
Ruling Elders: 
Understanding  
Your Role in Facilitating 
Disability Ministry

Thurs

Aug
23rd

Thursday, August 23, 2018
8pm ET | 7pm CT | 6pm MT | 5pm PT

Led by Ashley Belknap, Director
What is the role of the ruling elder in 
the overall picture of disability ministry? 
We will discuss ways ruling elders can 
help every ministry area in the church 
love, support, and encourage families 
living with disability. 
Topics we will cover:

Understanding disability from a 
biblical perspective.
Understanding the effects of 
disability on discipleship and 
relationships.
First steps for organic, gospel-
centered disability ministry that 
works for your church.
The role of the ruling elder in 
disability ministry.

Buddy Training 
For Volunteers,  
Parents, and 
Church Workers

Tues

Aug
28th

Led by Ashley Belknap, Director

A buddy is a strategically placed friend 
who comes alongside to assist and 
encourage someone with a disability. 
Qualifications to be a buddy include 
a heart for the Lord and His people, a 
desire to see students growing in their 
faith, and a willingness to implement 
accommodations that facilitate growth 
in Christ and relationships with others.

Tuesday, August 28, 2018
8pm ET | 7pm CT | 6pm MT | 5pm PT

Topics we will cover:

The purpose, role, and relationship 
of a buddy.
How to assess learning needs and 
support the lead teacher. 
Adaptations and accommodations 
that keep people learning the Bible.
The role of a buddy when problem 
behavior occurs.

Buddy Training 
Peer Buddy Training 
for Kids and 
Youth

Thurs

Aug
30th

Led by Ashley Belknap, Director

This online training is specifically for 
kids and youth, ages 8–18. Parents 
and children/youth ministry personnel 
are also encouraged to participate. 
Kids, you have a really amazing 
opportunity at church to offer 
genuine friendship to other kids who 
have disabilities. 

Thursday, August 30 2018
7pm ET | 6pm CT | 5pm MT | 4pm PT

Parents, we will talk openly and 
honestly about disability. We want your 
kids to be confident in loving others 
who are different just as Christ loves 
them. We assume that most kids don’t 
instinctively know how to overcome 
what makes them uncomfortable. This 
online training will help your children 
whether they have friends with 
disabilities at church, school, or 
other activities.

Online 
Disability 

Ministry 
Training for 
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Churches
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Training and Educating your 
Congregation on Disability Ministry

by Ashley Belknap, Director Worship bulletins 
set expectations.

Worship bulletins often devote space 
to announcements and matters 
pertaining to church body life. Fall is an 
excellent time to craft a paragraph that 
welcomes families with disabilities and 
sets expectations for the congregation 
that the church accepts people whose 
behavior is different. 

1

Advertising matters 
and helps everyone.

Find a way to let your congregation 
know what is available for kids, teens, 
and adults with disabilities so that all 
know of the commitment and value of 
our families touched by disability. 

Spend time with 
greeters, ushers, 
and deacons.

All of our greeters, ushers, and 
deacons are committed to welcoming 
people into the church every week. 
Don’t assume that they know how and 
are comfortable welcoming families 
with disabilities. 

Tap into ministries 
that already have 
training events.

Children’s ministry, youth ministry, and 
women’s ministry almost always have 
some form of fall training for teachers
and volunteers. Don’t reinvent the 
wheel; instead consider asking if you 
can use a small portion of the training 
time to educate them on families with 
disabilities. 

Pick the area that 
most needs help 
and focus there.

Realistically, there is never enough time 
to do all the training we want. Don’t 
become overwhelmed with what you 
can’t get to. Instead, use the time you 
have wisely and choose the one area 
(or two) that most needs attention.

2

Almost all church calendars 
wax and wane with the school 
calendar. Summer programming 
is less hectic while school is out 
and families take vacations. As 
schools are gearing back up in 
late summer, many churches are 
gearing up for a new fall calendar 
of Bible studies, activities, and 
ministry opportunities. 
Here are a few tips for churches 
to help train your volunteers and 
educate your congregation on 
your commitment to families with 
disabilities:
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Advertising creates an atmosphere 
where individuals with disabilities are 
valued and enfolded well into the 
congregation.



Become comfortable in what to 
say. Love, kindness, and genuine 
interest in others goes a long way with 
everyone, including those with 
disabilities. 

How to Guide a Family from the Front Door 
into the Heart of the Church

Things to do: Many of the same 
“rules” of getting to know anyone 
apply here: engage with the person 
who has a disability as much as 
possible (not the family or 
caregiver), look the person in the 
eyes, speak directly to the person, 
learn his or her name, ask about 
interests.
Things to avoid: Don’t ask for 
diagnosis details in the first 
conversation and refrain from 
offering information related to 
disability that you think might be 
helpful.

