To understand the present situation regarding the Apostolate amongst Deaf people, a brief review of the
history of the Deaf community and their language is necessary so as to put things in perspective and to
give you an overall picture so as to aid your further understanding and reflection.

The Congress of Milan in 1880 is often cited as a watershed in the education of deaf people. The final
resolution of the conference was that ‘the oral method ought to be preferred to that of signs for the
education and instruction of the deaf and dumb.’ The resolutions they reached were as follows:

P #

#!

I %

Harlan Lane, 1986

Of the membership of 164 attending the Congress, seven-eights were from Italy and France. A few came
from Britain and the USA, and only one representative from Germany/Belgium/Switzerland. Only one
delegate was deaf. Harlane Lane (1984) continued:
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The aftermath of Milan had serious consequences on the lives of many deaf adults and children. Sign
language was banished not only from the classrooms but also from the playgrounds, teachers who were
deaf themselves lost their jobs. Decades later the number of Deaf people who held responsible and
professional jobs dwindled as did their career prospects, and the quality of the lives of Deaf people went
into decline. It is not my intention to write up a full essay on the history of Deaf education; but suffice it
to say that the Congress of Milan in 1880 was one of the factors which led to the impoverishment of the
quality of the lives of Deaf people in their educational, professional and social life which in turn has long
term effects, i.e. emotional development, low self-esteem, spiritual development.

The reading levels of profoundly deaf children (i.e. with a hearing loss greater than 85 dB) is generally
not equivalent to those of hearing children. Research demonstrated that for more than 50% of those deaf
children aged 16, the reading level was established at 7 years and 10 months (Conrad, 1979). H
Myklebust, 1964, stated that at 17 years of age the deaf child’s syntax facility is approximately equal to
that of the average child of seven years (pg. 293). This has had important consequences, many Deaf
people were not conversant with the English language, the dominant language of the wider society in
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which they live. At the same time many Deaf people have been encouraged to think that their sign
language is inferior or not even regarded as a proper language. Without recourse to sign language at the
educational institutions and in society in general, opportunities open to Deaf people in the various spheres
of life dwindled. Many began to lose confidence or lost responsible or professional jobs, career prospects
were limited. A small core group of people highlighted the oppression that Deaf people experienced and
fought for the right of Deaf people to use sign language; and to be integrated and involved within society.

Debates on the use of methods in education ranged well into the late twentieth century. The advocacy of
the bilingual approach of English and BSL in the classroom remains a controversial issue even to this
day. However the swing in the attitude of key people created a climate of opinion where the
predominance of one methodology could be questioned. In the latter half of the twentieth century, studies
into sign languages made great strides demonstrating that sign language is fundamental to the
development of cognitive understanding for Deaf people The indigenous sign language is established as
being a language for conveying information and will be the optimal language to be used with Deaf people
where accurate and immediate communication is the goal.
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These visitors experienced the miracle of Pentecost two thousand years ago. However, can we say that the
Pentecost experience has happened for Deaf people?

According to Dr Marcel Broesterhuizen, most Deaf children in the Netherlands do not receive Religious
Education in schools. In the whole country, there is only one priest, who is 75 years old, and who

celebrates Mass with Deaf people but not on a regular basis (twice a month). Has Pentecost not
really happened for Deaf people in the Netherlands yet? Has it happened elsewhere?

St. Paul said:
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The Catechism says we are expected to go to Mass at least once a week. Clearly this shows that there is
disparity. The question that comes to mind - who is responsible for this situation and to whom can this
question be addressed.

Deafness is one of the least understood of all disabilities or handicaps. Yet it is relative, it is to be taken in
context with the lives of other people in Church and society. Often deafness only becomes apparent when
communication is needed.

