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“My dear children, let’s not just talk about love; let’s practice real love. This is the only way we’ll
know we’re living truly, living in God’s reality. It’s also the way to shut down debilitating selfcriticism, even when there is something to it. For God is greater than our worried hearts and knows
more about us than we do ourselves.”
— 1 John 3:18-20 (MSG)
“I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you
did for me.”
— Matthew 25:40 (NIV)
“While he was preaching God’s word to them, four men arrived carrying a paralyzed man on a mat.
They couldn’t bring him to Jesus because of the crowd, so they dug a hole through the roof above
his head. Then they lowered the man on his mat, right down in front of Jesus. Seeing their faith,
Jesus said to the paralyzed man, ‘My son, your sins are forgiven.’”
— Mark 2:2-5 (NIV)
“Adam was sent to bring Good News to the world. It was his mission, as it was the mission of
Jesus. Adam was — very simply, quietly, and uniquely — there! He was a person, who by his very
life announced the marvelous mystery of our God; I am precious, beloved, whole, and born of
God. Adam bore silent witness to this mystery, which has nothing to do with whether or not he
could speak, walk, or express himself, whether or not he made money, had a job, was fashionable,
famous, married or single. It had to do with his BEING. He was and is a beloved child of God. It is
the same news that Jesus came to announce, and it is the news that all those who are poor keep
proclaiming in and through their weakness. Life is a gift. Each one of us is unique, known by name,
and loved by the One who fashioned us. Unfortunately, there is a very loud, consistent and powerful
message coming to us from our world that leads us to believe that we must prove our belovedness
by how we look, by what we have, and by what we accomplish. We become preoccupied with
‘making it’ in this life, and we are very slow to grasp the liberating truth of our origins and finality.
We need to hear the message announced and see the message embodied, over and over again. Only
then do we find the courage to claim it and to live from it.”
— Henri Nouwen, from Adam
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Introduction: The Vision of Capernaum/Discipleship Weeks
By the year 2000, Nick Palermo had been doing Young Life Capernaum for
15 years. In those 15 years, he had taken Capernaum friends to weekend
and summer camps many, many times. A common denominator of
all those trips was the absolutely dramatic life-changing impact the
Capernaum campers had on able-bodied kids. It was one of many big
surprises that came with being involved with Young Life Capernaum.
The principle was this: as able-bodied kids drew close to their new friends
with disabilities, they encountered Jesus in a way that changed their lives.
After watching this miracle repeat itself countless times, Nick began to
dream of what it would be like to more intentionally grow this on a greater
scale. Young Life Capernaum did not want to replace typical camp trips which included campers
with disabilities but to add a unique opportunity for able-bodied kids and kids with disabilities,
along with their leaders, to encounter Christ in each other. As Nick’s mentor from Germany, Rosal
Stiefel, says, “We do camping ‘with’ people with disabilities and not ‘to’ them.” We are all on a level
playing field, realizing that we all need Christ and can experience Him through each other.
The vision of Capernaum outreach camping with discipleship campers serving as buddies has a
number of short-term and long-term goals. Here are a few:
1) The original vision was for a camping experience of: 100 Capernaum kids, 100 able-bodied kids
		 serving as buddies and 100 leaders all encountering Christ in one another.
2) This would provide a discipleship experience for Capernaum and able-bodied kids who have
		 already made a commitment to Christ that is both informational (teaching) and formational
		 (hands-on service).
3) We would like to have one of these camping experiences in each division.
4) This would create a source or pipeline for the future of: Capernaum volunteer leaders, 		
		 Capernaum staff and Capernaum committee.
5) And even more long term — This would encourage thousands of able-bodied people maturing
		 with a sensitivity to those with disabilities. Hopefully this awareness would allow them to 		
		 take the lead in their churches to include people with disabilities.
This is a grand vision — a place at the table for all of us at God’s kingdom banquet. A place to serve!
A place to learn! A place of communion and unspeakable joy that is and will continue to change our
world.



I. Preparing Spiritually for Capernaum Camp
“God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to
shame the things which are mighty.” — 1 Corinthians 1:27

Daily Quiet Times in the Gospel of Mark
What will be asked of you at Capernaum camp is more than you can do in your own strength. In
fact, I hope that working with these amazing people with disabilities will teach you that trying to do
life on your own isn’t possible. In fact, we all have disabilities, you probably just have the ability to
hide your disability better than the Capernaum campers you will meet at camp.
Spending time before camp reading the Gospel of Mark is how we
are going to prepare ourselves spiritually before we arrive to serve at
camp. In reading about Jesus’ life and the life of His disciples, I hope
you will be able to recognize your own disabilities and find yourself
receiving hope and strength in the person of Jesus Christ!
Our goal as a group is to read one story per day in the book of Mark.
As you read, you can ask yourself these three questions:
1.
2.
		
3.

What is this story about?
What warning, command, promise or example to follow do
I find in this story?
How can I apply this to my life today?

Scripture Memory
In preparing for camp, we will memorize God’s Word because we know that it is living and active
(Hebrews 4:12) and that Scripture is “God-breathed” (2 Timothy 3:16). What better preparation can
we do than to put these precious Words from God Himself in our hearts?!
MAY:
“How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we should be called children of God!
And that is what we are!” — 1 John 3:1
JUNE:
“For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life as a 		
ransom for many.” — Mark 10:45
JULY:
“Do not conform any longer to the patterns of this world, but being transformed by the renewing
of your mind.” — Romans 12:2



II. Learning About and Working with People with Disabilities
Most of us have little or limited experience being in relationships with people with disabilities.
Questions arise, even as you just talk about people with disabilities, such as: “What do I call
them?” “What if I can’t understand what they are trying to tell me?” “What can I talk about
with them?”
This training manual has several handouts about working with people with disabilities that will
hopefully answer some of your questions and give you some details about the life of a person
living with a disability that might help you understand what it’s like to live with a physical or
mental disability.
We will also have an opportunity to talk about our feelings about disabilities when we meet
together before leaving for camp. These discussions will be most helpful if we are all able to
be respectful and honest of one another’s thoughts.

A few guiding principles to consider as we begin to learn about disabilities:
1.
		
		
		
2.
3.
		
		

Jesus is our example for how to love people with
disabilities. (As you read Mark, notice how much
time He spends with people who have physical and
mental disabilities!)
Be comfortable with being uncomfortable.
Every person, able-bodied or disabled, has the
same basic need to be loved and known and 		
appreciated for their unique giftedness.

Spend some time reading these handouts about
disabilities and being a friend to people with disabilities.
Highlight things that stick out to you and take notes
about your responses in the margins.



Leading Well Before Camp
As soon as areas are paired up, make contact with the Capernaum area you’ve been partnered with
to ask for:
1. A list of campers, buddies and leaders they are bringing. Begin to pray for them by name. 		
		 Share your list of names as well so that they can begin to pray for you and your group too.
2. Any specific needs and special considerations for their campers that you should share with 		
		 your group.
3. What their specific expectations are in terms of how they would like you to serve with them.
4. A plan for how to meet up with them at camp (before first event, dinner).
5. An idea of cabin times — would they like you to participate with them, or would they like you
		 to lead your own cabin times with your group during that time because they have plenty of 		
		 leaders and buddies and the number of “typical” people becomes cumbersome?
On the way to camp, ask your discipleship campers:
• Why did you sign up for this trip?
• What do you hope to get out of this week?
• What are you most anxious about?
• What are you most excited about?
• Do you have any questions that I can try to answer before this all begins?
As soon as you arrive at camp:
• If you arrive before your partner area does, encourage your kids to welcome other campers to
		 camp.
• When you find your partner area, encourage your kids to meet the leaders and buddies, as well
		 as the campers, and begin to develop a partnership.
• Model being friendly, outgoing and inclusive.
• At first meal and first club, encourage your kids to sit with your partner area.
• Before first cabin time, remind your kids of what their role will be during cabin time.
Later in the week:
• Sign up for morning rides with your kids if they are available — this is a great community-		
		 building experience for your area.
• Sometime during each day, plan to meet with your kids to help them debrief their experiences
		 and emotions about being at camp. Ask them to tell stories and share how they are growing
		 spiritually. Encourage them in the specific ways you see God using them. Write them notes of
		 encouragement.
• After a day or two, check in with your partner area’s trip leader to see how they are doing and
		 how you could serve them better.
• Remind your kids to be realistic and honest and to make promises that they cannot keep (e.g.,
		 regarding boyfriend/girlfriend scenarios — “we are friends and I’m a girl, but I’m not your 		
		 girlfriend” or about how much contact they will have with their new friends once they
		 return home).



