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A PERSON FIRST

A special need is something that someone has. It is not who he or she is. A person with Down

syndrome is just that—a person first, a person with Down syndrome second. Never a Down

syndrome person.

 

This might seem like a difference without a distinction, but it is not. The words we use and the

way we speak to and about each other matter significantly. Recognizing the inherent person-

ness in everyone we meet, and especially in persons we meet with special needs, goes very far

toward creating a Culture of Life.

 

Jesus gave us an example for living through his own life on earth. Scripture tells us that Jesus

regularly spent time with people who were blind, deaf and lame, lepers, people with

hemorrhages and people who had seizures.

 

He is asking us to follow in his footsteps and embrace (literally!) people in our families and our

society who are often marginalized due to special needs, disabilities, or even disfigurements.

We see that most visually in the actions of Pope Francis. He goes out of his way to visit, hug, and

speak with persons with disabilities or special needs. With a very simple gesture of human

compassion, he extends to them the love they deserve as human beings made in God’s image and

likeness.

Awareness of special needs has increased in

recent years, and there is a growing

tolerance for difference in our “you be you”

culture. But tolerance is not the same as

love. And, at the same time that awareness

of special needs has grown, our culture has

also become fascinated with being perfect.

 

 

 
IN PURSUIT OF
PERFECTION

Just 15 years ago, believe it or not, students attending prom had photos taken at their homes or by a

photographer that may have been handed out to friends at school or sent to grandparents to hang

on the fridge. That’s it. Facebook was just beginning, there was no Instagram or SnapChat. The

world did not see your prom pictures. No one compared you with celebrities or competed to see

who would get the most views or shares. Prom was just that—prom. If you looked goofy that night or

you couldn’t afford the most perfect dress ever, the only people who knew were the people at prom

with you, and chances are, they would forget pretty quickly.
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Once again, Christians have a very different

vantage point on this issue. We know that

God creates each person perfect! From the

beginning of time, God knew who he was

going to create, and he already had a distinct

plan for each person. God does not make

mistakes. There is no one who has ever

existed who was not intended by Him. Even

more, God created people different, each

with his or her own abilities and disabilities.

 

Our goal in this world is not to be “perfect”.

We already are created perfect! Our goal is

to live in full knowledge that God has

created us for a specific reason and to

recognize the purpose and perfection  in

everyone else he created too!
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Today, there is ridiculous pressure put on people

to look and be perfect at all times. You never

know when a friend might snap a photo, sharing it

with the world before you have a chance to fix

your hair or get the lettuce out of your teeth. One

side effect is that we have become, as a culture,

far less accepting of people who aren’t “perfect”.

 

For people with special needs, this requirement

to be “perfect” can lead to greater anxiety. We

have set the bar so high that there is virtually no

room for error.
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People with genetic diseases face attacks on their lives far

worse than hateful words or discriminatory behavior. Many

pregnant women today are tested to determine whether

their unborn children have genetic disease that would cause

them to die shortly after birth or to live with considerable

special needs. And, an increasing number of parents choose

to abort their children rather than allow them to live for as

long as they can. For babies with Down syndrome, as many

as 70% are aborted before birth.

 

Why is this happening? Many parents have a fear of what

life will be like for their child and for themselves if faced

with a disability. They are concerned that their child will face

ridicule and difficulty, will have health and/or intellectual

problems, and may have poor quality of life. And so, out of a

misplaced sense of love, they end their child’s life. What a

hopeless choice to make.

 

Many parents later find out that the prenatal diagnosis they

were given was incorrect, and they have aborted a child who

had no disability. But, that really doesn’t matter. We know

that God has a plan for each and every person. Whether a

baby is physically perfect or has genetic disease, God has

created him or her out of infinite love. So, Christian families

should have hope! If God sends a child with special needs, it

does not mean life will be easy. But, it does mean that there

will be great joy and love!

 
FROM THE BEGINNING

 

There is a great deal that we can do to reverse our culture’s viewpoint on persons with disabilities and

special needs. The more that we can spread kindness and love, not just tolerance, to those around us,

the more we create a sense of hope. 

 

In our families, we can welcome people with special needs. In school, we can invite people with special

needs to join in so they can become fully integrated in all of our activities. And, in the broader

community, we can be sure to send messages of hope and peace whenever possible to change the

conversation around special needs from one of people who are “less than perfect” to an understanding

that God creates everyone perfect from the beginning!

