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On November 4
th
 2011 a group of practitioners 

and researchers gathered at The Sheffield   
Centre to discuss church for adults with learning 
difference. 
 
The day began with some discussion around  
terminology in which the term learning             
difference, rather than learning difficulties or   
disability, was preferred and so is used   
throughout this document.  

 
Ministry among adults with learning difference is 
being increasingly recognised in a fresh          
expressions context. This is welcome, partly   
because of the hidden nature of this ministry but 
also because work amongst adults with learning 
difference raises important theological issues 
that all churches could learn from.  

These types of ministries raise questions about 
what is ‘normal’ and helps people come to terms 
with their own vulnerability. They also raise an       
important countercultural message to society 
about the pursuit of beauty, youth and health, 
and question the marginalisation of others.  
 
Church for adults with learning difference brings 
issues, that other churches face, into sharp relief 
in a way no one can ignore, such as measuring 
success, measuring discipleship, and what goes 
too far into manipulation. 
 
The practitioners involved represent a range of 
churches and projects. Some lead stand-alone 
churches. Some lead congregations within a 
wider church setup. Some lead occasional     
services or events inviting people from a wider 
geographical area. Some practitioners are      
employed, although this is extremely rare. Most 
are volunteers committing large amounts of time 
and energy to keep these ministries alive. 
 
This report outlines some key thinking and good 
practice as well as posing questions to the wider 
church. This is followed by details of              
practitioners involved and the churches or       
projects they represent.  

A gift to the Church  

Church for Adults with Learning Difference  
by Beth Keith & Claire Dalpra 

People can be judged for having learning        
disabilities, or even misjudged as having mental 
health problems. However their ability to see the 
world differently brings something new to the 
whole church.  We need to get better at being 
able to recognise this as a gift to the church. 
 
Recognising the specific gifts of individuals can 
take time and requires extensive skills in      
communication.  
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Integration with the wider church was an issue 
and a challenge for most practitioners, across a 
range of situations. Fresh expressions of church 
for adults with learning difference are often     
neglected, marginalised, under resourced or 
simply not recognised. Practitioners involved in              
congregations within a wider church setup  often 
find themselves having to deal with negativity 
from traditional congregations.  
 
It was also noted that because this type of     
ministry will never pay for itself, there can be 
pressure on churches to not include their    
members on the church roll. Whilst this was a 
practical decision it sends a deep dismissive 
message about the legitimacy of this type of  
ministry and the humanity of their members. 
 
Most practitioners agreed that taking their   
members to mainstream services can be more 
tokenism than equal valuing. A veneer of         
acceptance should be avoided. The focus should 
be on what those with learning difference        
understand rather than whether they are in a 
church service per se. 
 
Developing good relationships between the 
wider church and the congregation for adults 
with learning difference can be helped by: 
 
• Occasionally inviting other groups in the church 
to attend the learning difference congregation. 
For example one group invite the youth band to 
come along and play once a year. 

 

• Encouraging visitors to the groups to get      
involved when they visit rather than watch. 

 
• Visitors from the wider church may find it easier 
to visit in a small group setting where their     
culture shock can be more easily managed and 
talked through than in a larger group setting. 

 
• Running training days together, where          
volunteers or potential volunteers train with 
adults with learning difference. 

 
• Hosting shared meals across congregations. 
 
Not every church can provide appropriate       
provision, but where churches develop additional 
provision for adults with learning difference 
alongside their mainstream services some       
attention is needed to ensure mainstream      
services are open and inclusive to all.  

 

Meaningful Integration in the body of Christ is possible but rare 

However those with the commitment to look for 
and encourage these gifts can readily identify 
the    ministries their members bring to the group 
and also to the wider church. 
 
Many adults with learning difference have fewer 
inhibitions and subsequently are free to express 
themselves more fully in worship than more 
‘mainstream’ congregations. 

People with learning difference require            
alternative forms of worship, for example using 
more sensory experiences rather than relying on 
words. The introduction of alternative forms of 
expression and worship has been a gift to    
‘mainstream’ services and beneficial to           
everyone’s spirituality.  
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Communication and discipleship is a step by step process 

Where communication is limited, assessing   
participants’ engagement and spiritual growth is 
complex. What would count as success? How do 
you measure it? Should you measure it? 
 
Whilst we can never really know what is going 
on in another individual, when communication is 
difficult, assessing how much the person         
understands is incredibly challenging. 
 

“How do we know if we are actually  
making a difference”.  

 
• Building longer term relationships can help as 
small changes over longer periods of time can 
be seen. Keeping diaries can be helpful in 
tracking subtle changes only noticeable over 
time.  

 
• Carers may also notice changes in their client, 
so talking to them about how they think the 
group is going and how it is beneficial to       
participants can be helpful. 

 
Looking for signs of the spiritual is not always 
easily visible especially where the disability is 
more profound. However practitioners were able 
to talk about recognising spiritual engagement in 
individuals as they got to know them over time 
and began to understand their limited            
communication better. For some with extreme 
learning difference the spiritual connection       

described by the practitioners was recognised 
intuitively and described as almost beyond the 
senses. 

 
“Providing spiritual access for people with    
learning difference is a step by step process, 
enabling them to hold on to the moments when 

they do meet Jesus.”  
 
Whilst it can be tempting to focus on social    
provision, keeping the focus on God is important 
as this is a key time for their spiritual provision. 
 
