first the Kingdom of God and His Righteousness. 
Raise my children to walk the narrow way leading to life eternal. 
Raise my children to do the will of Thy Son and God in every place. 
Raise my children to long to inherit the Kingdom of Heaven. 
Raise my children to be numbered among Thy chosen ones. 
Raise my children (names), of Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 8 
Where will my children, wandering in the greatly perilous and stormy valley of the 
world, receive joy and consolation, if not in Thee, O Most Pure One. Travel with them 
and teach them the true path, that they may cry to God: Alleluia.  

Ikos 8 
To all art Thou a merciful Mother, O Lady, and I desire that I may become Thy child. 
Thus I place my children in Thy hands and in humility I beg of Thee:  
Raise my children to keep vigil and pray that they may not fall into temptation. 
Raise my children to be merciful so that their Father in Heaven will be merciful to them. 
Raise my children in purity of childhood, for to children belongs the Kingdom of God. 
Raise my children to be the least of all, that they may be great before God. 
Raise my children to fulfill the Word of God, and to be partakers of the heavenly 
blessedness for which they came into being. 
Raise my children to have good hope in the Kingdom of Heaven. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  
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Kontakion 9 
Fill the souls and hearts of my children with all good, driving away from them the spirit 
of evil atheism, giving to each of them as is needed from Thy compassion toward all, that 
I may cry to God: Alleluia.  

Ikos 9 
Deliver my children from association with falsely-theorizing orators, who speak lies 
about Thine all-powerful intercession, and look upon me, faithfully singing:  
Raise my children to love Thee with all their hearts and minds. 
Raise my children to open their lips only in the praise and glory of Thy blessings. 
Raise my children to await the coming of Thy Son with tears. 
Raise my children in watchful and continual prayer. 
Raise my children to stand always before Thee with reverence. 
Raise my children to bear good fruit. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 10 
Desiring to save the world, Thy Son came from heaven to call, not the righteous, but 
sinners to repentance. For the sake, of this, pray to Thy Son that having been saved 
through Thee my children may call to God: Alleluia.  

Ikos 10 
Surround my children with indestructible walls, O Heavenly Queen, that under Thy 
blessed protection, they may accomplish a multitude of good deeds, and that with them I 
may cry to Thee thus:  
Raise my children to be leaders in doing the will of Thy Son and God. 
Raise my children to hate sin and all transgression. 
Raise my children to love good and all virtue. 
Raise my children in blameless purity. 
Raise my children to ascent the ladder of their lives every day. 
Raise my children to turn their eyes to Thy compassion in the midst of sorrows. 
Raise my children to serve Thee in obedience and chastity. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady,  
to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 11 
Make my children (names) worthy always to hymn Thine unshakable intercession, and 
through Thy grace direct their lips to sing to God: Alleluia. 

Ikos 11 
O Shining lamp from on high, make the lives of my children to burn and their hearts to 
melt day and night with love for Thee, and Thy Son, and for their neighbors, and disdain 
me not who cry to Thee:  
Raise my children to love Thee with all their hearts and minds. 
Raise my children to open their lips only in the praise and glory of Thy blessings. 
Raise my children in watchful and continual Prayer. 
Raise my children to stand always before Thee with reverence. 
Raise my children to bear good fruit. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady,  
to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and make them heirs of eternal blessings.  
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Kontakion 12 
Fill the hearts of my children with the inexpressible grace of the Holy Spirit, so that they 
may love only Thy Son and God, and Thee, O Most Good One, that being inspired by 
Thee, I may cry to the King of all: Alleluia.  

Ikos 12 
Singing of Thy loving-kindness, I pray Thee, who feeds and hast mercy on my children; 
cease not to intercede for them with Thy Son, for I believe that all is possible for Thee, 
and do Thou fulfill these my entreaties:  
Raise my children to be filled with the Holy Spirit. 
Raise my children to be found on the right hand at the Judgement Seat of Thy Son. 
Raise my children to live in a holy manner. 
Raise my children to dwell securely on the path of faith by the grace of the Spirit of God. 
Raise my children to dwell securely on the path of faith by the grace of the Spirit of God. 
Raise my children to hunger and thirst insatiably for the overshadowing of the Holy 
Spirit. 
Raise my children to perfect as our Father in Heaven is perfect. 
Raise my children (names), O Lady, to be made worthy of the Kingdom of Heaven and 
make them heirs of eternal blessings.  