Many churches are seeing a drop 
in attendance, and they are eager to 
have visitors and want to love them 
well. We want to see churches have 
the same desire for your visiting 
families with disabilities. It’s easy for 
fears to rise when a family with high 
needs walks into your church for the 
first time. 
    Will we be able to help? 
    Can we accommodate this family? 
    What if I say the wrong thing? 
The truth is, we all have high needs. 
Families who are touched by disability 
often just demonstrate those needs 
more visibly than others. 
Here are a few steps you can take to 
be ready to welcome and love a family 
with disabilities:

Become comfortable in what to 
do. Have an action plan for visitors on 
Sunday mornings, Sunday evenings, 
and Wednesday nights. It’s a great 
way to become more comfortable with 
“what to do” when visiting families 
have high needs. 
Your action plan should include:

A point person, someone who 
is savvy with disabilities and savvy 
with the church.
A quiet place to go to where you 
can talk, listen, and discern needs 
and supports.
Floater volunteers who are 
available and willing to jump in to 
support a child/teen/adult in a 1:1 
capacity for a first-time visit—these 
volunteers should be flexible and 
strong in the areas of love, 
encouragement, and kindness.

Form a plan after the first visit. 
Follow-up with a family can be encour-
aging or intimidating. Every family is 
unique in the pace that they want to 
enfold into a new congregation. Let 
the family set the pace, and don’t put 
unnecessary expectations on them. 
What to do:

Let them know that you want to 
make church even easier to attend 
next time.
Keep the conversation easy and 
light. Second visits don’t require full 
intake forms and all the information 
they have about their disability.
Focus on the next major step that 
the family wants to take. Listen well 
to discern what they want next.

Allow New Visitors Freedom to 
Grow. There’s a fine balance between 
providing supports and allowing the 
family freedom to grow on their own. 
Every family you encounter may need 
you to strike a different balance. Allow 
your special-needs families to guide 
you. 
For example, providing your cell 
number so that the family can text if 
they need help would be very 
encouraging. Requiring the family to 
text on Saturday whether they will 
attend, so that you can provide 
volunteers, would be an attempt to 
help but puts a great deal of pressure 
on the family.

Guiding Committed Visitors into 
the Heart of the Church. Once 
families begin attending consistently, 
it is appropriate and helpful to offer to 
meet with them to assess long-term 
supports and adaptations. This is the 
time to help them know all the 
possibilities for their ages and stages 
of life, and let them decide what they 
might want to be involved in. 

Tip: Become Comfortable 
with Imperfection. When you 
are helping a family navigate your 
church for the first time, it might 
feel messy. You are learning new 
people who have new needs, and 
they are learning a new church 
and new people. 
Keep in mind that the goal is not 
perfection. The goal is that you 
all learn, grow, and show grace 
to each other. You may have to 
remind yourself to be comfortable 
with the process and not panic if 
you don’t know all the answers.

Families with special needs, 
How do you train and educate your 
own extended families on disability? 
We usually don’t expect people at 
church to understand disability, but we 
expect our own families to understand 
us. Although familial ties can make 
education and training more 
complicated, it’s worth the effort to 
take difficult steps to invest in your 
own extended family. 

Here are a few strategies that might 
help you approach relatives:

Be patient and keep expectations 
achievable. Think of the process that 
you went through to understand and 
fully embrace disability. The path to 
acceptance can take a while, 
especially if relatives are not immersed 
in disability daily. 

Start with the big picture. It’s easy
to dive into your child’s or your 
spouse’s disability because that’s what 
you most want them to understand. 
Instead, first give a biblical framework 
(disability is a result of the fall of man; 
each of us is not as we were intended 
to be pre-fall) and a practical frame-
work (think person-first language, 
terms associated with your disability, 
and tips for how to interact). 

Educating Your Extended Family

Family Spotlight:

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

ONE 3
Write a plan for discussing the 
specifics of your family’s disability. 
Questions, comments, and emotions 
can easily sidetrack your discussions. 
An outline will help you stay on track 
and pick up where you left off if there 
are tangents. This will keep you from 
forgetting the really important things.

Plan context and schedule. Initiate 
a time that is quiet, comfortable, and 
conducive to talking. Provide 
childcare, have coffee and dessert 
on hand, and include breaks. Give 
information slowly and anticipate 
emotions to prevent surprises. 

FIVE
Keep educating. Often the 
information you want to convey has 
a lot of breadth and depth. One time 
through is not usually enough 
education for extended family 
members. Set expectations up front 
that this is just the first of several 
discussions. Make notes and revise 
anything that didn’t work when you 
meet again.
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