At the end of the week:
• Use the camp clean-up as a lesson in serving selflessly. As you clean together, talk about
		 your favorite memories of the week, what you’ll miss the most about your new friends, 		
		 what you are excited/nervous about returning home to.
After camp:
• Have dinner together one week later (before summer 		
		 Campaigners maybe) to talk about coming home. Write a
		 letter to your new friends from your partner area to remind 		
		 them of how much the week meant to you.
• Encourage your kids to love students with disabilities at their
		 high school or college. Talk about concrete ways that they 		
		 could do this.
• Visit your partner area’s Capernaum club (if close by).



Being a Friend to a Person with a Disability
1. Special Gifting or Not

You do not have to have a “special gifting” to work with people with disabilities. You will soon find
out that they want love and acceptance just like anybody else.

2. General Rule of Thumb

Treat a person with a disability the same way that you would want to be treated.

3. Have Open Eyes

Be aware of what God wants to show you and what you can learn from a person with a disability.

4. See Their Ability

Look for a person’s ability rather than their disability. You can also help them see their own abilities.

5. Listen to Them

Be genuine and let them know you care. Take the time to listen. Ask questions. People with
disabilities want to be known the same as you or I.

6. Look Into Their Eyes

Look a person with a disability in the eyes and remember that they are people with real feelings,
hopes and dreams. Don’t concentrate on what is making you feel uncomfortable (e.g., their
wheelchair, physical appearance, etc.), but concentrate on the fact that there is a person behind this
physical appearance.

7. Greeting Someone

Don’t be afraid to touch a person with a disability (e.g., handshake or shoulder touch.) Should I
shake their hand? Yes, especially if they move their hand or possibly a prosthetic hand toward you.
Remember: Touching communicates acceptance and warmth. (Mark 1:41)

8. Speaking to Someone

Have your voice be tone appropriate to their age. If you don’t know if a person can mentally
comprehend what you are saying, it’s better to speak on a higher level to them. You don’t want to
insult someone by speaking down to them.

9. Speech Difficulties

When talking to someone who might have a speech impediment and is difficult to understand,
the worst thing you can do is to fake that you do know what they said. It’s better to say, “I’m sorry,
could you say that again.” It’s OK if you have to do this several times. The important part is that you
are willing to try and communicate with this person.

10. Speaking Boards

If someone uses a speaking board to communicate, you need to be willing to give them time to spell
out what they want to say. If they have a speaking board, they probably know how to use it.
So don’t be afraid to say hi and talk to them. Make them feel welcome just like anybody else.

11. Talking to a Person In a Wheelchair

Stand back so they don’t have to look straight up or better yet, sit down to talk to them.


12. Ask If They Want Help

Generally, with any disability, it’s always good to ask a person if he or she needs help. Don’t just
assume that they need help. Be willing to be bold and ask, don’t just sit back and hope someone
else does it or they will get it themselves.

13. Wheelchairs: Extension of the Body

It’s always good to remember that the wheelchair is an extension of a person’s body. You don’t just
grab a person’s arm and say, “Come with me.” The same is true for someone in a wheelchair. You
shouldn’t just grab their wheelchair and start pushing them. You need to ask them if they want
some help or would like you to push their chair. Also remember that you shouldn’t rest your foot
or your hand on someone’s wheelchair, especially if you have just met this person.

14. Pushing Wheelchairs

When pushing a wheelchair, especially if you are playing a game, be in control of the wheelchair
(i.e., don’t make sharp turns while going fast, and watch out for bumps.) The last thing you want
is to dump someone out of their wheelchair. Also, don’t tip the wheelchair back. This can be scary
for them.

15. Behavioral Issues

Sometimes people with disabilities are socially challenged and behavioral issues come up, especially
for people with Down syndrome (some of them can be quite stubborn). Remember that they are
people just like anyone else who get upset and frustrated; our part is to be a friend, to listen, to
show that you care, to allow them to be upset, but to help them to be in control. When you ask kids
to do something, try, if possible, to give them choices so they feel empowered. And remember to
give them time to make their choice; often kids just need some time to think and make a decision. If
problems arise it is best to talk to them one on one in a private conversation. When you are talking
to them, but more importantly listening to them, be at the same level as they are (e.g., standing or
sitting with them). It’s helpful to speak calmly to them and to not take their emotions personally.
If it’s appropriate, support them with a hug or prayer, but note that some people don’t want to be
touched when they are upset, especially people who are autistic.
***Once you start being a friend to a person with a disability, you will soon stop seeing him or her as disabled. You will
see a person who desires love, acceptance and friendship just like we all do.
***One of the most important things to remember is to just relax and be their friend. The rest will come with time.

The King will reply, “I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine,
you did for me.” — Matthew 25:40



Welcoming People with Disabilities:

A guide to better awareness, sensitivity and inclusion
More than 49 million Americans have some form of physical, psychological or intellectual disability;
15 percent of all teens have some form of disability. This is written as a beginning guide to enhance
access to and inclusion in ministries for people with disabilities. 1 Corinthians 12:22 teaches that,
contrary to being “weaker” members of Christ’s body, persons with disabilities are “indispensable”
to its proper functioning. Our worship, fellowship and outreach are incomplete without the abilities
and gifts they contribute.
Instead of being valued for their unique gifts and abilities, people
with disabilities often find that they are ignored, isolated, pitied
or patronized — even by well-intentioned believers. Fortunately,
many are learning that those with disabilities are more like their
able-bodied peers than unlike them. All people have similar
physical and spiritual needs, desires and concerns. As we seek
to reach out in our communities, it is important that we include
people with disabilities in our lives and that we encourage
ministry with them — not just to or for them. We must endeavor
to remove barriers of attitude, communication and architecture
that exclude people with disabilities from full participation in the Body of Christ.
From the moment someone enters your gathering, they need to be welcomed as someone created
in God’s image with gifts and talents to share. Their unique needs must also be acknowledged, so
they can enjoy full access to the love of Christ.
“I praise you because I am fearfully and wonderfully made; Your works are wonderful, I know that full
well”. – Psalm 139:14

Welcoming someone with a developmental or mental disability

People with developmental disabilities have lifelong, disabling conditions that occurred before
birth, in childhood or in young adulthood. The conditions include sensory impairment, cerebral palsy,
autism, traumatic brain injury, spinal cord injury, epilepsy, mental retardation and other limiting
conditions. The term “developmental disability” is complicated by the fact that some people with
autism, cerebral palsy or traumatic brain injury may have advanced intellectual skills but limited
speech, physical function or social interaction — whereas, people with mental retardation have
slower rates of learning and limited capacity for abstract thinking.
Most children, teens and adults with these disabilities can learn to live, work and socialize with
a small amount of caring supervision. Others may require more assistance. All are able to have a
meaningful relationship with the Lord and have much to offer. To improve your personal interaction:
• Talk to the person directly, not through a companion or family member.
• Treat teenagers with developmental disabilities as teenagers, not as children.
• Be patient. Converse in a normal tone and warm manner. Give instructions slowly, in short 		
		 sentences, one step at a time.
• Someone with a developmental disability may react to social situations in a non-typical way.