Kontakion 13 
O All Hymned Mother of our Sweetest Jesus! Accept this small hymn of supplication for 
my children as a sweet fragrance and take them under Thy compassionate protection. 
Grant them to think, know, near, say and do, only that which brings them close to Thee 
and Thy Son, and helps them attain eternal salvation. And send them in this present life 
all that is profitable for the salvation of their souls, that they may cry to God: Alleluia. 
Thrice.  

(And again repeat, Ikos 1 and Kontakion 1.) 
A Prayerful Sighing of Parents 

For Their Children 
LORD Jesus Christ, Son of God, for the sake of the prayers of Thy Most Pure Mother, 
hearken unto me, Thine unworthy servant (name), O Lord, govern in mercy my children, 
Thy servants (names). Have mercy on them and save them, for Thy name’s sake. 
O Lord, forgive them all their transgressions, voluntary and involuntary, that they may be 
perfected before Thee. O Lord, set them on the true path of Thy commandments and 
enlighten their minds with the Light of Christ unto salvation of their souls and the healing 
of their bodies.  
Bless them, O Lord, at home, at school, in their journeys and in every place of Thy 
dominion. Preserve and shelter them, O Lord, from flying bullets, arrows, the sword, 
poison and fire, from mortal wounds and sudden death. Guard them, O Lord, from all 
visible and invisible enemies, and from all danger, evil and misfortune. 
Heal them O Lord, from all sickness, deliver them from every impurity, and lighten their 
spiritual sufferings. Grant them, O Lord, the grace of Thy Holy Spirit and a long life; 
grant them health and chastity in all piety and love, and to live in accord with all their 
neighbors, near and far.  
Multiply and strengthen them, O Lord, in mental ability and bodily strength, given to 
them by Thee. Bless them to lead a pious life and, if it is pleasing to Thee, grant them 
married life and honorable childbearing.  
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For Thy name’s sake, O Lord, give me, Thy sinful and unworthy servant, a parental 
blessing for my children and Thy servants, both in this present time, morning, noon and 
night, and also in Thine eternal, almighty and all-powerful Kingdom. 
Amen. O God, Maker of all creation, Thou hast made me worthy to be the mother of a 
family, and through Thy goodness hast bestowed children upon me; and so I dare to say: 
these children are Thine, for Thou hast given them being, hast infused them with an 
immortal soul, and hast raised them to life through baptism.  
And in accordance with Thy will Thou has adopted them and received them into the 
bosom of Thy Church. Send down to me Thy gracious help in raising my children, for the 
glory of Thy name. Bestow on me patience and strength to do Thy will.  
Teach me to plant in their hearts the root of true wisdom-the fear of the Lord-that all their 
lives they may tremble at Thy words. Open to them the understanding of Thy law. Until 
the end of their days let them act with the sense that Thou art everywhere present. 
Plant in their hearts loathing for every transgression, that they may be pure in their signs. 
O Righteous Judge, who punishes children for the sins, but sprinkle them with the dew of 
Thy grace. 
O Heavenly Father, order the fate of my children according to Thy blessings, do not 
deprive them in this life of their daily bread, send down to them in due time all that is 
necessary for the acquisition of blessings in eternity. 
Be merciful to them, when they sin before Thee; look not upon the sins of their youth and 
ignorance; chastise them and have mercy on them, but turn not Thy face away from them. 
Turn not Thy face from the in the day of their tribulation, that they may not fall into 
temptations beyond their strength.  
Cover them with Thy mercy, that Thine Angel may walk with them and preserve them. 
Abandon not my children, O Lord, and give them that which is profitable for salvation. 
Amen.  

Prayer to the Mother of God 
O Most Holy Lady Virgin Theotokos, do Thou save and preserve under Thy protection 
my children (names), all youths and infants, baptized and unnamed, and those in their 
mother’s wombs. Cover them with Thy maternal garment, preserve them in the fear of 
God and in obedience to their parents. Entreat my Lord and Thy Son that He may give 
them that which is profitable for their salvation. I entrust them to Thy maternal care, for 
Thou art a Divine protection for Thy servants.  

Prayer to the Guardian Angel 
O Holy Angel, Guardian of my children (names), keep under Thy protection my children 
(names) from demonic arrows, and from the eyes of the seducer, and preserve their hearts 
in angelic purity. Amen, amen, amen.  

Prayer for Children 
Who Have Difficulty Learning. 

