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It began this way. . .
B.
Hi. I'm Ben D. Anderson.

D.
Hi Ben. What can I do for you?

B.
I want to talk to you about my plans. I have had this dream of beginning a ministry on behalf of handi​capped persons.

D.
That's interesting. I have been thinking that more needs to be done in that area, especial​ly with young people. Much could be done to bring able-bodied and disabled persons together.

B.
Yes, that is what I want to do. People need to be confronted about their feelings and atti​tudes toward disabled persons.

D.
How do you get at this?

B.
It is basically a problem of attitudes. People need to examine their attitudes toward dis​abled persons and be affected by that con​frontation. I want to begin an organization that will help me get to people with that question.

D.
Where are you coming from, Ben? What is your basic philosophy?

B.
I believe all people have a disabil​ity of some sort. They need to deal with that disability within them​selves before they can relate to others. To understand our own disability we have to dig down deep within ourselves and be up front about what we find. This means shar​ing real feelings about our​selvesfacing up to and sharing who we are. We are not strong. We are all weak at some point in our lives. As we share that weak​ness, we be​come open to others and whatev​er weaknesses they have. In order to relate effectively with a disabled person, all need to have faced up to their own weaknesses.

D.
Are there dangers in what you are saying?

B.
Yes. A mental health director I worked for told me that what I was doing was very risky. I was making myself vulnerable. By showing people my weaknesses I was offering them a chance to use them against me. I realized he was right but knew that it was the way to open doors for change in people. The ques​tion became, "Are you willing to sacrifice your pride to get to the real issue?"

D.
I agree with that. Too many are trapped by their false sense of pride. They find it diffi​cult to accept all parts of themselves. As a result they are not free to accept others with very obvious disabilities. It threatens their own point of weakness.

B.
They will be self-centered in a very negative way. Insecurity about their disability will make them inse​cure toward disabled persons.

D.
Know yourself becomes a key thought for you, then.

B.
Yes. To know your whole self and to accept it is the key. It is the beginning for all of us to move into a satisfying search through the basic questions in our lives.

PREFACE

I WANT TO tell you some of my life experiences and struggles as a disabled person. I have been want​ing to write about them for a long time.


I hope it will be inspiring and that you will read about some experiences to which you can relate. Try to find yourself in this story. I have written this book to challenge you about your own life and your attitude toward others, particularly dis​abled persons.


One of the basic convictions in this book is that every​one has disabilities and struggles with them. These obstacles can be overcome so that you can find yourself reaching out to the world. It is nec​es​sary to be in the struggle so that you may enjoy the gift of your own life.

I dedicate this book to my parents who make it possible for me to be an independent person.

Ben D. Anderson

Executive Director and Founder

Break Through, Incorporated

MEETING and working with Ben has opened my eyes to new things. It has led to a deeper awareness of the needs and concerns of the disabled persons who are part of our society. Difficult questions emerge from the stories of our lives. For a disabled person they are more difficult. In this book we have tried to raise some of those questions and respond to them with life experience, reflections, and Biblical insight. These questions are for all of us. We hope they come into focus as they emerge through Ben's story.


Richard J. Beckmen

Associate Pastor


Central Lutheran Church


Minneapolis, Minnesota

WHY ME, LORD?
Who will touch me?


Alone,



Within a shell,

Few try to understand my hidden treasure.

What do I look like?


Frightened,



Not understanding,

Few look beyond the obvious.

Why am I such a secret?


Brokenness,



Only weakness visible,

Few search for the real person.

I HAVE had a physical disability since birth. There are some things I cannot do and some things I will always do poorly. I have cerebral palsy.


Each of us has some things we cannot do. None of us can do everything. We may feel inadequate because of the way we look. We do not all look the same, and yet we act as if we should. Everybody has some kind of a disabili​typerhaps physical, mental, or so​cial.


Who are you? Do you ask that as you look in the mirror? Do you ask it as you move among people? Are you aware that you have a disability? Maybe you find it more comfortable to remain unconscious about yourself, but it is important to see yourself as a person with limita​tions. Unless you do, you will find it difficult to relate openly in a caring way with other people.


Nobody understood who I was until I was thirteen-years old. They had made some guesses but had guessed wrong. They believed I would always have the intelligence of a twelve-year old. They thought I would die very early in life. They thought I would never be able to live alone. All of that has proven to be false.


I really did not understand myself until I looked at my gifts. For a very long time I did not know I had any gifts. I was not aware of my real self until a great discovery came to me. I am somebody. I am somebody with gifts which can be shared with others. There is a reason why I am alive. I have something to share with the world. I belong with all my brothers and sisters in this world because I am a gift to them as a real person.


When I was a teenager I did not know who I was. I could not relate to anybody, and I was lonely. I wanted to make friends but could not. I was always the last one picked for everything. I felt rejected each time it hap​pened. I could identify with every loser who ever lived.


Why was I different? Why was I born this way? Why couldn't I be one of the guys? I wanted to be like every​body else.


I wanted someone to be my friend. I wanted to be invited along. When other people did invite me to go along with them, it was to get me into trou​ble. They would put me in situations to take advan​tage of me. Sometimes they wanted me along to make fun of me. They thought I was stupid.



Once there was a girl named Becky. She lived by a river. Early in the morning she would walk along the shore. As she was sitting on her favorite log one bright morn​ing, she saw a frog sitting nearby. She had heard the story of the princess who kissed the frog and turned him into a hand​some prince. Was it foolishness or could some​thing like that really happen? She moved closer to the frog. He did not move. Slowly she bent down and kissed him.



Freddie the frog often saw the young girl as she walked slowly along the river. This morn​ing she sat on a log close by. What did these humans think of frogs? I know we can't talk to them. Often they throw rocks or try to capture me. She is moving closer to me. She has no rocks in her hand. She is going to touch me with her face.