Respect their request to be left alone, not to be touched or to go without speaking.
• Allow the person to try tasks or answer questions on his or her own, to make mistakes, take a
		 longer time and to persevere. Be aware of your potential impatience to take over doing things
		 for the person that he or she can do alone.
“Let your conversation be always full of grace …” — Colossians 4:6
“... only what is helpful for building others up according to their needs.” — Ephesians 4:29

Welcoming those with learning disabilities

A person with this invisible disability has constant interruption in
the basic, brain-centered processes that affect listening, thinking,
speaking, reading, writing, spelling or calculating. The person has
average or above-average intelligence, but their learning is different
or slower in the affected areas. The frustrations experienced by
someone with a learning disability can result in low self-esteem,
uneven performance and behavioral difficulties. Some people miss
social cues, do not learn easily from experience, and are physically
and socially immature. For those with learning disabilities, Young Life
could be a haven of acceptance and affirmation, free from the rejection and stress they experience
in other places.
• Be patient and flexible.
• Be direct and specific in your conversation. Give instructions simply.
• Build confidence and skill by helping to develop interests and the opportunity to share them.

Welcoming someone with a physical disability or mobility impairment

Mobility impairments are the most visible of disabilities. Millions of Americans use wheelchairs,
canes, walkers, braces or crutches. Attitudes can keep people out as much as architectural barriers.
Ignorance about the extent and ancillary effects of a particular physical disability can give rise to
condescending or rude behavior toward those with physical disabilities — particularly someone who
uses a wheelchair. Here are some tips for improving personal interactions with those who have a
physical disability or mobility impairment:
• When speaking with someone who uses a wheelchair, place yourself at eye level by sitting or
		 kneeling, if necessary. This reduces strain on their neck and yours.
• Do not lean on the wheelchair or otherwise invade the person’s space.
• Allow the person, as much as is possible, to choose where they would like to be seated. Keep
		 wheelchairs, walkers and crutches within reach of the person who uses them.

Helpful tips for everyone

Everyone should be welcomed with courtesy and thoughtfulness. When meeting someone with a
disability, remember he or she is first and foremost a person — who happens to have a disability. Let
your words emphasize their worth and abilities. Here are some general suggestions for interacting
with someone who has a disability:
• Don’t ignore people with disabilities. Acknowledge them as you would anyone else and make
		 an effort to include them. Everyone appreciates a warm smile and friendly conversation!



• Don’t give excessive praise or attention to a person with a disability; it can be patronizing.
• Speak directly to someone who has a disability, not to his or her companion, attendant or 		
		 interpreter.
• Act naturally. Some people tend to change their tone of voice and non-verbal language with
		 someone who has a disability. This may come across as demeaning.
• Let people do and speak for themselves as much as possible. Choice and independence are 		
		 important to us all.
•
		
		
		
		

Extend a hand of welcome. In most instances, touch is appropriate and important, and an
offer to shake hands is accepted. If someone is unable to shake hands in the usual way, 		
offer to shake their left hand. If someone is unable to lift their arm, gently clasp their
hand. If someone is averse to such contact, try to be accepting and greet him or her with 		
warm words.

“Show hospitality to strangers, for by doing so, you may be entertaining angels unaware.”
												
— Hebrews 13:2
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How to Talk About a Disability
• Use the word “disability” rather than “handicap” to refer to students with disabilities.
• Avoid the words “cripple,” “crippled,” “deaf and dumb,” “slow,” “crazy,” “invalid,” “acts funny” and
		 other insensitive, archaic descriptions of disability. Expressions like “afflicted with,” “a victim of”
		 and “suffer from” lead to pity and sympathy, not respect and acceptance.
• Use people-first language. Say, “Jim has cerebral palsy.” “Joey has autism.” “They are people with
		 disabilities.” “Ann uses a wheelchair.” “Michael communicates with an electronic machine.”
• Don’t speak of your friends with disabilities in special, overly courageous, exceptionally brave or
		 super-human terms.
• When conveying that a student does not have a disability, the term “typical” is kinder than 		
		 “normal.”
• Don’t assume that a student with a disability — other than a hearing loss — can’t hear. Often we
		 respond to a person with a disability by talking louder.
• Don’t assume that people with speech, hearing or physical disabilities have cognitive challenges
		 as well. In other words, don’t treat them as if they were less intelligent than you are.
• Don’t apologize for not understanding a student’s speech. Don’t say you understand someone’s
		 speech when you don’t. Just ask the person to repeat what he or she said.
• If the speech is difficult to comprehend, learn to
		 listen for the subject of the conversation. Words
		 like “mom,” “dad,” “church,” “school,” will focus your
		 understanding; then listen for action words like 		
		 “went,” “walked,” “saw.” Work creatively to get 		
		 the message.
• Talk directly to the person, not through a companion
		 or family member.
• As you work with the student, the communication
		 problems will diminish. The comprehension level will increase and a chat becomes fun.
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Caring for People in Wheelchairs
General rule of thumb

Treat a person with a disability the same way you would want to be treated.

Wheelchairs are an extension of the body

It’s always good to remember that the wheelchair is an extension of a person’s body. You don’t
just grab a person’s arm and say, “Come with me.” The same is true for someone in a wheelchair.
You shouldn’t just grab her wheelchair and start pushing her. You need to ask if she wants some
help or would like you to push her chair. Also remember that you shouldn’t rest your foot or your
hand on someone’s wheelchair, especially if you have just met this person.

Talking to a person in a wheelchair

Stand back so they don’t have to look straight up or, better yet, sit down to talk to them.

Ask if they want help

Generally, with any disability, it’s always good to ask a person if he or she needs help. Don’t just
assume that he needs help. Be willing to be bold and ask; don’t just sit back and hope someone
else does it or that he will get it himself.

Listen to their needs

If you offer assistance to a person with a disability, wait until
the offer is accepted and then listen to or ask for instructions.

Pushing wheelchairs

When pushing a wheelchair, especially if you are playing a
game, be in control of the wheelchair (e.g., don’t make sharp
turns while going fast, and watch out for bumps). Also, don’t
tip the wheelchair back. This can be scary for them. If you are
asked to assist a wheelchair user up or down a curb, ask if the
person prefers to be facing forward or backward. Hold the push
handles securely and keep the chair tilted back when ascending
or descending.

Look into their eyes

Look a person with a disability in the eyes and remember that he or she is a person with real
feelings, hopes and dreams. Don’t concentrate on what is making you feel uncomfortable
(e.g., his or her wheelchair, physical appearance, etc.), but concentrate on the person.
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Description of Most Common Disabilities
Here is some general information on some disabilities. While this should serve to help you
understand a little better the kids you are working with, it’s important to not put kids in boxes.
All kids are different and should be treated as such. If you desire more information about a specific
disability the Internet is a great resource. If you would like to know how to better serve a particular
student you are building a friendship with, then the parents are your best resource.

Attention Deficit Disorder (ADD):

Characteristics: poor attention span, weak impulse control, hyperactivity (not in all cases); 		
excessively fidgets or squirms, difficulty remaining seated, easily distracted, difficulty awaiting
turn in games, blurts out answers to questions, difficulty following instructions, difficulty
sustaining attention, shifts from one activity to another, difficulty playing quietly, often talks
excessively, often interrupts, often doesn’t listen to what is said, often loses things, often 		
engages in dangerous activities. Some people mistakenly think of ADHD as a learning disability.
It is true that some people with ADHD have difficulties learning, but often times this is due to
their distractibility, rather than to any kind of inability to process information.

Causes: (possible) genetic/hereditary, brain damage before/after/during birth, brain damage
by toxins
Helpful hints: use transitions (warn of upcoming changes), have set rules, highly-structured
environments, consistency, deflection/redirection, planned ignoring (let them know you are 		
deliberately doing it) behaviors that are inappropriate (should not be used regularly), praise. On a
positive note, some people with ADHD are highly creative and very productive in short bursts,
with an abundance of energy and enthusiasm.