With communication more challenging in this 
context, the extent of discipleship will always      
remain something of a mystery but to keep     
reflecting on how discipleship is happening is 
crucial.  Discipleship is a process of getting to  

Actions that can help foster positive integration 
into mainstream services include: 
 
• Experimenting with other styles of service for  
    example Taizé or alternative forms of worship       
    which involve a more sensory experience. 
 
• Supporting adults with learning difference to 
get involved in elements of the service, for     
example prayer ministry. However, be         
prepared for this to be a slow process. 

• Confronting and giving time to talk through 
grumbles as they arise. 

 
• Preachers and leaders being aware of different 
learning approaches and being prepared to 
adapt. For example preachers giving          
summaries of sermons at the start for those 
with short attention spans, and being aware 
that rhetorical questions will get answered out 
loud. 
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The majority of leaders of churches or           
congregations for adults with learning difference 
are unpaid and under resourced. Consequently 
leading this type of ministry requires enormous 
commitment and can feel like a juggling act.     
 
With resources so scarce in this area              
development is often bottom up and not top 

down. Which results in a heavy reliance on a few 
highly committed volunteers. 
 
Recruiting and training leaders was a real issue 
for all the practitioners. While some found people 
happy to volunteer, taking the step to more      
responsibility was too daunting a commitment. 

New leaders needed 

Developing positive relationships with carers and 
care homes is crucial as they can offer or deny 
access. Learning how to communicate and 
speak in carers language is key. 
 
The process of developing a management group 
is time consuming but writing policies, giving           
presentations to social workers and going to   
carers’ events helps develop professionalism,  
protects against a tendency for churches to be 
seen as amateurs and with that gain trust from              
professionals. 
 

However some carers will choose to not engage. 
This can cause problems if carers become a  
disruptive influence on the church provision.  
 
Long term relationship with the care homes is 
more important than individual relationships with 
the carers, and can build up through consistency 
over time. 
 
Some practitioners found going into the care 
homes for visits had enabled easier relationships 
with the carers who had started to take them 
more seriously. 
 

A key question is  
 

“do the carers see us care for them  
and their charges?”  

 
If yes then trust can develop irrespective of the 
carers religious beliefs.  
 
Practitioners working well here engaged with 

carers, noticing and commenting on how the  
carers interacted within the church setting. They 
also noticed the stresses the carers encountered 
especially during sudden shifts in the care 
homes. 
 
“We try to enter the carers’ lives, we try to notice 

and it really makes a difference.” 

Working with carers is important 

know people, understanding them more deeply, 
finding perhaps the one thing that engages with 
their spirit and building on that. 
 

Whilst each practitioner shared how challenging 
they found this area they were all able to share 
examples of how individuals had developed over 
time. 
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Further information and resources 

The Sheffield Centre has a range of resources on 
mission and fresh expressions of Church. 
www.churcharmy.org.uk/sheffieldcentre 
 
Hidden Treasures, no.44 in the Encounters on the 
Edge series, by Claire Dalpra, discusses Church for 
Adults with a learning disability. 
www.encountersontheedge.org.uk 
 
The Fenlands Community Church, March, run by 
Edward and Marilyn Kerr, is a church         specifi-
cally for disabled people. They meet three Sundays a 
month and visit seven homes for    services. More 
information about FCC can be found at 
www.fcc.uk.net and www.sharetheguide.org/
section1/2/dying/fenland . 
 
The Focus Service, Sheffield, is based at St Paul’s 
Church, and run by Keith Blinston and Revd David 
Middleton. They have recently become a Bishops 
Mission Order. More about this church can be found 
at www.fs-sc.org.uk . 
 
Carol Meikle based in York is developing an um-
brella of celebrations and small groups across the 

city. They have a big gathering every 3 months or so 
with 60-80 people gathering from all over York, Shef-
field, Middlesborough and Leeds. They are from 2-82 
years old, with a wide range of learning difficulties.   
www.stpaulsyork.org.uk/news/10/62/In-The-Father-s-
Hand  
 
Rainbow Worship meets once a month at St Birinus 
and St John's Church High Wycombe. Alongside this 
there is a small group and members are supported to 
attend the main Sunday morning service. Rainbow 
Worship is led by Morag Campion and Jeremy Hay. 
For more information see www.banjos.org.uk/
page10.html 
 
Richard Oliver works part time as the Chaplain for 
learning difference in Ripon and Leeds Diocese. 
They run spiritual days away for disabled people. 
www.riponleeds.anglican.org/
learning_disabilities.html  
 
Tuesday Special meets at Greyfriars, Reading dur-
ing term time and is led by Margaret and Dennis 
Parker.  It is a congregation within and supported by 
the Church. www.greyfriars.org.uk/activities.php  

Leadership succession was an issue with a   
number of groups over-dependent on the        
founders and with no clear future leaders.  
 
Most practitioners found clergy had neither     
expertise nor awareness of the issues             
associated with this area of ministry. Some   
practitioners, even those employed by the 
church, felt marginalised by the attitudes of 
clergy towards this type of ministry.  Questions 
were raised about the need for clergy training in 
this type of ministry. 
 
Things that helped to develop volunteers         
included: 
 

•Encouraging visitors to get involved and       
experience it hands on rather than sitting back 
and watching. 
 

•Freeing up a few hours a week for other church 

staff – e.g. youth worker, lay worker,  
administrator to enable them to get involved. 
 

•Rotating volunteers around tasks so everyone 
gains a wide range experience and expertise. 
 

•Identify people and ask them directly if they will 
volunteer or increase their involvement. 