REFLECTION


A kiss is a remarkable thing. It is a power​ful expres​sion of love, caring, and accep​tance. It has the power to bring about change. It takes away the hurt of a bruised knee, it binds lovers together, and it is a sign of greeting and leaving for people who care about each other. The kiss is also a symbol for acceptance which changes attitudes and feelings about self-worth.


Many people do not feel worth much. They and others look so hard at their weaknesses and disabil​ities that all that they can see is the brokenness in their lives. They live under a shadow of self pity and resentment.


To love and accept yourself as you are, is enough. In fact, that is the point we need to reach to experience our real selves. Many of our personal problems result from a failure to love ourselves and accept the way we are made. If we are angry or resentful about how we look, or think or feel, we only make our situation worse. Anger and resent​ment do not bring about a change for the better. Love is the agent for change.


That is why there is such power in a loving touch. A kiss for the frog reveals an identity lying beneath layers of false information and feeling. This is the miracle thou​sands have spoken about when they were kissed by the Almighty. A new self-awareness emergesa worthiness of love. The One who made them loves them.


Without love, dealing with your weaknesses and disabilities makes life grim-faced. Self-pity may drag you down to where your only words are, "Why me, Lord? Why am I the way I am?" There is no answer to that question. The question that can be answered is, "Who am I?" You are someone loved and accepted as you are, and you are someone who can love and accept others. You cannot be defined and explained simply by your weakness or disabil​ity. That which appears distorted or broken in your life is only a part of who you are. All of you taken together, just as you are, makes a whole and complete person.


To give them that message Jesus went about reaching out to touch people. He placed the kiss of the Almighty on them. God has come close and declared you God's childa person of worth and value.


You do not have to be someone else to be a valuable person. You do not have to pretend to be someone wise to be loved by God.


Why me, Lord? 


Yes, you.  You exist as a unique person, created just the way you are, given to the world as a gift. There is no one else like you. You, as you are, are a gift to the world around you. That is why.

BIBLE STUDY


"Why me, Lord," is a real and human question. It is often asked in the Bible. The following passag​es will provide reflection and discussion material.


The Old Testament book of Job should be read all the way through for insight into this question. If you want to read the conclusion to the book, read 

Job 38-42.

Psalm 88. It is all right to cry out in anger and frustra​tion. The human situation is often desperate. God alone remains our refuge. Sometimes we encounter only silence from God. What enables us to keep on believing in times like that?


Psalm 102. This is a cry of distress but also a state​ment of faith. How are both despair and faith presented in this psalm? What is their relationship?


Romans 8:28-39. What help is found in this passage when you confront or think about being in a helpless situation?

DISCUSSION


Is the presence of God and God's past faithful​ness enough for you when there is no answer to the question, why is there suffering or evil? What kinds of situations cause you to say, "Why me, Lord?"

JOURNAL

Feelings

Insights

Questions

WHO AM I, REALLY?
Who decides what things are called?

Who decided it would be cat, dog, car, let​tuce?

It is powerful to name something.

Names have the power to make us feel good.

Names have the power to hurt.

We can name persons with words that


make them feel worthless,


make them feel useless,


make them feel rejected.

We can name persons with words that


make them feel worthwhile,


make them feel useful,


make them feel wanted.

We name ourselves.

What shall I name myself?

I shall name myself


Helper


Good to have around


Lover.

IT IS A terrible experience to be ruled by anger and frustra​tion. I had many jobs but always quit in anger. I was either a janitor or a dishwasher. I wanted to do and be more than that. No one ever encouraged me to be more. In fact, they discour​aged me. My re​sponse was to react with anger in every life situa​tion.


I had this dream of being a great person, but I did not know how to become one. I wanted to go to college, but everyone said it was impossible for me. I was waiting for one person who would tap me on the shoulder and say, "Go for it!" It did not happen for a long time.


I quickly jumped from one thing to another. I would get angry and quit. I was unable to cope with my emo​tions. I felt I was nowhere and going no​where. There was no sense of vocation in my life. I took out my frustration by being angry at everyone around me, especially the people who loved me.


For eight years I attended a special school for disabled persons. Everyone in the school had a physical disability. I was happy and satisfied there. I felt very much at home because we all shared in some obvious disability. In that community I felt like a person. But the time came to leave that comfort​able place and to go out into the world. That was when the battle began and anger took over my life.


I discovered the world was not designed for physically disabled people like myself. Few would take the time to understand me. I was different, and I despised that. I wanted to be like othersable-bodied. I refused to accept my disability.


My frustration and anger grew. In the special school I was a leader and had many friends, but out in the world I met a brick wall and everyone else was on the other side. How was I to get through? 


The break-through was a new view of myself. I began to realize that my disability was not going to go away. I needed to accept myself with this limita​tion.


But I also began to realize I was more than my disabil​i​ty. I wanted to share myself with other people, so I decided to take responsibility for sharing my life. I began to change from a person who only used people for my own advantage to a person who behaved responsibly. I began to live out what I really believed. I would find friends by being a friend. I would motivate others by having a good attitude about myself.


Amazingly, it worked! I started becoming a giving person. I became a person that everyone didn't have to feel sorry for, even if that did feel good some of the time.


I have friends now. I have graduated from col​lege. I have a job that is challenging and reward​ing. Best of all, my life is not controlled by anger and frustra​tion. I have a new attitude with which to live my life. The struggle with my limitations continue, but I do not allow that to totally control my life.

REFLECTION


There is a familiar poster of a small boy saying, "God don't make no junk." The poster is meaning​ful because the words are so true. "God don't make no junk."


Have you ever thought of yourself as a throw​away item? I think many people have. They see themselves as being used and discarded. Some don't even mind being abused because they don't think they are worth much in the first place.


Everything and everybody around told them they were not worth anything, and they began to believe it.


"You're worthless!"


"You're lazy!"


"You won't ever amount to anything!"


If you listen to that long enough you start to believe it, and then you start acting it out in your life. The cry at the end of that road is, "Why was I ever born? Does it matter if I live or die?" You bet it does. "God don't make no junk!"