Autism:
Characteristics: extreme withdrawal, self-stimulation, cognitive deficits, language disorders,
onset before the age of 30 months, abnormal social interaction (lack of interest in 		
interactions or friendships with others, impaired awareness of others, oblivious to others) and
communication skills (impaired nonverbal communication skills, delay or absence of speech,
idiosyncratic language), limited repertoire of interests and activities, stereotyped body 		
movements (finger flicking, rocking), fascination with moving objects
Causes: chromosomal abnormality, genetic disorders, metabolic disorders, infection and
intoxicants, maldevelopment of the brain and spinal cord, gestational factors, perinatal 		
difficulties (lack of oxygen or injury during birth), postnatal difficulties, environmental factors
Helpful hints: make sure you have their attention when interacting, set clear goals, be 		
consistent, use structure, ask before you touch him or her (especially if the student is upset)

Cerebral Palsy (CP):
Characteristics: abnormal muscle tone, paralysis, weakness, inability to fully control motor
function, including spasms, involuntary movement, disturbance in gait and mobility, seizures,
abnormal sensation and perception, impairment of sight, hearing or speech. There are three
types: spastic — stiff and difficult movement; athetoid — involuntary and uncontrolled
movement; ataxic — disturbed sense of balance and depth perception; or a mixture of
these types.
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Causes: damage to one or more specific areas of the brain, usually occurring during fetal 		
development; before, during or shortly after birth; or during infancy. Thus, these disorders
are not caused by problems in the muscles or nerves. Instead, faulty development or damage 		
to motor areas in the brain disrupts the brain’s ability to adequately control movement
and posture.
Helpful hints: ask if they need assistance, be patient (give extra time when needed), don’t be 		
afraid to ask the person to repeat what they said if they have difficulty communicating, don’t
assume the person has a mental disability just because they have CP

Down Syndrome:
Characteristics: mental retardation and such physical signs as
slanted-appearing eyes, flattened features, shortness, 		
tendency toward obesity, hyperflexibility of joints, speckling
of the iris of the eye, small oral cavity which results in the
protruding of the tongue, short and broad hands, and a wide
gap between the first and second toes. Generally pleasant
disposition. Many have a difficult time if they don’t get their
way, they can be very stubborn.
Causes: chromosomal abnormality, more likely to occur with older pregnant women
Helpful hints: When you encounter someone who is stubborn and doesn’t cooperate, give him
or her a couple choices to help direct them toward the desired behavior/action. Then give time
to make a decision about those choices. Be firm, direct and loving when communicating what
you would like them to do; don’t back down — a lot of the time they will be testing you to see 		
what they can get away with. The use of behavior contracts and rewards works well, especially
when you go to camp.

Epilepsy (Seizure Disorder):
Characteristics: recurrent episodes of seizure activity; spontaneous loss of consciousness of
varying length and expression. Grand mal seizure — convulsive, usually lets out a cry, loses
consciousness, falls, goes through a short period of muscle contractions of the extremities,
trunk and head, unusual sensory perception (aura) can serve as a warning of onset of
seizure, may last up to five minutes then fall into deep sleep followed by normal sleep.
Petit mal — momentary suspension of all activity, a staring spell, lapses or absence attacks, 		
lack ofconsciousness may last from a few seconds to 30 seconds. Partial seizure — specific
motor or sensory effect (such as rhythmic movements). Psychomotor seizure — inappropriate
behaviors such as being verbally incoherent, verbally abusive, or violent, very brief,
easily misinterpreted.
Causes: abnormal discharge of electrical energy in the brain; brain damage; often the cause 		
cannot be determined in individuals
Helpful hints: ensure safety during seizure, remain calm, give comfort and reassurance — touch
arm softly and let them know that it’s OK and that you are there to help (having a seizure can
be quite embarrassing and since they can hear you during the seizure, it is good to reassure 		
them that it’s OK). Make sure that they are comfortable, if necessary, place something soft 		
under person’s head and turn face to side to drain saliva if needed. Let person rest afterward, 		
as seizures are physically draining. Seek medical assistance.
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Hearing Impairment:
Characteristics: range of severity from mild to profound, some have difficulty producing speech/
sounds, can have problems with balance.
Causes: malfunction of the ear or the associated nerves; can be temporary or permanent, mild or
profound. Condition can be from birth or acquired at any time during life.
Helpful hints: Treat as you would any able-bodied person. Make sure the person you are talking
to is able to see your mouth, because a lot of the time he or she will be reading your lips. Write
messages or key phrases down if necessary; talk directly to the person if there is an interpreter;
use gestures and facial expressions as much as possible; get the person’s attention by waving or
tapping on the shoulder; speak naturally and clearly — do not over-dramatize or over-enunciate.

Mental Retardation
Characteristics: The broad definition of mental retardation is of a person who is well below
average in both measured intelligence (IQ) and adaptive behavior (e.g., self-help skills). There are
four different levels of severity: mild, moderate, severe and profound. Mildly retarded individuals
are the biggest group, and do not differ in appearance from non-handicapped individuals. They
are usually diagnosed as mentally retarded when they enter school.
General physical characteristics — poor motor coordination, heart disease, seizure disorders, visual
impairments, hearing loss; Personal and social characteristics — short attention span, low
frustration and low tolerance, lack of modesty, childlike mannerisms, interests correspond to 		
their mental age, not their chronological age.
Causes: biological causes — maternal infections, maternal intoxication (Fetal Alcohol Syndrome),
postnatal infections, chromosomal abnormalities, physical traumas, metabolic disorders, 		
environmental toxins, low birth weight; socio-cultural causes — inadequate nutrition, poor health
care, little or no exposure to stimulating educational opportunities or positive influences/role 		
models; interaction of biological and socio-cultural factors
Helpful hints: set realistic goals for the individual, assign tasks that are personally relevant,
recognize strengths and weaknesses of the individual, allow frequent successes, be specific and
concrete in giving instructions and praises, give constant praise and feedback (especially during
new task)

Multiple Sclerosis:
Characteristics: damage to nervous system affects coordination, strength, speech and/or 		
eyesight, mild emotional disturbances, and difficulty in walking
Causes: Insulating layer of fatty substance over the brain and spinal cord breaks down, interfering
with the proper transmission of nervous impulses; slowly progresses downhill, though often 		
seems to get better or worse unpredictably; primarily occurs in older adolescents and adults
Helpful hints: ask if they need assistance, be patient (give extra time when needed), don’t be 		
afraid to ask the person to repeat what they said if they have difficulty communicating,

Muscular Dystrophy (MD):
Characteristics: progressive wasting away of muscle resulting in progressive weakness;
impairment of physical mobility and the prospect of early total disability or death. Does not 		
affect intellectual functioning.
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Causes: genetic heredity disease
Helpful hints: If lifting or transferring from wheelchair, be aware that they may not have any 		
use of muscles and will be very heavy.

Spina Bifida:
Characteristics: loss of sensation below area affected, little or no bladder or bowel control,
brittle bones, loss of muscle control below spine lesion; does not affect intelligence; some 		
require braces or wheelchairs; seizures
Causes: failure of the bony spinal column to close completely during fetal development
Helpful hints: The important thing to remember is that regardless of the level of neurological 		
involvement, people with spina bifida are more like typically developing individuals than they 		
are different.

Tourette’s Syndrome:
Characteristics: stereotyped motor movements (tics) are accompanied by multiple vocal 		
outbursts that may include grunting or barking noises or socially inappropriate words or 		
statements.
Causes: neurological disorder beginning in childhood (about three times more prevalent in
boys than girls).
Helpful hints: It is important to know their limits, so talk to them, their parents and friends
to find out what they are in control of and what they are not in control of (such as verbal 		
outbursts). If they have outbursts that you know they can control, you can help them and call 		
them on what is and is not appropriate.

Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI):
Characteristics: mild — concussions, dizziness, residual memory and attention problems;
moderate — secondary neurological problems such as swelling within the brain, long-term 		
residual effects; severe — motor, language and cognitive problems, lifelong deficits 			
that impair learning, if coma is associated with injury — posttraumatic amnesia and serious
disorientation; common residual effects—seizures, loss of stamina,
headaches, hearing or vision impairments, growth problems;
long-term cognitive effects — problems with memory, attention,
language processing, problem solving and general intellectual
functioning; social/behavior effects — impulsivity, hyperactivity,
poor social interaction skills, inconsistency of responses
Causes: injury to the head/brain causing brain damage, from 		
motor vehicle accidents, sports-related injury, child abuse, falls
Helpful hints: expect inconsistency, including memory and organizational problems, provide
structure and support

Visual Impairments:
Characteristics: varying degrees of visual abilities (blind, low vision, visually limited), defining 		
extent of the visual disorder is dependent upon visual acuity (sharpness/keenness of vision) 		
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and visual periphery (angle or field of vision). Most individuals with visual impairments can see,
while only a small portion are totally blind.
Causes: malfunction of the eye or optic nerve (refractive problems — near/farsightedness and
astigmatism; lens abnormalities — dislocation and cataracts; retinal defects/damage; muscle 		
control problems — cross-eyed and lazy-eyed
Helpful hints: if in a situation where they are not expecting to meet you, remember to
introduce yourself; touch can easily startle; treat as you would any able-bodied person; ask
if they need assistance before giving it; when acting as a guide, let the person take your arm
rather than grabbing his or her arm and pushing, give a verbal warning of approaching steps
and other similar environmental obstacles; talk directly to the person, not to other companions;
when entering or exiting a room in which the only other person present is visually impaired let
that person know you have come or are going.
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The Birth of Capernaum
by Nick Palermo

I’ve spent the last few days with teens who don’t speak clearly, who sometimes drool, who will sit
and sometimes refuse to move. Some of these teens have bodies that don’t match the ability of
their minds; others have minds that don’t match the ability of their bodies. Still others have bodies
and minds that simply don’t operate in the same ways as the majority of their peers. I’ve walked
beside, pushed and, yes, even carried a few. I’ve spent the last few days experiencing God in slurred
speech, gnarled hands and slow walks. In fact, I’ve had the privilege of spending the last 20 years
seeing God through and with these teenagers.
I became a Christian through Young Life at the age of 17. Within six months I told my leader I was
called to be on staff. I graduated from high school and went on to volunteer … for 11 years. I did try
to get on staff. In fact, I tried three times. Others apparently weren’t as convinced of my calling as
I was. All of my friends were being courted, and I couldn’t even get an interview. The first time I
tried I was simply told no. The next two times I did get an interview. After that third interview my
acceptance was couched with a warning that this would be hard work with long hours — not exactly
the way I thought I would be starting. I made it through two difficult years of training, but it looked
like being on staff wasn’t going to happen.
This became just one of the many times I’ve seen God work through others. My supervisor, Mary
Ann, advocated for me. Let me rephrase: she fought for over an hour so that I could be given a
chance. I was told by those higher up that I wasn’t wanted, that they didn’t believe in me. Mary Ann
gave me a chance and fought with others to give me that same chance. She agreed to supervise me
personally, to be my committee chair and on my leadership team, and to give 24-hour access to
me for one year. Little did I know this experience would become a pattern for how I viewed others
and ministry.

My Early Years

In 1980 I was told the school where I was volunteering was being closed by the district, so I was
being sent to a new school. One of the other leaders took me to the new campus to meet kids. As
we turned the corner of the hallway and saw 25 kids in wheelchairs going to the cafeteria, I was
shocked. I had never seen that many kids in wheelchairs in one place. More curious than convicted,
I followed them and tried to meet a kid. He turned in his chair and held out his gnarled hand … I
drew back. I didn’t know how to make my hand fit his. I couldn’t understand what he was saying,
so I faked it. Next, a girl dropped her pen and she drooled on my arm as I leaned to pick it up. I was
grossed out, embarrassed, and just stood there looking stupid, not knowing what to do.
Over the next month, I went back three days a week. Each time I tried to go to the cafeteria I
felt totally weird. I had no background with disabilities, no relative with a disability, no training
— and this kind of ministry wasn’t something I wanted to do. I knew I was called to meet every
kid everywhere, but kids with disabilities hadn’t even been on my radar. To be honest, this wasn’t
where I wanted to be.
Soon after this began, I was reading Luke 14:16-24, and I was captured by the discussion of the poor,
the crippled, and the blind. I’d always heard that phrase spiritualized in sermons to mean those who
are spiritually lame. But that day I read the passage quite literally.
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Why had I not heard this in a sermon? Why had I not read it anywhere? I realized that these are real
kids. God really does intend for us to minister to the poor, the crippled, and the blind. So as I prayed
about this between my newfound understanding of God’s intent for the “least of these,” and my
own lack of desire/interest/capabilities, this little phrase popped into my mind: Be comfortable
with being uncomfortable.
I felt awkward and unsure of what to do or say after first meeting a group of teens in wheelchairs.
This feeling didn’t go away, but I did begin to see them in a new light. My ministering to them had
nothing to do with how comfortable I felt. It wasn’t about me.
God values all people, including people with disabilities. In fact, I’ve come to believe that we’re all
disabled in some way or another. Some people have their disabilities easily identifiable. Others of
us have them hidden on the inside. Jesus sent for those who were crippled and lame to come to the
banquet table. If I was to imitate Christ, I had to do the same. Not only had I never invited someone
with a disability to do anything, but most often I had never even thought about them; I had never
seen them. So being comfortable with being uncomfortable became my earliest guiding principle
for working with disabled kids.
No worries there; I was really uncomfortable. So I decided to go back and find the hardest kid to
try to understand. I said hello; he responded, but his garbled speech made it impossible for me to
understand him. I asked 5 or 6 times what he was saying. His friend finally said he was just trying
to say that he was glad I was there. This is when I learned a second guiding thought: These are kids
with disabilities — not disabilities who happen to be kids.
He was just trying to say hello, that he was glad to see me. What I saw first in him was his
disability; what he saw first in me was a friend. I had to learn to see the person and personality
instead of the wheelchair, the Downs syndrome, or the cerebral palsy. These teens have special
needs, physically and emotionally, but they aren’t made of glass. They need more than to be
protected and kept hidden away where it’s safe. They get frustrated in school; they both love and
fight with their parents; they have crushes and dreams for the future. Their disabilities are a part of
everyday life, but just a part — the disability isn’t what defines who they are.

More Than I Bargained for ...

So I started taking one young man with a walker to our Young Life club meeting. He could get in my
car and be transported just like any other teenager. What we hadn’t counted on was what would
happen next. Out group had about 60 teens with no disabilities; they were what we call typical
teenagers. He met and made a huge impact on these 60 typical teens in our group. Back at school
he sat with the other teens with disabilities.
This young man, however, began a bridging process we’d missed. He would sit in the middle of the
campus talking with typical kids and introduce his friends with disabilities. He even began telling
his friends that they were going to have club. I was thinking, Shut up … don’t tell them that.
I didn’t know anything about disabilities and had no idea how we would transport all of these kids
around — let alone what we would do with them once we got them. We couldn’t shoot hoops or
have a race. Getting them to sing when some could barely speak seemed impossible. Just saying
hello to them on campus was already more than I bargained for, so I was freaked out.
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Entering Their World

We did keep working on relationships, but the idea of doing an actual group that was accessible
for these teens was still not on the radar. It took nearly three years, and one day I finally heard
what they were saying. I would go for my weekly visits to the school and we would talk about the
weekend. I would tell them what I’d done over the weekend and ask them what they had done. I
would talk about a BBQ with friends, then a hike, an afternoon movie, a day at church ending with
a pool party. They would say nothing, nothing, nothing, TV, and nothing.
I asked, What do you mean nothing? What do you do? Hang out? Go to the football game? A
dance? I turned to a couple who’d been dating for two years and I asked what they do for dates.
Their answer was nothing. Again, I was shocked. They literally did nothing, zero.
Their time at school was even worse. Other kids threw food at them. Taunting and teasing were
regular experiences. It wasn’t unusual to see someone sticking a foot out to trip someone. They
were either overlooked and ignored or were treated as the
taunted lepers on campus. Three words seemed to sum up for
me what I was learning of their world: isolation, loneliness,
and boredom.

Isolation

Imagine being alone in your home for hours at a time — day
after day after day. I know this sounds like a dream for some
of us overworked, exhausted youth workers; but it’s not to a
kid. Even if their mobility isn’t the issue, many of these teens
spend an inordinate amount of time by themselves. Their
families, with the best of intentions, want to keep them safe, which often means keeping them
at home. They aren’t a part of after school sports or most after school programs where friends are
made. Many are still in special classes pulled away from their peers, or they’re in the mainstream
classroom and ignored. Whether physically or functionally, these teens are often isolated.