Allow me the freedom and imagination to recreate one of Jesus’ parables - the parable of the vineyard in
Mt 20:1-7:

Now the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner going out at daybreak to hire workers for his
vineyard. He made an agreement with the workers and said that he would reward them
generously, and sent them into his vineyard. Going out at about the third hour he saw others
standing idle in the market place, ( . The landowner said to them, "You
go to my vineyard too and I will give you a fair reward". So they went. At about the sixth hour
and again at about the ninth hour, he went out and found some more people who were doing
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nothing. " ( , and the landowner made a deal with them and gave them
work. Then at about the eleventh hour he went out and found more people standing around, and

he said to them, "Why have you been standing here idle all day?" They explained " (
C ." He said to them, "You go into my vineyard too and I will
give you a fair reward".... ( )

Because of ignorance, oppression and discrimination, Deaf people have been treated as objects of charity
rather than citizens who play a full part in the Church and society, they have often been forgotten and left
out. There is a common view that specialist ministry among Deaf people is a luxury, an option that can be
cut when resources are short. My re-creation of Jesus’ parable shows an interesting decreasing linear
corresponding to the hard of hearing who were left idle doing nothing but who were the first to be given
the task of working in the vineyard and the profoundly deaf people who were the last to be discovered.
The needs and rights of the hard of hearing people are often quite easy to understand and catered for
whereas the needs and rights of profoundly deaf people are often harder to acknowledge and to be
properly addressed. The kingdom of heaven is here on earth and it is for , including Deaf people.

The Deaf community is a cultural and linguistic minority group. Allowing them full access will enable
them to live as full members of Christ’s kingdom in the Church and society.

As signs of the times has shown, the world has moved on, the Church has to move on, and so too the
situation regarding ministry amongst Deaf people. No longer can we rely on chaplains, Sisters, and
hearing Volunteers. They were generous with their time and energy. In the United Kingdom, when
Religious Sisters who served the Deaf community, often for no monies or remuneration, were given new
appointments, the pastoral care of Deaf people was in danger of collapse, and some posts were never
taken up. It is time we had a paradigm shift in how we view the whole area of pastoral care of Deaf
people.

It is not the purpose of this paper to paint a gloomy depressing picture. I just wish to state the facts which
have an important bearing on how we try to develop Pastoral work with Deaf people. This paper will
describe the various pastoral strategies that can be used to overcome obstacles and barriers, and to
encourage initiative and empowerment so that Deaf people can own their faith as they should and become
true apostles within their own faith communities.

Deaf people have the same rights as everybody else to participate actively in the life and work of the
Church.
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There are various ways of explaining what constitutes ‘Ministry with Deaf people’, but it is an axiom that
whatever definitions or forms ‘Ministry with Deaf people’ take, it has then to take on board the language
and culture of the Deaf community. Ministries do not belong to hearing people only but to everybody,
Deaf people included. In the past ten years, Deaf people in the United Kingdom are coming more and
more into the frontline and have taken on more definitive roles within the Church. Whilst there have been
hearing chaplains and pastoral workers who were and still are loyal to the Deaf communities and have
spent time and energy with them, experience has shown it is clearly one of the most difficult ministries to
undertake within the Church today.



Any behavioural science that examines people who work together will want to see how priests, pastoral
workers, Deaf or hearing, volunteer or paid, relate with each other in the various pastoral settings. While I
do not propose to have experience and expertise in behavioural science, I will endeavour to look at the
difficulties that we have experienced in the United Kingdom in the 1990s, and what we did to overcome
the obstacles.

Lack of access which reduces the channels of information coming from various sources, such as
explanations as to why all the changes are happening, ie., Vatican II in the Catholic Church.
Information that eventually reached Deaf people became a pitiable trickle. Information and access
create for language and knowledge. Appropriate use of language and knowledge gives power and
independence to the person who uses them; hence Deaf people have often remained powerless,
and shackled in their ignorance, they do not believe they could contend with hearing people on an
equal par, thus lessening their contribution to the life of the Church;

Deaf people have given too much power to hearing chaplains and pastoral workers. Padden &
Humphries wrote that the ‘science’ of others, which celebrates speech, is so pervasive that it
effectively overpowers a different knowledge, namely Deaf people’s knowledge about signed
language. What they were really saying was that it took Deaf people so many decades before they
were convinced that their natural sign language was on an equal par to spoken English, if not
better. I believe Deaf people adopt a similar attitude here, that the ‘science’ of other ministers,
priests, and Religious people simply overpowers their idea of service. Deaf people put them on a
pedestal so far above them, they were seen as ‘experts’ who had undergone strict and rigorous
training and studies, and who were specially commissioned by Bishops or Provincials and other
such authority figures to serve the Lord;