You are alive for a purpose. No matter what you are like or where you live, you make a differ​ence. There is a reason for your existence. No matter what sort of weak​ness, problem, or disability you have, you are a person of value. You were created with gifts and abilities to enrich other people. Just being who you are is important for others.

BIBLE STUDY


If we believe the worst about ourselves, we will live that out in our lives. We sometimes become the fulfillment of other people's prophecies when they continually name our worst qualities. Read the following passages and notice what change takes place when Jesus reaches out to them as persons of worth.


Luke 19:1-10. Discuss how before is different from after because of Zaccheus's encounter with Jesus. Why do you think such a simple thing as reaching out to a person brings about change?


Luke 13:10-17. What happens to people when rules become more important than people? Can you think of examples where people today are excluded because of laws or rules? What happens to your sense of worth or value when you are excluded?


Luke 16:19-31. Are you less of a person if you are poor or disabled? What really determines your worth or value?

DISCUSSION


How do you answer the question, "Who am I, really?"


How do you want people to see you?


How can you help others find their true worth or value?

JOURNAL

Feelings

Insights

Questions

WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO

WITH YOUR LIFE?
Who is in charge here?

It must be someone important.


Somebody else.

I am a poor boy

With not many talents. Look to


Somebody else.

Why doesn't the world

Give me what it owes? Don't expect me to be


Somebody else.

Hey, poor boy, surprise!

It's your life, your decision. You are your


Somebody else.

MANY people looked down on me. I looked down on myself. Was I worth anything with this disabili​ty? One day a person asked me, "What are you going to do with your life?" That was a very big question. I couldn't imagine an answer to it. I didn't know it was a question I had to answer.


Most of my time was spent in thinking about my resentments toward other peo​plethe people who made fun of me, took advantage of me, and would not let me be close to them. This occupied most of my thoughts. "What are you going to do with your life?" was the jolt I needed.


It took me seven months to begin to ana​lyze my thoughts about myself. I was dis​abled. Because of that I thought everybody owed me a living. People were always taking advantage of me. I was waiting for the world to pay me off.


I was letting other people control my emotions. I was living for other people, not in a helpful way, but in a destructive way.


I wanted friendship so badly I let other people do all kinds of things to me. I let them make fun of me. I let them lead me into trouble so they could have a laugh. As a result I was down-and-out and did not know the real problem.


I was used again and again. I became a very angry person. I threw rocks at people. I kicked them. I cried.


"What are you going to do with your life?" kept coming up in my mind. That is a big question, especially for a self-pitying, angry, frustrated teenager who felt everyone owed him a living. What could I do?


Would I just sit on the porch and rock my life away? Should I become a social outcast? A hermit? During these months of trying to answer this ques​tion, I began to realize something important. Other people ran my life. They controlled my emotions. They controlled my atti​tudes. I let them have responsibility for how I was feeling and acting. I had neither goals nor dreams for my life. That was a terrible frustration. That was like being in a deep pit with no direction on how to get out.


I decided something had to change, and that some​thing was my own attitude. "What was I going to do with my life?" As I faced that question squar​ely, I came to realize that I was responsible for my life. No one owed me anything. I did not have to let other people fill my life with frustration and anger. I could have a new attitude.


I discovered that the way I look at myself is the way people will look at me. When I looked at myself different​ly, people began to look at me differently. As I took responsibility for friendship, friends appeared.


My old attitude was that I knew it all and did not really need other people, although I was very lonely. But what I actually knew was all nega​tive​resentment, anger, and frustration.


This change did not occur all at once. I am still working on it. I would guess it is a life​time pro​cess, but it certainly is more fun working together with people in trust and love than it was fighting with people all the time. I was amazed at how this one very basic fact could change so much of my life. "What are you going to do with your life?" You are responsible for your life. You should not give that away.


That is what I came to realize. No one owed me a living. But I owed a great deal to myselfto set goals and begin to dream a dream. I am somebody.

REFLECTION


Those who are always blaming others for what is wrong in their lives do not see the whole picture. If someone else is responsible for your life, you can always blame them for whatever goes wrong; you can avoid blaming yourself, because you are not responsible. What this does is create frustration and anger toward others, because you are blaming them for your life. It is very difficult to make or keep friends if this is happening.


When you take control over your life, you free others so they can be your friends, and you become free to be their friend instead of their judge. You put your relation​ships on a voluntary basis rather than on a "You owe me something, take care of me" basis. Taking responsibility for your own life also frees your imagination to begin dreaming toward your future. You can begin to envision a future toward which you can work. If you let others have responsibility for your life, you are giving your future away to someone else. It is hard to dream of a future over which someone else has control. You end up with playful wishes that have nothing to do with a real future. We call this wishful thinking.


Finally, taking responsibility for your life allows you to become a cooperative person. You will be able to work with others because you are willing to assume some of the responsibility for what is going to happen. Your relation​ships will have more give and take and you will be more fun to be with and work with. People will respond to you and work with you instead of against you.


What are you going to do with your life? It is not so important that you can always say exactly what is going to happen in your life as long as you can answer the question by saying, "I am taking respon​sibility for answer​ing it." If you honestly wrestle with that question, you will find yourself struggling toward new attitudes about yourself and others. These new attitudes will release more joy, fun, and purpose in your life.


Remember as you struggle to take responsibility for your life that you are working in harmony with God who created you to be a responsible and responsive person. Your gifts, purpose, and being are yours to direct and channel in love, meaning, and fulfillment. You are not to bury your talents in the ground or make excuses that other people have made you the way your are. God calls us to work toward the future that is right for us and for others.

BIBLE STUDY


The Apostle Paul is an example of dramatic change in life-purpose. He moves from anger to caring.


Acts 9:1-22. What changed in Saul through this encounter? How did his life-purpose change? What clues in your life have helped you understand your life-purpose? How big a factor is anger in your life? Is your life mostly a reaction to other people or do you initiate your direc​tion?