O Lord Jesus Christ our God, who didst dwell in the hearts of the Twelve Apostles, and 
Who, by the power of grace of Thine All Holy Spirit, didst descend in the form of fiery 
tongues and didst open their lips so that they began to speak in other tongues. This same 
Lord Jesus Christ our God: Do Thou send down Thy Holy Spirit on Thy child (name), 
and plant in his (her) heart the Holy Scriptures which Thou, by Thy most pure hand, didst 
inscribe on tablets and give to the Lawgiver Moses, now and ever and unto ages of ages. 
Amen.  
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Prayer for Unborn Infants 
Remember, O Lord, Lover of Mankind the souls of Thy departed servants, infants who 
died accidentally in the wombs of Orthodox mothers from unknown cause, either from 
difficult birth, or from some carelessness and who therefore did not receive the Mister of 
Holy Baptism. Baptize them, O Lord, in the sea of Thy compassions, and save them by 
Thine inexpressible grace. Amen.  

Most Holy Mother Of God, Save Us! 
 

 Content written/compiled by Father Nektarios Serfes. 
(c) Father Nektarios Serfes 

 
URL:  http://www.serfes.org/orthodox/nuturerofchildren.htm 

mailto:father@fr-d-serfes.org
http://www.serfes.org/orthodox/nuturerofchildren.htm


- 63 - 

 

Works Cited 
"40 Developmental Assets for Adolescents." 2006. Search Institute. 5 April 2014. 

ABC News. 19 May 2008. <http://abcnews.go.com/TheLaw/story?id=4885322>. 

Again and again in peace. 2 5 2012. Wb page: 

http://againandagaininpeace.com/2012/05/02/the-orthodox-approach-to-mission-

transforming-the-heart-of-the-world/ . 25 11 2012. 

Association, American Psychiatric. "DSM-5 Autism Spectrum Disorder Fact Sheet." 2013. 

Biehler, Robert F. Child Development An Introduction. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1981. 

Bloland, Susan Erikson. In the Shadow of Fame: A Memoir by the Daughter of Erik Erikson. New 

York: Viking Press, 2004. 

Boteach, Rabbi Schmuley. "Why does G-d allow children to be born with disabilities." 30 April 

2012. Huffington Post. Blog post: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/rabbi-shmuley-

boteach/why-does-gd-allow-children-to-be-born-with-disabilities_b_1464556.html. 1 

March 2014. 

Breck, John. God with Us: Critical Issues in Christian Life and Faith. Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's 

Seminary Press, 2003. 

—. The Sacred Gift of Life. Scarsdale, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1998. 

—. The Sacred Gift of Life: Orthodox Christianity and Bioethics. Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's 

Seminary Press, 1998. 

Carter, Erik W. Including People with Disabilities in Faith Communities: A Guide for Service 

Providers, Families & Congregations. Baltimore, MD: Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co., 

2007. 

CDC. Center for Disease Control, US Government. 24 March 2014. 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/data.html. 24 March 2014. 

Chrysostom, St. John. "Homilies on Epistles of St. Paul to the Corinthians, Homily V." n.d. 

Christian Classics Ethereal Library. 2012. 

<http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/npnf112.iv.vi.html>. 

—. The homilies of S. John Chrysostom: Archbishop of Constantinople, on the statues, or to the 

people of Antioch. J.H. Parke, 1842. 

Chryssavgis, John. Soul Mending: The Art of Spiritual Direction. Brookline, MA: Holy Cross 

Orthodox Press, 2000. 



- 64 - 

 

Church, St. John the Baptist Greek Orthodox. "Inclusion Awareness Day Workbook." n.d. 

Pathways.org. 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCsQFjA

A&url=http%3A%2F%2Fpathways.org%2Fimages%2Frandom_pdfs%2FEO_IADay_Workb

ook_FOR_WEB_POSTING.pdf&ei=wzEzU8ujH8uwqwGYnIGgBA&usg=AFQjCNHmzNYbqjY

QDcdAE3a3NEqBeK0vuQ&sig2=A2wreE8b-XDtMJt. 2014. 

Chyrssavgis, John. The Body of Christ: A Place of Welcome for People with Disabilities. 

Minneapolis, MN: Light and Life, 2002. 

Cwiklinski, Wendy. http://oca.org/resource-handbook/familylife/church-and-the-child-with-

invisible-disabilities. 15 September 2006. 23 January 2013. 

Dellassoudas, Prof. Lavrendios G. "Church and Social Integration of Disabled People." The Greek 

Orthodox Theological Review (2000): 597626. 

Erikson, Erik H. Childhood and Society, 2d Edition. New York: W. W. Norton & Co., Inc., 1963. 

Friedman, Lawrence Jacob. Identity's Architect: a biography of Erik H. Erikson. New York: 

Scribner's, 1999. 

Giuanulis, Stefania. "Multiply Blessed and Fully Alive: To Grow in Faith is to Glorify God "Multiple 

Intelligence Theory"." Orthodox Observer Jul- Aug 2009: 24. 