Lack of understanding of service, more specifically not being aware of the distinction between
‘helping’ and ‘empowering’. Many have fallen into the trap of thinking that they are doing a
service to Deaf people when in fact, they are doing things for them rather than enabling or
empowering them to learn and understand what they have to do themselves so it becomes a dis-
service to the Deaf community. They need to develop the skill of knowing when to hand over the
control and not allow Deaf people to become dependent on them. Too often justice has been seen
to have been done according to the gospel or as required by the creed, because Deaf people have
not been free to exercise their talents, express their minds, contribute the fruits of their experience
as the sons and daughters of God and the Church and have not taken their rightful role within the
Deaf community and Church. There has been little development of the whole concept of role
formation for Deaf people;

It takes years to train chaplains and pastoral workers to be competent and skilled in Deaf culture
and sign language, but the scarcity of priests and pastoral workers meant that often after a few
years they were moved or re-appointed to other posts within the Church. In some cases, there was
no hand-over or preparation of Deaf people to take on their roles;

There is a lack of formal training for newly appointed chaplains and pastoral workers. There is no
structure set up which can offer monitoring and supervision to the workers. Another consideration
1s the financial restraint on the part of dioceses to employ full time chaplains or pastoral workers -
all this impedes the growth and development of Deaf people within their community;

Although there have been encouraging signs among Church authorities in understanding and
respecting the Deaf community as an ethnic minority, yet there are still many priests who remain
‘parochial’ or still have that parochial attitude and who believe or insist that Deaf people who
reside in their parishes attend their Church and worship with them regardless of what the Deaf
person receives or does not receive;

There is a scarcity of comprehensive liturgical signs. We are constantly developing new liturgical
signs but hearing chaplains and pastoral workers have an awareness that sign language belongs to
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the Deaf community and have generally steered clear of inventing new liturgical signs for them.
Whilst there are many Deaf people who really know their language linguistically, there are not
enough of them who have a good understanding of theology, liturgy and Scriptures;

Not enough people, both Deaf and hearing, have the understanding or the skills necessary to
translate into indigenous sign language, the liturgical readings. There is still a strong tendency
among the readers/signers to use signs according to the grammatical structure of the spoken
language which unfortunately fails to transmit clearly the full meaning embodied in the texts in a
way that is natural and meaningful to Deaf people;

Although we now have more resources available for Deaf people, ie video tapes and CD/DVDs,
the whole Bible (in the United Kingdom), as well as important Church teachings, not all are
available in a visual format for Deaf people;

in some areas, when Deaf people do gather for liturgical worship or functions, they remain
passive. This means Deaf people are not taking the initiative and participating actively;

In most areas there is a lack of resource centres, for training, seminars, group discussions or
workshops, especially with video and other such equipment.

One important strategy that we in the Catholic Deaf Association UK take very seriously is providing
access for Deaf people so that they can become qualified ministers. Rather than going out ourselves to do
the fishing for them, we teach them how to catch fish. There is a great need for Deaf people to become
trained catechists and pastoral workers themselves. Ministry with Deaf people will only be truly effective
if it takes into account the experience and culture of Deaf people. To attempt to integrate Deaf people into
the majority or dominant hearing Church will often be futile, fruitless and unproductive. However,
integration is too general a word; Deaf people will always be happy to share with hearing people as long
as they are not expected to fit into the way and experience of hearing people. Neither do they expect all
hearing people to fit into the way and experience of Deaf people themselves. They have to meet half way,
negotiate and make compromises, and build bridges. If hearing people have sign language skills and have
the right attitude, integration will occur almost naturally. Deaf people as ministers can be really effective
when they minister to other people like themselves. Deaf people share the same language and culture;
they understand the experience of isolation and the struggle to integrate within the hearing world’s
Church. They are often reminded of their daily lived injustices, and feelings of indifference and
oppression, even today. They can emphasize when they minister to other Deaf people.

The word ‘pastoral’ is associated with the shepherds who look after their sheep in pastures. Hence,
‘shepherding’ is a key word not dissimilar to the word ‘service’. In keeping with the principles of the
fundamental rights of each and every person, we believe that Deaf people also share in the ministry of
Christ and are therefore obliged to exercise this ministry. Deaf pastoral workers are essential to the
Church, they are not simply to be tolerated or seen as objects of charity, but, like every other human
person, as to be seen as gift. We emphasize the importance of ‘ministry of like to like’.