DISCUSSION


In what areas of life do you feel dependent on others? In what ways have you expressed responsi​bility for your life?


How could you help others become more respon​sible for their lives?

JOURNAL

Feelings

Insights

Questions

WHO IS IN THIS WITH ME?
I am weak,


If I have to be strong

By myself.

I am afraid,


If I have to walk through life

By myself.

I am lonely,


If I have to be someone else

To be loved.

IN OUR World a disability isolates people. If we are separated because of a disability, loneliness becomes the struggle. No one takes the time to try to under​stand us. It only takes one small thing to bring about this isolationeven something like not being able to read very well. Think what happens when someone cannot see or talk. Everyone has a disabili​ty of some sort. It is that part of your life where you cannot keep up with the rest or where you don't measure up to what most people call normal.


At a retreat I talked to a seventh-grade girl. She told me nobody loved her except her father and mother. She could not read very well and knew that everyone looked down on her for that and rejected her as a friend. She was a beauti​ful young girl and seemed normal in every way. She was deeply aware of her limitation and thought everyone rejected her because of it.


She cried as she told her story. Finally she blurted out, "Lord, help me!"


I stretched my hand towards hers and said, "I love you."


She said, "Why?"


"You are somebody important," I answered. "God made you and loves you."


"Why doesn't anybody else love me?" she asked.


That was a good question. She knew her father and mother loved her. She was content in that family. But what about the human family? Did she belong? And what about the family of her baptism? It is so difficult to accept yourself when no one else does. Life moves by very quickly and you can seem to be forgotten by every​one. She was alone in a private universe. No one took time to enter and share in her world.


How well I knew her story. Her story of isola​tion and rejection brought back all the old memo​ries.


I tried to reach out to her as others had reached out to me. I have come to know my larger family because certain people took time to include me. I now know I belong to the human family and the family of God.


Experiencing love from this larger family broke down the walls of isolation. I have been drawn into a circle of love. I know that God loves me just as I am. I know that others love me just as I am. I am someone to love, and I can love others.

REFLECTION


The miracle of life happens when someone reach​es through the wall of isolation. This love brings about a new mind toward yourself and others. You are someone to be loved and someone who loves. Many people, maybe even most, may focus on your weakness and reject you because of it. But they are not giving you the right information about yourself. Your creator has said, "I love you." You are a prince or princess of the Lord's creation. Jesus came to proclaim that love to you. You are not alone. You are not an orphan in the human family. You belong.


Relationships allow two very important things to happen to us. We can give and we can receive.  We have needs that can be met only by others reaching out to us. We have a strong need to receive love and attention from them. Deep within us are fears and negative feelings about ourselves. We are painfully aware of our shortcomings and weakness​es. Some of the weaknesses are real and some are imaginary. Trying to be super cool and sophistic​ated, and attempting to say we don't need love from another person brings on even more loneliness and separation. All of our fears get rein​forced. We really begin to wonder, "Who is in this with me? Is there anybody out there who sees me and accepts me?" When we do experience love and accep​tance, it is like a door opening onto the world or a bridge being built that connects us with the world. We become strengthened in the conviction that we are some​body.


If we are aware of a disability in ourselves, we may begin to reject or even hate that part of our​selves. This is a separation that may bring on sickness as well as a sense of isolation from a part of ourselves. We may even begin to project our self-rejection onto others so that we assume no one likes us because of our disability. The wall gets built up between us and others as well as within ourselves.


This same thing can happen in our relationship with God. We may experience separation from God because we feel anger that God allowed us to have this weakness or disability. This anger may also result in guilt over this feeling toward God. God has openly declared love for us. God sent Jesus, the Son, into the world to express and implement God's love for us. There are no strings at​tached. Jesus reaches over the wall of isolation created by our guilt, anger, and fears.


As we receive that love and believe that accep​tance, the barrier breaks down. When others reach out to us and extend love toward us, a fence is broken down. As we receive that love and believe in others' acceptance of us as persons, our projec​tions begin to fade. As we receive our own love for the broken parts of ourselves, we begin to experi​ence a sense of wholeness and well-being.


We are to participate also in the other side of a rela​tion​ship. We are to be givers as well as receiv​ers. There are people who need to receive our love and acceptance. Other persons suffer from a sense of isolation and separa​tion just as we do. Our smile, our friendship, and our interest will make a differ​ence in another person's life. Pray for love for other people so that you won't be turned off by their negative feelings. Remember, they may be projecting toward you their own negative feelings about themselves. Be honest in giving your acceptance and love.

BIBLE STUDY


Loneliness is a great threat to our lives. We were made for each other. We are dependent on others for many things as they are dependent on us. The promise of their presence is good news to any human. Jesus gave that promise to his followers. He asked his followers to give that promise to each other and to the world.


Matthew 28:19; Matthew 25:31-46. Discuss the importance of presence and the meaning of caring that you find in these passages.


James 2:1-17; Galatians 6:2; Luke 15:1-7. To whom should we offer our friendship according to these passag​es? What difficulties do you see in this for you? What do you receive in a friendship? What do you expect to give in a friendship?

DISCUSSION


What persons and incidents from your life were impor​tant in giving you a sense of acceptance and worth? Describe a situation in which you felt you had helped someone feel more accepted, loved, and cared for.
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Liberation
Let me take a chance.


Maybe I will fall;


Maybe I will walk.

It is the freedom to try 

I crave.

Let me take a chance.


Maybe I will get hurt;


Maybe I will learn to help.

It is the thrill of facing a choice

I crave.

Let me take a chance.


Maybe I will starve;


Maybe I will make it.

It is the risk of living on my own

I crave.

LIBERATION began in my own life when I started to take responsibility for it. When I left home at the age of nineteen, it was hard to say goodbye. Tears came to my parents' eyes. It is hard for parents to let go. But I realized that to develop as an adult meant that I had to be free to make mistakes and see success in my own life. I had become dependent on others and was not able to call my own shots. That dependence was liberation for others, but not for me.