Loneliness

Loneliness is real for any teenager; they can be surrounded by people, but still feel totally alone.
Thought process and/or speech can make communicating a thought a long procedure in the best
of circumstances. Many adults don’t have the time or patience to really listen to typical teenagers.
Add in the additional time it takes to try to understand more difficult communication, and you can
imagine how rare an experience it is simply to be listened to.
Having meaningful connections with others is a need just like with any other teenager. They want
to share their deepest thoughts and secrets with someone; but for kids with disabilities, finding
that someone is difficult, if not impossible. Disabled teenagers are too often treated like small
children or cute anomalies. They’re teenagers with all of the hopes and dreams adolescence brings.

Boredom

All of us can remember times when we were bored. Teenagers claim even more of those moments.
But few can claim being bored day after week after month. For teenagers with special needs, the
confinements of life cut them out of many, if not most, activities. Don’t get me wrong; there are
many wonderful programs and special events. But these aren’t enough. If ever there were a group
of teenagers looking for something to do, looking for a place to be who they are, this is it!
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All teenagers want to be included and find things they love to do. They love spending time with
friends. Even when doing absolutely nothing, they like being together. In this sense, teens with
disabilities are no different. What is different is that don’t have the same opportunities to live out
what most of us consider typical teenage activities. Indeed they have a great number of needs,
but this doesn’t mean they’re pathetic, self-pitying adolescents. They’re often isolated, lonely, and
bored, but this isn’t the sum total of who they are. We needn’t minister to and with them because
we feel sorry for them; Jesus has called us to go into the world, and teenagers with disabilities are
a part of this world.

Starting Up

I went to my supervisor to ask about starting a club for teens with disabilities. I was told I had to
call every church in Santa Clara County (there were more than a million people in the county at that
time) to ask if they had a ministry for these teens. I had the same conversation over six months.
Do you have a disabled ministry? No. Do you have any short or long term plans? No.
Twenty years later, to my knowledge, the same situation exists.
I was given permission by my supervisor, and I’m thankful I didn’t
know what was ahead. I met with special education teachers and
principals and was told they wanted nothing to do with us because
religious groups had come before trying to heal or they would bail on
commitments. But we simply offered a weekly meeting with no cost
involved, and we would provide transportation — a radical proposal for
this setting. In God’s design, there was one teacher who’d been a part
of Young Life as a teenager. She became our advocate.
It took 18 months before it really got going. Typically we would meet
in someone’s home in the evening, sing a few songs, play a few games, and close with a talk where
we looked at who Jesus is and what that means in our lives. We knew we couldn’t mainstream 25
kids in wheelchairs into a home, so we decided to try reverse mainstream. What this meant for us
was to have the club meeting in the afternoon and invite mature Christian teens to come along. We
built the program around special needs and brought able-bodied kids in.
What we didn’t expect were the issues that eating a donut from a string while lying on the floor
might bring or the complications raised by trying to play musical chairs or elbow tag. We spent
hours deciding on the best program and creating talks that would be appropriate. We were
prepared, anxious, and excited to make this work. It failed three weeks in a row.

The Journey

The first week I learned we needed release forms. Oops. The second and third weeks we had two
teens, with no able-bodied helpers. By week 4, we sat around totally depressed. We discussed
the option of continuing to love these teens when we saw them on campus but to return the club
meeting itself to a traditional model.
Having nothing else to do that week, we decided to give our failed experiment a name. We read
Mark 2:1-12. Everything in that story is what we were trying to do with kids. It has been amazing
over the years to see how it has been lived out in real, full ways. The last line of the story is that
“they were all amazed.” As Capernaum was birthed, we indeed were amazed. The next week, it
was magic!
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We had five leaders, seven teens with disabilities, and 10 able-bodied teens. The disabled teens had
never been to a Young Life club and had no idea what they were going to. I’ve never been to a youth
group that was more responsive nor more awkward. In my able-bodied mindset, what I thought was
a flop was what they loved.
It took nearly three years, but we did end up creating a club that was accessible to any teen with
special needs. We talked about God, school, dating, and the future. What I came to learn is that
many of them also underwent heartaches most of us never realize. As with all teens, family
situations can be very difficult. In addition, by the age of 20 many already had 10-15 friends who
had died. I found out hospital stays and visits were regular parts of life. Many were at a place most
adults don’t reach until their 60s, with friends dying and communities of support shrinking or
constantly shifting. This transcended those with physical and cognitive disabilities, because of the
socialization brought by schools and their peers.
Every week, the club was profound. Laced with silly games and much laughter were deep questions
of life and death, of heaven and hell, of the will of God. We didn’t have to warm teens up or
carefully approach spiritual issues; these were at the forefront of thought and conversation from
the beginning.

The Answer is Still No?

At the end of training I attempted to go on staff with typical Young Life again, but I was refused.
They did, however, offer for me to take on this new adventure of club for teens with disabilities.
I declined. I was told I couldn’t say no and must take two weeks to consider the offer. Moses
continued to come to mind as he gave every excuse for why he couldn’t do what God asked. I had
a lot of excuses. I would be so out of my element, I couldn’t fake it. I’d have to depend on God. On
August 1, 1986, I became the director of Young Life’s first ministry for teens with disabilities. That
fall, 23 of 25 teens in wheelchairs at this school came to the club, and that’s the regular response.
There’ve been countless profound moments over the years.
Two come to mind. During one of our first camps we met
a group of gang teens from Phoenix. They hated camp and
wanted to go home. Their comments included not fitting in
and not belonging. “We don’t fit. We don’t belong.” Ironically
enough, they said the kids in wheelchairs were the only kids
who didn’t look at them weird. Our two “misfit” groups
bonded. The Phoenix kids offered to beat anyone up who gave
our kids a hard time — not quite the godly approach we were
going for, but amazing in its own way.
A second and all-too-common sentiment came from the mother of one of our girls. Her story
reflects what I hear all the time: the family never walked away from God, but they had walked away
from church. Serita’s mother said, “I gave up. We’d been to church all our lives and were told there
was no place for us. It was then that I knew there was a God because there was a place for Serita
and her friends.” Godly parents have their hearts break when told over and over again by churches
and youth pastors that there simply is no place for their children. When a church doesn’t have or
make a place for a teen with special needs, there’s no place for that family.

Expanding the Dream

Years have passed and the vision God placed on my life has grown. I’ve shifted from a solely local
focus to desiring a change throughout Young Life and even the greater Christian community. This
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was helped along five years ago by a letter from an able bodied teen who volunteered to help with
Capernaum. This girl wrote a two-page college entrance paper talking about her experience as a 16year-old helper. At first she was grossed out, overwhelmed, and angry. Then she had a conversation
with a young disabled girl who said, “Because everyone hates me I cut myself.” The young woman
wrote about befriending her peer, praying with her, and walking with her as she became a Christian.
She moved from being repulsed by drool and people who violated her personal space to having her
heart changed so that she saw the kids at camp in a completely new way. That letter concluded
with her desire to go into occupational therapy.
My dream has expanded. What if we combined Christian, able-bodied teens with teens with
disabilities? As teenagers’ lives are changed, I’d love to see some become physical therapists,
others special education teachers. Even better, they’ll see a person with a disability in a brand
new way. My vision is to see those in high school grow into their 20s and 30s and look around and
wonder why there aren’t more people with disabilities in their churches. Why aren’t there more
people in their everyday lives with disabilities?
God has nuanced and grown Capernaum. What hasn’t changed is that these teens are still so very
hidden. I’ve learned that God is already with them.
Sometimes it is my role to point this out to them.
Other times they are so profoundly enveloping, it’s
much more about God saying to me, “You need to find
these teens; you need what they have.”
I was used to being active, but all of the things I held
as my gifts were meaningless. No title, sports ability,
or being an eloquent or funny speaker was valued. The
guiding principle comes as we seek to imitate Christ.
In John 15:15, Jesus is quoted as saying, “I have called
you friends, for all things that I have heard from my Father I have made known to you.” It’s partly
about finding these teens, but as much or more about what they have to give — purity, innocence,
simplicity, no ego, pure, simple love for Jesus and others. Friendship goes both ways. I’m convinced
that the first will be last and the last will be first. I’m convinced that the truly disabled are those of
us who’ve never dreamed that we are.
God sent me to a group of teens no onebelieved in. I’ve worked with staff others didn’t believe in.
I experienced not being believed in so I could go to a group of teens and be an advocate. My hope,
is that others will get comfortable with being uncomfortable — that others will open their eyes to a
group of teens too often hidden away and considered not worth befriending. My hope is that you’ll
believe that God longs to amaze us beyond what we’ve dreamed.
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A Discussion Guide:

Why Do Disabilities Make Me Uncomfortable?
When have you interacted with people with disabilities? Describe your experience.