 

 

WWW.RESPECTLIFEWEEK.COM 

P A G E  3



In most ways, Daniel Ritchie is a normal man, husband and father. He

has the same joys and fears, happiness and struggles. But Daniel is

different than most people in one aspect: He was born with no arms. 

 

Daniel tells his story in his   book, My Affliction for His Glory. In it, he

uses his life as a lens to view what it looks like to find your identity in

Christ. Don't miss his participation in OneLife LA 2020!

DANIEL RITCHIE
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STORIES THAT INSPIRE US

When Lizzie Velasquez turned 17, she experienced every teenage

girl’s worst nightmare. She discovered a YouTube clip of herself with

4 million hits,   which she was described as the world’s ugliest woman.

Bullying became part of Lizzie’s childhood. She was born with an

unusual medical condition that prevents her from gaining weight.

 

Quite remarkably, Lizzie allowed that cruel online video to become a

positive turning point in her life: ‘I cried my eyes out, and I was ready

to fight back, but something kind of clicked in my head and I thought:

“I’m just going to leave it alone.” I just kind of realized that my life is

in my own hands. I could choose to make this really good, or choose

to make it really bad.’

 

You can learn  more about her story in the YouTube OneLife LA

channel. 

 

 

LIZZIE VELAZQUEZ

Christopher Duffley is an inspirational and passionate singer and

musician. Music has always been an important part of his life.  Born

prematurely, Christopher weighed only 1 lb 12 oz at birth and was

rendered blind due to Retinopathy of Prematurity. He was placed in

foster care as a baby, but his aunt Christine and her husband Steve

decided to adopt him. 

 

Christopher is also teaching his peers about his disabilities and how

he is very much like them in other ways. His goal is to share God’s

love through his inspirational singing and dynamic presentations. 

To learn more about his inspiring journey visit the YouTube OneLife

LA channel. 

CHRISTOPHER DUFFLEY

P A G E  4



 

 
6 WAYS YOU CAN SUPPORT PEOPLE WITH

DISSABILITIES 

 

Youth with disabilities are among the most marginalized and poorest of the world’s youth population and are

more likely to face severe social, economic, and civic disparities as compared with those without disabilities,

even in developed countries. (UNICEF, 2013)

 

1. Ask first and follow their lead

Don’t assume people need help. Ask if they need anything to make the process more effective or easier for

them. They are the experts on their needs and how to best meet them. If they do ask for help, ask for specific

instructions on how you can help.

 

2. Speak clearly, listen well

If you are working with a person who has a developmental disability or other cognitive issues, use clear

sentences, simple words and concrete concepts. Gauge the pace, complexity and vocabulary of your speech

to match theirs. Unless you are informed otherwise, remember they can make their own decisions. Allow

people with speech impairments to finish their own sentences. Don’t talk for them or interrupt.

 

3. Speak directly to people

Make eye contact and speak to people directly, even if their personal care attendant or interpreter is with

them. When a person who is deaf has an interpreter, the user will look at the interpreter as you are talking.

While this is happening, focus your interaction with the user. Also, if you will be speaking for some time with a

person in a wheelchair, sit down so they don’t have to strain their neck to look up at you. Do not lean over a

person in a wheelchair.

 

4. Be aware of personal space

Some people who use a mobility aid, such as a wheelchair, walker or cane, see these aids as part of their

personal space. Similarly, never start to push someone’s wheelchair without first asking the occupant’s

permission. Don’t touch, move or lean on mobility aids. This is also important for safety.

 

5. Be flexible to family members of people with disabilities

Many people with disabilities have family members who care for or provide companionship. In many cases,

the spouse of a person with disability may leave the workforce because of their spouse’s needs. Being flexible

to the needs of family members keeps British Columbians in the workforce and reduces any compounded

impact on the household and the province’s labour force.

 

6. When setting meetings, check accessibility

Confirm a meeting place in advance of the meeting and send detailed instructions on the accessibility of the

venue. Ask if there is anything you can do to prepare for the meeting to make sure everyone is able to

participate fully.

Don’t forget that mistakes happen! The important thing to remember is to just ask questions and take a

person’s lead. Some of these tips can feel awkward the first time. Especially if you’re asking someone you’ve

just met or is new to your company.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

 
What is a disability or a special need?

 

What example does Jesus and Pope Francis give us in our relationships with people with disabilities?

 

What are some ways we can we make people with special needs feel loved?

 

How does the goal of perfection affect people with special needs?

 

What is the Christian response to every human life?
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