Guroian, Vigen. Incarnate Love. Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1987. 

Health, Teen Mental. TeenMentalHealth.org. 7 april 2014. Information site. 7 April 2014. 

<http://teenmentalhealth.org/for-families-and-teens/schizophrenia/>. 

Hoare, Carol Hren. Erikson on Development in Adulthood: New Insights from the Unpublished 

Papers. Cary, NC, USA: Oxford University Press, 2001. 

Hubach, Stephanie O. Same Lake Different Boat: Coming Alongside People Touched by Disability. 

Philipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2006. 

Invisible Disabilities Association. n.d. http://invisibledisabilities.org/what-is-an-invisible-

disability/. 25 February 2014. 

Jeannine K. Brown, Carla M. Dahl,Wyndy Corbin Reuschling. Becoming Whole and Holy: an 

integrative conversation about Christian formation. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 

2011. 

L'Arche USA . 21 March 2013. <http://www.larcheusa.org/>. 

Larchet, Jean-Claude. Mental Disorders and Spiritual Healing: Teachings from the Early Christian 

East. San Rafael, CA: Anglico Press/Sophia Perennis, 2011. 



- 65 - 

 

—. The Theology of Illness. Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 2002. 

Lee, Amy Fenton. http://theinclusivechurch.wordpress.com/2013/06/03/statistics-of-children-

with-special-needs-updated-for-2013/. 3 June 2013. 22 January 2013. 

Lossky, Vladimir. In the Image and Likeness of God. Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary 

Press, n.d. 

Margaret Mary Kimmel, Mark Collins. "The Wonder of It All: Fred Rogers and the Story of an 

Icon." September 2008. 

Nancy L. Eiesland and Dan E Saliers, Ed. Human Disability and the Service of God: Reassessing 

Religious Practice. Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 1998. 

NIMH. National INstitute of Mental Health. n.d. 

http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/suicide-in-the-us-statistics-and-

prevention/index.shtml . 1 March 2014. 

Olyan, Saul M. Disability in the Hebrew Bible: Interpreting Mental and Physical Differences. 

Cambridge University Press, n.d. 

Papolos, Demitri and Janice. The Bipolar child. New York: Broadway Books, 2002. 

PaulII, John. "APOSTOLIC EXHORTATION Familiaris Consortio John Paul II." 22 Nov 1981. Vatican. 

<http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/john_paul_ii/apost_exhortations/documents/hf_jp

-ii_exh_19811122_familiaris-consortio_en.html>. 

Pereira, M J ed. Philanthropy and Social Compassion in Eastern Orthodox Tradition. NY, NY: 

Theotokos Press (St. Sophia Institute), 2010. 

Reissig, Courtney. "Does God Wish Adam Lanza Had Never Been Born?" Christianity Today 4 

April 2014. 

Reynolds, Thomas E. Vulnerable Communion: A Theology of Disability and Hospitality. GRand 

Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2008. 

Scharfstein, Sol. Torah and Commentary: The Five Books of Moses: Translation, Rabbinic and 

Contemporary Commentary. 2008. 

Schmemann, Alexander. For the Life of the World. Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir's Seminary Press, 

1973. 

SCOBA. "Pastoral Letter: Disability and Communion." 25 June 2009. Standing conference of 

Orthodox Bishops in America. 1 March 2014. 

—. "The Pastoral Letter on Suicide." 25 May 2007. Standing Conference of Orthodox Bishops in 

America. http://www.scoba.us/articles/2007-05-25-letter-on-suicide.html. 5 April 2014. 



- 66 - 

 

Scottie May, ed. Children Matter: Celebrating Their Place in the Church, Family, and Community. 

Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B. Eerdmans, 2005. 

Solomon, Andrew. "The Reckoning." the New Yorker 17 March 2014. 

http://www.newyorker.com/reporting/2014/03/17/140317fa_fact_solomon. 

Szabo, Liz. "With Down syndrome diagnoses comes a wrenching choice." USA Today 1 May 

2013. online newspaper. 

Vrame, Dr. Antony. Director of Religious Education, Greek Archdiocese of America Wendy 

Cwiklinski. 26 March 2014. 

Walsh, Froma. Strengthening Family Resilience. New York, NY: Guilford Press, 2006. 

Webber, Achimandrite Meletios. Bread & Water, Wine & Oil. Chesterton, IN: Conciliar Press, 

2007. 

Yong, Amos. The Bible, Disability and the Church: A New vision of the People of God. Grand 

Rapids/Cambridge: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 2011. 

 

 