Do you know anyone with a disability? Describe your relationship with them.

What has surprised you in reading these handouts about people with disabilities?

What is your motivation for wanting to serve Capernaum campers?

Is there anything about learning about disabilities that makes you uncomfortable?

Is there anything about learning about disabilities that inspires or encourages you?

What kind of situations are you nervous about encountering at Capernaum camp?

(Discussion leader: Make sure to explain what to expect at camp in regards to boundaries
between girls and guys — we are developing friendships, not boyfriends/girlfriends, and also
explain expectations for keeping in touch with campers after returning home from camp
— i.e., don’t make promises you can’t keep.)
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III. A Reading Guide for Adam by Henri Nouwen
Nouwen describes Adam’s “desert.” Have you had a desert? What was it like?
Pg. 38 “They failed to recognize or receive his beautiful spirit, his enduring patience, and his gentle
heart.” What does this teach you about working with folks with disabilities? L’Arche called Adam
and his friends “core members.” What does this tell you about how important our language is when
we talk about disabilities?
Pg. 41 “I was told that L’Arche’s mission was to ‘live with core’ members …” How is this similar to
Jesus’ mission on earth?
Pg. 42 “I began with fear and trembling. I still remember those first days. Even the support of
assistants, I was afraid walking into Adam’s room and waking up this stranger. His heavy breathing
and restless hand movements made me very self-conscious. I didn’t know him. I didn’t know what
he expected of me. I didn’t want to upset him. And in front of the others, I didn’t want to make a
fool of myself. I didn’t want to be laughed at. I didn’t want to be a source of embarrassment.” How
do you relate to Nouwen’s sentiments here? What do you learn from his fears?
Pg. 43 “‘Get to know Adam.’ That was a puzzle for me. Adam often looked at me with his eyes,
but he did not speak or respond to anything I asked him. Adam didn’t smile when I did something
well or protest when I made a mistake.” What do you learn from this passage about developing a
relationship with someone who can’t audibly speak back to you? What does this teach you about
God and prayer?
Pg. 45 “L’Arche was about placing the weakest and most vulnerable persons at the center and
looking for their unique gifts.” This is what Capernaum is about! “L’Arche is not built around the
word but around the BODY. We are so privileged to be entrusted with the body of another.”
— Jean Vanier
From pgs. 46-48 Nouwen talks about how our bodies and words have to be the same — what does
that teach you about your life? Do you take words for granted? And does it amaze you that he is
writing a BOOK (filled up with WORDS) about a man that couldn’t TALK!?!?
Pg. 48 “Just be with me and trust that this is where you have to be …” Have you ever felt this
comfortable with anyone in your life? Who? Why?
Questions Adam spurred on in Nouwen’s mind:
What is community? What is care? What is love? What is life? Who am I? Who are we? Who is God?
Read pg. 53 again. This is about how God calls us to RESIST JUDGEMENT and accept the invitation
to go deeper and know Jesus more intimately. Are there things in your life you are judging and are
they keeping you from knowing Jesus more deeply?
Pg. 64 “Their encounters with Adam often became experiences of inner renewal because he offered
them an opportunity and a context to think differently about their lives, their goals, and their
aspirations.”
Pg. 77-78 “The word ‘handicap’ started to have a whole new meaning. The fact that my handicaps
were less visible than those of Adam and his housemates didn’t make them less real.”
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Pg. 79 “Even when I had nothing to show for myself, I was still God’s beloved son.”
Pg. 85 “Perhaps one of his biggest sufferings was that Adam couldn’t tell anyone what was
bothering him.”
Pg. 90 “Adam’s total dependence made it possible for him to live fully only if we lived in a loving
community around him. His great teaching to us was, ‘You love one another. Otherwise, my life is
useless and I am a burden.’”
Pg. 91 “Choose to give our love when we are strong and to receive the love of others when we are
weak, always with tranquility and generosity.”
Pg. 93 “‘We are all quite afraid of the days ahead and of losing him … Just pray that we live it well.’”
Pg. 101 “Death is such a mystery, forcing us to ask ourselves, ‘Why do I live? How do I live? For
whom do I live?’”
What did Michael’s way of grieving teach you?
Most kids with disabilities have had friends die by the time they are in high school. How do you
think this affects them and their outlook on life?
Why do you think people missed Adam when he died? What did he give them? What did they
give him?
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IV. What to Expect at Camp
Any time you sign up for a Young Life camp, there is normally a promise that it will be “the best
week of your life.” Being a Campaigner at Capernaum camp will be the best week of your life —
hands down. However, it will be different than your time at camp when you attended simply
as a camper.
Your role at camp may seem simple, but it is a critical role. Many people with disabilities are often
ignored and looked down upon. You will have the opportunity to build a friendship with them and
love them in a way that may seem simple to you, but may be the very way that they are able to
understand God’s love for them. You get to mimic the heart of the apostle Paul in 1 Thessalonians
2:8 when he said “We were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God, but our lives as
well, because you had become so dear to us.” Because this week at camp will be a bit different for
you, here are a few things you can expect from the schedule in a typical day:
1. You will eat three delicious meals with friends from our area and the Capernaum area we will
		 be partnered with.
2. You will experience amazing, high-energy clubs every day. (Expect club to be in the morning.)
3. You will do cabin time with the area of Capernaum campers and leaders you are partnered
		 with. (This time is for Capernaum campers to talk and participate; you will simply get to be a
		 part of watching God work!)
4. You will have a chance to meet with your area to share stories and excitements and concerns
		 you might have during the day. You can also use this time to pray for your campers and their
		 leaders.
5. Once a day, the adult leaders will need to attend a meeting, so you will participate in an 		
		 activity with campers while their leaders are gone.
6. In the evening, you will have a chance to worship with all of the Campaigners and leaders and
		 buddies. There will also be some teaching during this time. (Make sure to bring your Bible
		 and journal!)
7. It wouldn’t be Young Life camp without crazy activities and lots of surprises, so get excited!
		 You are there to offer energy and fun!
8. You will have free time to spend with campers and their leaders.
		 This is a great time to offer leaders a break if they need one and take
		 campers to the pool, to the store, get a milkshake, play four square,
		 etc.! You will cheer your new friends on when they do the ropes 		
		 course and zip line. You may or may not have the opportunity for
		 a turn on these “rides.”
9. The schedule is very low key compared to typical Young Life camp. 		
		 There is approximately one activity for every four at typical camp; 		
		 there is no need to rush or hurry.
10. When we play all camp games, the goal is for everyone to participate
		 and feel included rather than having the goal of winning.
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Example of a Daily Schedule
Day 2
8:00 a.m.		Admin Meeting – A-Team
9:00.a.m.		Breakfast – Run – on
9:45 a.m. 		Club
11:00 a.m.		Cabin Time / with talk follow-up activity and questions
11:45 a.m.		All Camp Game — WATER OLYMPICS/POOL GAMES
12:45 p.m. 		Lunch			
2:00 p.m.		Free Time / Rides Begin
6:00 p.m.		Dinner
7:15 p.m.		Leaders Meeting — Capernaum kids; “evening activity” Interactive Concert in Club
			Room with special musician (for Discipleship kids and SS)
8:15 p.m.		County Fair in front field
9:30 p.m.		Capernaum Campers to their Cabins
9:30 p.m. 		Discipleship Worship
10:30 p.m.		Spring Center Open — including snack bar and store for discipleship campers
11:00 p.m.		Discipleship Bell
Things which eye has not seen and ear has not heard what God has prepared
in the hearts of those who love Him. — 1 Corinthians 2:9
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A Quiet Time Journal for Camp:
For Discipleship Leaders
by Nick Palermo