I started to express my feelings. I wanted to see things happen. I was tired of being dependent on others and what they wanted for me. Now I call my own shots and let my needs be known.


Some people feel I am too demanding, but as a disabled person it is neces​sary to be aggressive. Their tendency is to keep me dependent. When I left home, I went to James​town, North Dakota to work and be on my own. I was a dishwasher. Being on my own was not very glamor​ous. I was living by myself in a dormitory dream​ing about pots and pans.


I remembered often what I had left behind me at homenicer clothes, a better bed, and more com​panion​ship. This was like the people of Israel in the wilderness.  As they struggled in the desert without food and water, they remembered the much easier life in Egypt. The road to liberation is a struggle to continue to believe that freedom is more important than comfort.


After six weeks I quit and went back home. I sat at home through the winter, constantly bored. What was I going to do? I became determined to try again and went back to the same job. Gradually I learned what indepen​dence was all about. The struggle for freedom was worth the loss of comfort and ease.

REFLECTION


Do you ever watch the birds and dream about flying? They are such a symbol of freedom. They look so unre​stricted. That is the way I looked at normal persons. They could move so freely and easily. No one seemed to restrain them.


What are the limits of freedom and personal responsi​bil​ity? A handicapped person is often over-protected and kept from risk. Like small children dependency becomes a way of life. Someone else takes responsibility for decisions, food, housing, leisure, and work.


Liberation means growing toward freedom in making decisions, taking risks, and being responsi​ble. It is the struggle of every person. It is the rebellion of every adolescent. If we want to remain dependent, there are always people who will take care of us. They will provide the security and means so that we never grow into free​dom. This is especially true for disabled persons. Your family, special institutions, and the government will provide for all your needs if you live inside their systems. There are some severely disabled persons who need this. They cannot function on their own. There are some who do not need it but are afraid to move out of it.


There are many persons in society who don't want disabled persons roaming free. They resist group homes. They want their children to avoid knowing them.


There is a liberation movement for disabled persons. It is a drive toward being more free in themselves and in society. They say that to be kept from reaching their full potential as decision-making persons is bondage.


Living as a human being is living with the free​dom to risk, to fail, and to succeed. It is taking on the serious responsibility for making decisions, taking action, and living with the consequences. That is a scary venture for any of us, but also an important part of being an indepen​dent person. Are there people so disabled that they should not taste some bit of freedom? There is great risk in that. There is the ever-present fear that someone is so vulnera​ble that others will take advan​tage of them.


The real dilemma is liberation. Others give freedom, but the key is to be free within yourself. Liberation begins with you, your attitudes, and convictions that things can be different.


The gospel is the story of vulnerable love. God be​comes a person in Jesus and becomes vulnerable. He took the risks of living his life out of love and in the freedom love gives. He went to the outcasts, the untouchables, and the sick. He was arrested and killed because of it. The gift he has to give is the gift to live in that same freedom. He secures our life with God and sets us free to risk for others and our​selves.

BIBLE STUDY


The journey to freedom is a major theme of the Bible. You will find liberation stories in all parts of it. Two readings may be especially helpful.


Exodus 1-15. Discuss this as a liberation story. From what were the people liberated? To what were they liberat​ed? Compare their security in bondage to their insecurity in freedom. What does this say about the life of faith and freedom?


Read the gospel of Mark. Notice various exam​ples of liberation that Jesus brought to people. In particular, what did Jesus do for children, wom​en, the poor, the outcast, and the disabled? What were his attitudes toward these persons? How were the attitudes of persons in the society different from Jesus' attitudes? What about society today in its attitudes toward these groups of persons?

DISCUSSION


What attitudes are present in our society toward the disabled? Are there laws, situations, and circum​stances that need to be changed in order to provide great partici​pation by disabled persons in our society? What can be done in your own organization or community?

Family
My love went out to this son of mine

As I watched him grow and have hard times.

I watched him struggle as he learned to walk.

I cried with joy as he began to talk.

When he stretched like a baby bird leaving 
the nest

I asked God to guide him as I didn't know 
best.

Benny, you are dear and a special one,

And I am very proud of you, my son.


Marlys Anderson
IN GROWING up three families were impor​tant to me. One was the family I was born into with my mom, dad, and sister. Another was the special school where I lived for eight years. The third is the faith family I became part of through Baptism.


In the special school I lived with friends with whom I could identify. We were all obviously disabled. There was one friend in particular. His name was Teddy. We did many things togeth​erplayed, laughed, and went down​town. Through this family I was helped in many ways. Most importantly, I learned to talk. At home, in the early years of my life, all I could say was "moo." When I came home to visit after learning to talk at school, I shocked my parents. They found a new happiness when I could talk with them. I found a deeper relationship.


The school family helped in many ways, but it also had a danger for me. This family was protec​tive and made me very dependent. All my needs were supplied without my asking for anything. I did not have to work for anything. Everyone was very caring and understanding. I was not put in touch with the larger world. I didn't know what to do when someone laughed and made fun of me. I was neither independent nor liberated to make decisions for myself.


In 1965 I finished school and returned home. I was twelve-years old but not ready to face the real world I was to be a part of for the rest of my life. The doctors and psychologists had diagnosed me as mentally retarded. They said I would have the mind of a twelve-year old all of my life. However, my mother did not believe this. In the end, she was right.


My family was very cautious with me. They watched me closely as I grew up. They were contin​ually evaluating my progress. Does an eight-year old do this, or does a nine-year old do that? They did not put many demands on my life because they did not know how much I could take. This was especially true when I would come for vacations from school. They didn't want me to get upset, so they would not discipline me as they might have a non-handi​capped child.


The eight years I was away at school quite natu​rally hurt my relationship with my family. They did not see me grow up. It is a piece of time that is like a missing link. This is most true for my parents. We are not as close as we should be. It was too difficult to pack eight years of relationship into brief vacations from school.