For so long, Deaf people have had little access to many things, and when they find themselves in
changing times they suddenly find themselves in catch 22 situations when they were given access and
freedom and responsibility. If we preach that Deaf people have the right to manage and govern various
affairs, we must remember that they too have the right to have a period of time where they can be
informed, instructed, and trained properly. To really facilitate the full involvement of Deaf people in the
life of the Church and other fields of pastoral and community services, various programmes and courses
must be designed and available for Deaf people. Pastoral formation programmes need to be designed.
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Within the Catholic Deaf Association in the United Kingdom, we have concentrated more and more on
collaboration between Deaf and hearing people. We no longer see Deaf people as recipients of ministry;
we have moved away from the concept of ministering for them to ministering with them. However, for a
good ministry to flourish, good communication is vital. For positive collaboration between Deaf and
hearing people to occur, we all need to have the skills of listening to each other, understand the business
at hand, and have the right attitude, be willing to enter into true dialogue.

The Pastoral Service to Deaf People has been a focussed service delivering a service to the needs of
identified Catholic Deaf people. This needs to become a more inclusive service to broaden out and reach
Deaf people regardless of their faith heritage, culture, ethnicity, gender, age or disability. There needs to
be a clearer understanding about the role of the service and the meaning of mission and evangelisation in
the modern context of our society. Investing in development and training for Deaf people is an important
strategy to enable Deaf people to have some ownership and involvement in the service. In order to be able
to do this, we began thinking about creating suitable courses for Deaf people. This needs to be backed up
with a good financial support system.

In the early 1990s, we spent a lot of time discussing, consulting, preparing, planning and developing two
courses, namely, the Visual Faith course and the Catholic Certificate in Religious Studies (CCRS) course.
The Visual Faith course is a general basic course that is open to grassroots Deaf members who wish to
learn something about their faith, the Bible and the Church’s teaching. The ‘Visual Faith’ course can also
be considered as a basic requirement for those who eventually may wish to apply for the CCRS course.
The CCRS course is more intensive, suitable for those who have the potential to become leaders in the
Deaf community. The CCRS courses already exist in many dioceses and Colleges/Centres for hearing
people and is validated by the Bishops Conference in England and Wales. However, it was not sufficient
simply to ask Deaf people to join them, or to copy their curriculum and teach Deaf people. We looked at
the syllabus and then developed the course material from scratch. The overriding aim is to keep to the
standard as expected in any CCRS course; lowering the standard would not do justice to Deaf people.
Henesy House is now the Accredited Centre for the teaching of the Catholic Certificate in Religious
Studies. The crucial aspect was to get the approval from the Bishop, Chair of Adult Christian Education
(one of the departments of Bishops Conf of England/Wales); we were fortunate in having the support and
understanding of Bishop Patrick Kelly, then the Chair of the Committee for the Pastoral Care of Deaf
people.

It has proved to be an incredible journey of working, teaching and sharing faith with the Deaf community.
The Lord’s presence has been very powerful throughout the whole course, there is a vibrant spirit in the
faith-community. We completed two CCRS courses, one in Manchester and one in London. A total of 25
candidates were accepted. To this date, fifteen have successfully passed and received their certificates.

The Visual Faith and the CCRS courses are not the only courses we can do with Deaf people. There are
many other ways in which they can learn and enhance their faith. We may find Deaf people in their 50s or
60s arriving for the first time to receive formal or informal instruction, catechesis or religious input. The
most important thing is to present an input that is ‘Deaf-friendly.” No matter where they are in life, their
age, their experience, their general knowledge, a series of seminars such as Faith Journey Group, Bible
Study group, Liturgy group, or even a one off Study day/seminar, have been offered.

What sort of programme do we need? What do we need to teach? What do we discuss? Anything! We
only need imagination and creativity. The following is a list of what is possible:-

* questions and discussion about what is happening in the world;
» stories of faith and lives of people both living and dead;
* input on religious festivals and celebrations, liturgical cycle, Rites and Rituals;
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*  World Religions;

+ current moral issues especially relating to society, community, and/or within politics;
» exploration of creation and nature, discussion on ecology;

» pilgrimages to holy places;

* anything Deaf people want to know about.

There is now a wealth of material and resources available in any good religious/book stores. We need to
be imaginative and innovative with the way we use the material.

For any of us to be effective ministers, we must work from the grass-roots level rather than starting from
a theological stance, we embark from the human experience and from there we eventually arrive at
Church or doctrinal teaching.