God has not called us to be successful but faithful. — Mother Teresa
Not by power, nor by might but by the Spirit says the Lord. — Zechariah 4:6

Day One
You made it! All the months of planning and expectation. Excitement! Adrenaline! Anticipation!
And you are dead tired already. But all the excitement and adrenaline will take care of that, at least
for a day or two. But what you cannot do without is time with our Heavenly Father. It is the air we
breathe.
Look at Jesus beginning His day by the startling early-morning appointment with His Father after
a long-into-the-night day of service. He could do without sleep but not without His Father. His day
one of ministry in Mark records stunning encounters and victories. And when Peter comes searching
for Jesus, we are allowed to peek into the Master’s power source — His Father — and it is ours too.
I hope you will expect and anticipate things no eye has seen and no ear has heard. As you stay
faithful this week to spending time with your Father you will experience all that God has prepared
for the hearts of those who love Him.
Today: Look with a keen eye for God sightings. He will show up unexpectedly and leave you in awe
and gratitude. Have you had one of these in the first 24 hours?

Day Two

You are the message
Read 1 John 1:1-4 and John 1:1-18
My ministry is a beautiful calling from God to be with kids with physical and mental disabilities. One
of the things they force me to do is a refusal to rely solely on words to proclaim the Gospel. Because
of their mental limitations, intellectual concepts can be tough for them to understand. What they
do understand with crystal sharp clarity is being loved. Truly loved.
How? Through a gentle look, the loving tone, really listening, being taken seriously, unhurried time
and a hug. Oh yes, they get the message because it’s embedded in the life of the messenger. You
are that message to kids. St. Francis said, “Preach the gospel at all times, and use words when
necessary.”
Today, live in such a way that your life is the message that interprets your words to kids. It is what
God did. He didn’t send a speech, He sent Jesus.
By the way, what were your God sightings in the past 24 hours?
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Day Three

Brokenness
Read Mark 5:1-20
Conversations are starting to come up aren’t they? There are secrets kids are beginning to share
with you. And underneath their designer clothes and young athletic bodies and good looks, you
discover unspeakable pain.
While my Capernaum friends wear their disabilities and brokenness on the outside, typical kids
cover their brokenness with layers and layers of disguise. But God has brought them her in this
beautiful place and caught them for a week. A place where it is hard to keep the disguise. And
you are seeing it, what do you do?
I love what Jesus did with the Gerasenes madman. First, He
did not run away from this frightening broken man. It must
have stunned him. Everyone ran from him. Not Jesus. And
not you from your kids. They will be stunned that you neither
run away or reject them.
Then Jesus spoke into this man’s life, casting out demons. As
you first listen and then at the right time speak, you will be
in battle, engaged in a war with demons that surround these
kids lives. Remember that and remember your authority in
Jesus to cast out demons.
The result? A transformed man clothed in his right mind talking to Jesus, as the Savior lovingly
listens. Expect it. Kids lives are going to be changed. And when it happens, take even more time
to listen to their story and speak into their lives as Jesus did with the Gerasenes madman.
What God sightings have you had in the past 24 hours?

Day Four

Never take it for granted
Read Luke 22:39 — 23:56 and Colossians 1:27
I had a big group of Capernaum kids at Young Life’s Woodleaf camp with me in 1991. It was the
night of the message on the cross and God was about to jolt me. To my shame, I was barely
listening to the message. I was tired and zoning out when a beautiful girl with Down syndrome
named Sarita jabbed my shoulder.
Sarita can’t speak but she sure can communicate. She, in agitation, hit the palm of each of her
hands with her finger, and then with tears streaming down her face, pointed up. She was in the
deepest of emotion and love pointing to the scars in Jesus’ hands and worshipping God for His love
for her on the cross. She did this standing up while the message went on. She didn’t care who was
looking at her or how she came across. She only cared about showing her gratitude to Jesus.
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God grabbed a hold of me through my precious Sarita and reminded me that the cross is for me
every day; and for eternity we will worship the One who even in resurrected body, will have the
scars. May we never take the cross for granted, and may we count on the fact that the message of
the cross will arrest kids like Sarita. Into the brokenness shared by us and our kids, will Jesus come
and take it all unto Himself. Hallelujah! What a Savior!
Worship Him today!
Any God sightings in the past 24 hours?

Day Five

Invitations
Revelation 3:20 and Luke 14:16-24
I love parties. I love it when I get an invitation to one. It makes me feel special. I am included.
Someone important thought about me. They want me there, and oh what a joy there will be when
we laugh, dance, eat, drink, tell stories. I can’t wait.
Friends, Jesus is inviting your kids to the greatest party that mankind will ever know. We will share
it with our friends who accept this invitation. Our week at camp is a sneak preview of that party.
Pray for your friends to make this connection with all they are experiencing here with the God of
hospitality who invites them to the party. Pray they can hear the invitation of the sweet Holy Spirit
that calls them to the party.
The Master said in Luke 14 that the party will not start until the house is full. We are the servants
compelling our friends to come in so the party can start. Come on! Let’s party!
What God sightings have you had?

On the Road Again
Read Luke 24:13-32
What a week! And now you are heading home. On the road again. I love the resurrection story in
Luke. As two discouraged disciples walk, Jesus joins them along the road to listen and speak to
them. They don’t ever recognize Jesus as they are so discouraged.
I don’t know what state of mind you are in as you leave. I know you are spent, you are weary, you
have had challenges, victories and disappointments.
However, as you leave, Jesus comes alongside you as you make your journey home. He also comes
alongside your kids, even if they do not recognize Him.
Be encouraged. Jesus is with you on this journey. He has been at work this past week just as He was
on Good Friday. What was the salvation of the world seemed only like unspeakable tragedy to His
disciples. Things are seldom as they seem to be.
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In the days ahead, let Jesus come alongside you and encourage you and refresh you in your journey.
Let Him continue to direct you with your kids. Thanks for sharing your journey and your kids journey
with us. God speed!

V. Putting Together Your Prayer Team for While You’re at Camp
Oswald Chambers once wrote, “Prayer does not equip us for the greater work, prayer IS the greater
work.” While at camp, much will be asked of you as you serve campers with disabilities, and having
people to pray for you while you’re at camp will be an incredibly essential part of your experience!
Think about people who have prayed for you during your lifetime: parents, grandparents, Sunday
School teachers, youth ministers, Young Life leaders, teachers, friends. Ask 10 of these people to
pray for your time at camp. You can do this any way you feel comfortable (phone call, e-mail, letter,
etc.). Here is an example of a letter or e-mail you could send:
Dear Grandma,
You have been so great at praying for me my whole life and I’m so grateful for that. Next week I’m
going to go help serve kids with disabilities at a Young Life camp and I wanted to get a group of
people to pray for me and you came to mind. Would you be interested in being on my prayer team
for camp?
Here are a few specific things you could pray for while I’m at camp:
1. I’m really excited about this trip, but I don’t have much experience working with kids with 		
		 disabilities, and so I’m a little nervous, too.
2. I’m missing some of football summer workouts to go to camp and I don’t want to be 		
		 preoccupied by that while I’m at camp.
3. I want to grow in my relationship with Christ and get to know Him better.
4. Matthew 25:40 has challenged me a lot as I’ve thought about this trip; pray that God would
		 help me have compassion for the “least of these.”
Thanks so much for praying for me. It means a whole lot to me! I will send you an e-mail/letter after I
get back from camp with some pictures and stories about camp!
Love you,
Your grandson/daughter
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