The third family I belong to is the family of Godthe church. I entered this family through Baptism. God chose me and accepted me as his child and placed me in the church. This is truly a place for everyone. God has decided this and made it quite clear in the Scriptures. I feel I belong to this family. The church, however, does not always make this clear. Handicapped people become excluded because buildings are not accessible or programs flexible enough. Often disabled persons cannot get to the communion rail or the restrooms. Yet, these persons belong there. If the church baptizes disabled persons it is committing itself to a lifelong rela​tionship. That means making the build​ing acces​sible and being a fellowship of caring Christians. 

REFLECTION


The story of a disabled child in the family is in ways no different from the story of any child within a family. The dynamics of caring, encouraging, disciplining, and letting go are the same. However, with a disabled child the intensity of these dynamics is much greater.


In the poem that opened the chapter, a mother reveals both the pain and the joy in the family experience. Joy that a child is born is matched by pain as they watch a child struggle to grow and become mature.


You may find yourself in the same strug​gle, either as a parent or as a child. Parents are caught in the dilemma of feeling protec​tive at the same time they need to let go. One of the beautiful parts of Ben's story is that his parents were able to let him become what he could in spite of his handicap. They risked sending him off to school, pained by separation, but allowing him to grow. They let him go off on his own to find his way in the world and supported him in his efforts.


This example demonstrates again the truth about family life where one may be nurtured into a fully developed individual who is able to function in the world. Through this story we are reminded that children are a gift and not a possession. They are on their way to a life of their own in which parents will always play a constantly changing role.


Children and parents can help each other as they struggle around this issue. Parents can honestly share with their children how they struggle with the question of protecting and letting go. Children need to share their independence with their parents. Some chil​dren search out independence early in life and want to be on their own for most of their decisions. Other children seem to avoid the move toward independence and wish to remain in the custody of their parents for making decisions.


These are very complicated relationships, but at the center is the need for both parents and children to let their love for one another dominate their actions. Love that seeks the best for the other will keep open channels of communi​cation and allow for honest sharing of feelings and con​cerns. This love is not of the sentimental variety that allows people to do what they want as long as no conflict is encountered. This is a tough love that press​es toward honesty, respect, concern, and mutual up-building. Such love knows about challenge, disci​pline, confession, and forgive​ness. It drives out fear and seeks for fulfill​ment toward the best purpose of those involved.


The church speaks of itself as a family. It tries to provide a fellowship of caring and supportive persons. By this designation it speaks of an intimacy it wants to give to persons, yet intimacy is an experience many disabled persons do not have. People tend to keep their dis​tancephysically and psycho​logically.


The Lord of the church, Jesus, was a model for the intimacy the church desires. He touched, and people were healed. He listened and shared at a deep level. He sought out people who were general​ly neglected by society. People felt connected when they were with Jesus. This is called fellowship. In the world at large people experience so much separation and alienation that they feel dis​connected. The fellowship of the church can bring persons out of this isolation as they reach out in the love of God to touch and share. Disabled persons need this fellowship also. The church is challenged to be​come family for them. Church youth groups need to discover how much they need the fellow​ship of disabled persons as well as provid​ing fellow​ship for them.

BIBLE STUDY


Read and discuss the following passages and questions. Acts 2:38-47. This is a description of the early Christian church. How is this a descrip​tion of the church as family? In what ways is the church a family for you? Galatians 3:27-29; I Corinthians 12:12-13. What do you believe about your baptism? What connection does your baptism have with others in the church?

DISCUSSION


How could your family be more helpful and supportive to you?


What things could you do to be more helpful and supportive to others in your family?


What do you think a family is for?


How many different kinds of families do you belong to?

JOURNAL
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The Mystery of Suffering
I don't know WHY,


But only WHO.

And that is enough to make it!


Thank you, Lord.

I WAS walking down the street in a large city when I noticed a street preacher handing out tracts and screaming his message. He spotted me and came over to me. Then he said, "Do you know Jesus loves you?"


I answered, "Yes, I do!"


He asked, "Are you saved?"


I said, "Yes, ever since I was baptized."


He asked further, "Do you know Jesus can heal you?"


I said, "Yes, I believe that."


"Can I pray for you to be healed?" he asked.


"No!" I said.


"Do you know that you have a demon?" he went on.


"I don't believe that," I said. "I am a confess​ing Christian, and I live in the knowledge of God's love for me. I know I have cerebral palsy, but that is not the same thing as demon possession.


Why do people like that jump to the conclusion that if anything seems to be wrong with a person he must have a demon? How many people are there running around with the idea that if one has got it together with God, then nothing can ever go wrong or be out of joint?


Life and people would be easy to figure out if they were as simple as the young man on the street thoughtthat any sign of wrong or suffering was the work of the devil, and that everything that seemed good was the work of God.


That was how Job's friends in that great story of suffering in the Old Testament thought it could be figured out. But that was not how it actually was. The righteous do suffer.


Another time I was sitting in my college dormi​tory room. A student from down the hall came into my room. He said that a group of students were praying together for my healing. They reached the conclusion that something in my past life was blocking the healing they were praying for. They told me to take some time to go back over my life and confess some sin that I had not taken care of. They said that my life would then be cleaned up and God could heal me. I began to feel very guilty and started going back over my life. Then I began to wonder why I had to do this. Couldn't God heal me without my doing this? Was healing a part of God's grace or was it some​thing different from that? Was it now dependent on my effort? I do believe in God's power to heal, but I have become wary of people with a lot of easy (and sometimes wrong) answers about healing. There are many people engaged in prayer for healing who do not know much about it. They have good intentions and are zealous, but they appear to lack wisdom. 


I believe in the healing power of God and know that God is at work healing me. It may not be totally in the way I want it, but I trust it is in the way God wishes it. I am overcoming. I am making it. I know I am being spiritually healed. I feel whole and complete even though I still have cerebral palsy.

