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Summary 

 Why do individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) continue 

to struggle to participate in the life of the Catholic Church in an ‘ordinary way,’ rather 

than via ‘special’ programs and activities? Too often participation is defined based on 

stereotypes, diagnostic labels, and identified ‘deficits,’ rather than on interests, abilities, 

and possibilities. Such practice contradicts the principles proclaimed within the US 

Catholic Bishops Pastoral Statement on Persons with Disabilities, which is grounded in 

Catholic Social Teaching, the object of which is the flourishing of all people. This is 

based on the innate dignity of every person who is created in the image of God and the 

call for all in the Church to live out the foundational commandment to love God and love 

their neighbor as themselves. Catholic Social Teaching provides the theological 

framework for my thesis that proceeds in three stages.  

Stage One: Chapters One through Four 
 The first stage explores history to discern trends that could explain the rupture 

between theology and pastoral practice concerning individuals with IDD. I develop my 

answer to the problem through posing the titular question to the Church on behalf of 

individuals with IDD. This recalls Jesus’ question to the disciples and consequent 

silencing when he realizes they do not understand what he means. Narrative 

construction is an important part of comprehending and responding to the problem as 

learned through my historical exploration. I begin with the early development of 

organized ministry in the US Church and the development of the US Pastoral 

Statement, which is the US Church’s elemental statement on the intersection of belief, 

disability and pastoral practice that was promulgated in 1978. Both the ministry and the 

statement are predicated on the outcomes of Vatican II.    

 Two important issues surface in this study. First I discover a meta-narrative 

woven throughout the US Pastoral Statement and activities of organized ministry with 

persons with disabilities that is contrary to the principles of the Gospel, dimming its light. 

Because of this I name it the shadow narrative. It consists of five different threads, each 

their own narrative, though sometimes combined. Examples from Vatican and papal 



documents are also noted. Two of the threads are particularly problematic because of 

their popularity and the way that they diminish individuals with disabilities as persons of 

interest in their own right. They are patronizing, sentimental and reflect all that is 

maligned about charity today.  

 These threads have deep historical roots and are embedded in society’s 

subconscious, which leads to the second discovery. Entrenched in the past, the shadow 

narrative also hides the implications of the growing end of human dignity that was 

proclaimed essential to Catholic social doctrine in the Second Vatican Council and 

provides the seeds for the US Pastoral Statement. I draw from Henri Nouwen’s 

acclaimed Adam: God’s Beloved to illustrate the strong sentimentality that permeates 

narratives about persons with IDD. The different threads of the shadow narrative have 

been operative throughout human history reinforcing structures of power and 

marginalization. Tom Reynolds work on the “cult of normalcy” is particularly helpful for 

this discussion about creating a space that is often sentimentally referred to as “on the 

margins,” where Jesus can be found.  

 An important thread in the shadow narrative is that of charity, which is often 

named in responding to individuals with IDD, but in patronizing, rather than helpful, 

ways. Further historical investigation into the development of charity seeks to 

understand what has happened to the call to love ones neighbor as oneself, which is 

supposed to be at the heart of charity. Beginning with its Judeo-Christian roots studying 

into the Middle Ages discovers cultural insertions which possibly forecast the problems 

identified with charity today. Jewish and Christian charitable activity evolve in the fourth 

century in ways which consolidate ecclesial power on a different tangent from the early 

monastic tradition that was occurring around the same time. It too, however, goes 

through an upheaval during the Carolingian dynasty. I draw heavily on Pope Benedict 

XVI’s encyclical, Caritas in Veritate, and Hans Reinders’ reflections on charity to 

challenge its current fractured state and wonder how it might be restored. 

Stage Two: Chapter Five 
 The second stage flips my opening question and I pivot attention from persons 

with IDD to the Church and its self-understanding as the body of Christ, “Who do we say 



we are?” The body of Christ is a strong metaphor for the Church, but on closer 

examination, it seems clear that this, like charity, has picked up attachments along the 

way that are contrary to Paul’s intentions for the Church in Corinth. Drawing particularly 

on Brian Brock, Gordon Fee, and Jerome Murphy-O’Conner, I explore hermeneutical 

sources on 1Cor 12, particularly concerning three issues: individual gifts vs. 

manifestations of the Spirit, unity in diversity vs. diversity in unity, and who are the 

“weak”? This study provides unexpected insights into developments of the charity 

tradition during the Patristic era. It also yields a sense of the body of Christ that is much 

freer and open to diversity than is often understood with the typical focus on individual 

gifts, rather than a diverse whole that remains open to new possibilities through 

unfolding manifestations of the Spirit. Reynolds provides a provocative metaphor for the 

manifestations of the Spirit in the language of jazz, a call and response that is ever open 

to innovative potentialities. Though it is an important pivot point in the discussion, this 

chapter provides the theological framework for the projects constructive response. It 

provides the theological framework for understanding the church as the body of Christ. 

Stage Three: Chapters Six through Eight 
 The final stage proposes a threefold answer to the problem named at the outset 

in which Social Role Valorization (SRV) is employed as a practical guide in this 

theological research. First SRV serves as a framework to understand how the shadow 

narrative has operated within the Church regarding individuals with IDD, socially and 

culturally.  

Second, SRV is employed as a framework to counteract the devaluation and 

marginalization of these people in the church, in line with the original Pastoral 

Statement's commitment. In the background of this document is the influence of SRV's 

spiritual father, Wolf Wolfensberger, who, because of his Catholic background, regularly 

wrote about the marginalization of people with intellectual disabilities and developmental 

disabilities in the American Catholic Church. His work has undeniably inspired the 

prophetic vision of the bishops. Based on the principles of SRV, a seven-step plan for 

reforming the Church is being unfolded, requiring the commitment of clergy, religious 

and pastoral leaders, and the "person in the pew..” 



 Third, to answer the opening question of this thesis, “Who do you say that I am?” 

the theory and practice of SRV is linked to the need for a theological anthropology 

based on an understanding of Creation in which the diversity of human beings is 

honored. Useful sources for this is found in the work of Karl Rahner and Mary Doak who 

advocate embracing the differences within the human family rather than erasing them. 

The study concludes with a plea to rediscover the founding principles of Catholic Social 

Teaching. 

 

 