We use a whole variety of visual resources: Video Cassette Recorder and tapes, projector with
PowerPoint presentation; slides, posters, and activities such as role play, drama, and debates. All these
resources and activities are carefully planned to aid the learning process. Religious experience is not
solely confined to the activity of the mind; we are men and women of flesh, we have thoughts, feelings,
beliefs and emotions. We bring them out into play, we encourage them to share with each other and to
reflect on the outcome of their sharing..

Deaf people are not outside of salvation. It is God’s intention that each person who is born learns to
discover his/her identity, his/her responsibility and his/her place in the Church and society.
God calls every single person to know his/her Creator, and to share God’s love with all.
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Sometime ago a Deaf man was convicted of a serious offence for dangerous driving and for having
caused serious injury to several people in the car that he crashed into. At court, the probation officer, the
Social Worker with Deaf people, the Sign Language Interpreter, and the solicitor who represented him,
did a brilliant job; he only received a certain period of suspended sentence. At a later meeting with all
these people to discuss what ‘suspended sentence’ meant, his language was revealing, he used the term
‘I’'m freed.” He did not show any remorse or regret. He showed no inkling of accepting his responsibility
for what he had done. Just how much responsibility has society in making sure that people like him are
informed of their responsibilities in the world? What has the Church done to teach people, especially Deaf
people, about moral conscience? This Deaf man had never received good and appropriate training and
education on who he was and his place in society. The unfortunate result was that he was more or less a
parasite living off the State’s benefits without regard for what he could do for his fellow friends and
country.
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Unfortunately, people still do not see the important role that the Church has. They often regard Church as
a place to which pious people, especially old ladies, go to pray and worship. They believe that the Church
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is merely an outdated institution which has nothing to do with real life in the world. Nothing could be
further from the truth, the Church has important functions to perform and an important contribution to
offer to society. The problem is further exacerbated by the fact that Deaf people consider the Church to be
boring, uninteresting, irrelevant, because it has been inaccessible to them for so long.

Whether we offer courses, seminars, informal groups, endeavouring to empower them in whatever way
possible, I cannot emphasize enough that they are people first and foremost. They have a wealth of
experience; it is possible to develop a spirituality out of ordinary human experience. Whatever spiritual
belief or religious practice, their outlook would obviously be influenced by visual orientation, the input
they received during their lives as a Deaf child and person. The starting point is Deaf people’s own
experience rather than working from theories and books. The non-directive approach enables them to
become alive when they can be open with their thoughts and feelings and share their experiences with
others. They themselves are in a better position to make good decisions about their lives rather than
allowing anyone else to impose their ideas upon them.

Deaf people have a conscience but it needs to be developed and nurtured. Too often, in their early life, the
majority of profoundly Deaf people were denied the opportunity to become ‘whole persons’, and the
consequences of a fallen humanity led to fragmentation, alienation and discrimination. Holiness is to do
with being a whole person and living in the conscious awareness of God, others and self. The following
amusing story (from W Au & N Cannon, pgl5) is about a student and teacher which shows the danger of
uninformed or incorrect ideas of the self:
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A dull and insensitive conscience is a moral failure, it is not the same as an undeveloped conscience or
morals. Undeveloped conscience may result from lack of access, lack of information, inadequate
schooling and not learning to think about the consequences of our actions. The formation of conscience is
assisted by good example and listening to wise teaching from parents, teachers and friends, learning to
understand the message of the gospels and the teaching of the Church. It is also assisted by accepting our
own responsibility and practising discipline; finally, it is assisted through prayer in which we learn to
communicate with God and reflect on how we have lived our lives, and on our attitudes which rule our
actions and guide our behaviour according to his commandments of love.
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Knowing that he could not be with his friends in an earthly life indefinitely, before Jesus ascended to
heaven, he was prepared to entrust everything to his apostles. Three years earlier, who would have
thought they would be entrusted with such noble commands? The key word is . Jesus formed
them into people who had vision, courage and the desire to share the good news. Formation happened
because Jesus spent time ( them. Formation happened because he believed they could become the
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heralds of the good news. Formation happened because these were people, like all others, open to positive
influences and growth.
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History is an interaction between people and society, always evolving and changing. Collaborative
ministry is the way forward, we need not only to learn that Deaf people themselves are the best resources,
but have the courage to invest time, energy and money in them. They will then ‘leave their nest and
ministers to others.’