REFLECTION


There is a great mystery in the world. Why do suffer​ing and sickness exist? Why are certain persons afflicted with disabilities?


These conditions are a mystery if you believe in a personal, caring God. Why does God allow such things to happen? Why am I created with cerebral palsy? Why is anybody created with disabilities, weaknesses, or deformi​ties?


Is it God's plan?


Is it some sort of sick, divine humor?


Is there a loving God watching over the cre​ation?


The questions are many and difficult in this area of life. Some people have tried to answer the question of suffering, but all of them seem to fall short of a real answer. Maybe it is okay to say that there are no answers at certain points in life. Instead of an answer we may have to look for that which will enable us to live with the question.


The story of the man who was born blind is found in the ninth chapter of John. The disciples ask Jesus the question we have been asking. "Who sinned, this man or his parents, that he has been born blind?" The disciples are assuming an answer to the ques​tion they have asked. Someone must have sinned to have caused the blindness. Jesus, as usual, answers their question in a way that challenges their assump​tion and directs them to another line of thinking. "It is not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be made mani​fest in him." Jesus did not answer their question simply from an academ​ic interest or perspective. He answered it from the point of view of what God will do about it.


We may not be able to talk about why there is suffer​ing, but we can talk about how God enters this world to restore, heal, sustain, and make whole his suffering creation. When we confront suffering, Jesus points us to God as the source of strength and comfort. Jesus points us to a relationship that can sustain us, even when we can't find an answer to the question, "Why?"

BIBLE STUDY


Read and discuss the following passages from the Bible: What do they say about the human situation and how God relates to it?


Genesis 3. This story reveals much about the human situation. Look at all the results of the Fall in this chapter. Why are things out of sorts and bent out of shape? What promise does God give in this chapter that gives hope to the human situation?


Psalm 8; Psalm 103. What do these psalms tell you about God's view of us and his creation? What does God do about the human situation according to these psalms?


Mark 7:31-37. What does this story tell you about Jesus' concern and power to do something about the human situation? Relate this passage back to Genesis 3:15. What is the connection?


Romans 8:18-23. What is hope all about for the Christian as Paul writes about it in this chapter? What is the source of our hope and how do we find it?

DISCUSSION


What is it to be a whole person in this world?


How do we become more whole or complete?


How do you react to the statement, "Every person needs healing?"
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YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE

What happens when you are going through a doorway and run into someone coming the other way in a wheel chair? How do you react when you find yourself left alone in a room with a person who is blind?


Many people find it difficult to cope with these situa​tions. They do not know enough about persons with disabilities to feel comfortable in the situation. Because they lack knowledge or experience with disabled persons certain reactions take over.


Some react with humor. The humor is usually negative and may take the form of mimicry or teasing. Negative humor is like a shell. It keeps you from getting into the depth of a subject or getting yourself involved. Such humor really says, "I don't know how to deal with you and I am going to change the focus of attention." Negative humor may also occur because of insecurity about oneself. Humor is used to make the disabled person look stupid or foolish so the non-disabled won't come off looking bad. For whatever reason it is used, nega​tive humor is cruel. It hurts both ways. It is a rejection and put-down of the person being teased, and it is a closing off of the person teasing.


Disabled persons are not without humor and joy. Some of it is even directed at themselves, but it is usually not appropriate for a nondisabled person to use it toward a disabled person.


Another response people make when encounter​ing a disabled person is fear. The fear may come from several sources. It may arise from a lack of understanding of the disability the person has. You may not want to embarrass or hurt the disabled person, so you are caught in a situa​tion of not knowing what to do. You are afraid of doing anything. Some persons have even been afraid that a disability might be catching and don't want to be around any kind of disability.


Another response from certain persons is related to guilt feelings. They try to find some way to make up for what seems to be a wrong that has been committed. Often they attempt to give money or some other favor to a disabled person as a way of making things right.


I have walked into a restaurant, said hello to someone and they have offered to buy me a meal. A total stranger assumes some sort of justifying or redeeming action to make things right for me. They usually don't make an attempt to get to know me but merely try to buy their way out of what, for them, is a guilt-producing situation. Such guilt reactions are often seen in persons who feel sorry but don't want to get involved. Giving money or a gift is a way of doing something without having to get involved. It's hard to say why some people feel this guilt when they confront a disabled person. It is just there.


One common reaction to persons with cerebral palsy is to assume that they are intoxicated. Because body motions may be jerky and the speech slurred somewhat, people may assume one is drunk.


I walked into a restaurant with a friend one evening and was refused seating. I was asked to leave because they thought I was drunk. My friend complained to the manag​er the next day. I was offered a free meal sometime in the future by the restaurant. How much better if they had asked me to come and speak to their staff about recogniz​ing and relating to disabled persons. The same scene has occurred in buses, in stores, and on the street.


There are many people who respond to disabled persons with warmth, openness, and honesty. They seem able to respond to disabled persons as persons. If you encounter someone with a disability and don't understand it or are uncertain as to how you should relate, feel free to ask. It's okay to say, "I don't know," I don't understand," or "Tell me about it." If you cannot do that, you have a hang-up and should work on it. Get to know a disabled person, not because you need to, but because you want to.


Try not to pretend the person is not disabled. Try to relate to the person as a person first. You will never go wrong by responding with warmth to the person you meet.

Response

There are people who need you. They need your recognition, your touch, your friendship, your advocacy. There are people you need. You need their insight, their presence, their strength.


These are people who are disabled. Our society has isolated them in both attitude and circumstance. They are alienated by indifference and fear. They are excluded by inadequate facilities, poor legisla​tion, apathy in business, and by organizational leaders. You can make a difference!


You can assist in another person's liberation by recog​nizing them as persons and accepting them as friends. Often what a disabled person needs is this friendship and recogni​tion as a person, and not just someone to do something for them. Your friendship can make a differ​ence for a person with a low self-image. A disabled person who has experi​enced mostly rejection and isolation will tend to feel like less than a person. Your caring and challenging love are needed, not because of their disabili​ty, but because they are per​sons. They have been victims of people who have done things for them without offering them friendship.


Your friendship will express itself in things you can do for a friend. You may help a friend read, take a bath, clean house, go to the store. There is someone out there for whom you can make a difference. You have the power to enable another person to realize he or she belongs to and is part of the human family.


The amazing thing is that you will receive more than you give. Your own life will become richer and fuller. There are things you need to learn that can only be received from  disabled persons. Their life-experiences are important for you to know and to share. They will have strength to share where you are weak. You can make a difference.


You belong to clubs and organizations that could involve outreach and the inclusion of disabled persons in your activities. You may have to make buildings more accessible for the physically dis​abled. Perhaps you will need people who can sign for the deaf. You can make tapes available for the blind. You may have to provide special transporta​tion. But what you will be doing by this far out​weighs any special effort you have to make for yourself and others. You can make a difference!


Explore the volunteer agencies and the groups that are working on advocacy for disabled persons. You can find them in your telephone directory.


You can make a difference!


Your concern can find ways to get involved in making changes that will provide full participation for the disabled in the life of society.

IN THE course of conversations and workshop discus​sions Ben gets asked many questions. Some of those asked most often are given here with the kinds of responses Ben makes.

Did people make fun of you in school?


Yes. Why did they do it? They probably did not under​stand me as a disabled person. They were proba​bly also having a hard time accept​ing them​selves.

How do you feel when people make fun of you?

I feel not wanted. I actually get angry because I get frustrated. People should look at me as a person first, not see only my disability.

How do you cope with people feeling sorry for you?

I don't like it. Why? It does not do either one of us any good. The other person may feel guilty about my being disabled and take it out on themselves. Jesus says, "Share one another's burdens," but that does not mean feeling sorry for me, which I don't. People feeling sorry for me doesn't help me to become more of a person. It only increases depen​dency.

Have you ever been angry at God because of your disabili​ty?

Yes. Why? I felt very angry and frustrated because for a long time I couldn't understand why God allowed me to be like this.

How can you have a good attitude about your disability?

Why not? I am not my disability. I am a person who is bigger than my disability. Life is larger than my disabil​ity. To be whole means to love all the parts of yourself, even those that are sick or not functioning to full capacity. There is no winning in hating any part of your body, mind, or personality.

AFTERWARD

I met Ben Anderson quite by chance in the elegant lobby of a large motel. He was at​tending a conven​tion; my husband and I were there for a brief vacation.


In all honesty, I must admit that the first thing I noticed about Ben was his disabili​tyit's not something he can hide; it's ap​parent in his walk and in his speech. As the mother of a teenage girl with severe disabili​ties, I was understandably impressed by Ben's self-assured manner, his open friendli​ness, the warmth and sincerity of his greeting. Here is a disabled person, I thought, who really feels good about himself. I was intrigued, and wanted to get to know him better.


It wasn't hard to do. Ben is refreshingly honest about himself and, more importantly, he is willing to be opento share his inner self with others. It didn't take long for me to amend my original impression of Ben by mentally dropping the adjec​tive disabled. Here is a person, I thought, who really feels good about himself. His love of life, his sense of humor, his appreciation for all kinds of people and their various talents, his compas​sion and understanding of the hidden disabilities which hinder people in their lives and their relationshipsthese are the qualities which comprise the real Ben Ander​son, and eventually overshadow the physical disabilities which seem so obvious at first.


How did Ben become the person that he is? Why is he so open, so loving and trusting, when so many who are non-disabled are unhappy, suspicious of one another, and afraid to reveal their inner selves?


This book gives the answers to those questions. It is a brief bookstraightforward, honest, full of understate​ment, and magnificent in its simplicity. There are few people who cannot relate to the story of a disabled boy who dreamed of being someone important, of making a meaningful contribu​tion to a world which tried to sentence him to the life of a mentally retarded adulta boy with speech defects who wanted to be a public speaker, a teacher, a counselor, and was told he could only function as a dishwasher or janitor.


As the National Executive Director of Break Through, Inc., Ben has traveled around the country addressing church groups and civic organizations, and conducting Bible studies, workshops, and discussion groups. As a result of his work, he has helped people develop a better awareness of the needs of the disabled persons by learning to look past the obvious disabilities and relating to the disabled person as an individual.


Ben Anderson learned to break through his barriers to live a fuller, more satisfying life. What are your disabili​ties? What are your barriers? If Ben can break through, so can you!


by Harriet Wallace Rose


Author of Something's Wrong with My Child
Break Through
Providing Opportunities and Awareness

for Persons with Disabilities


The mission of Break Through, Incorporated is to expand awareness of and sensitivity towards the disabled. Break Through, Inc. offers sensitivity training to help corporations and organizations more effectively serve clients, employees and members who have disabilities.


Ben D. Anderson, Executive Director and chief trainer, conducts workshops throughout the United States and Canada. Break Through, Inc. helps others become sensi​tive to the needs and desires of persons with disabilities. The needs are not only architectur​al; but include the types of language and expressions used to relate to 43 million disabled Americans.


Ben D. Anderson, born with cerebral palsy, candidly shares his life story of being misdiagnosed as mentally retarded. Eight of his early childhood years were spent at the Ann Carlson School in Jamestown, North Dakota, formally the Crippled Children's Home. Ben is equipped to minister with persons regarding the issues associated with disabili​ties.


He has a BS degree in Vocational Rehabilitation with an emphasis on community-based rehabilitation from the University of Wisconsin-Stout at Menomo​nie, Wisconsin.


He travels extensively to minister in homes, congrega​tions, youth conventions, and institutions. He founded Break Through, Inc, a non-profit organization, in 1978.
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Break Through, Inc.





2500 39th Avenue NE
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1 (800) 793-6287
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1 (612) 789-6027 (Fax)
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