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Amoris laetitia through the lens of disability

Abstract:
Last april, prof. David Perry called the vision of Amoris Laetitia  with regard to disability “a kind, charitable, paternalistic vision in which the function of the disabled is to demonstrate the goodness of those who care for them.” This severe condemnation of the pontifical text appeals for a more detailed analysis.
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Last april, prof. David Perry commented on the four paragraphs of Pope Francis’ exhortation Amoris Laetitia (Francis, 2016) containing explicit references to people with disabilities. His text can be found on his blog: www.thismess.net/2016/04/pope-francis-and-disability-in-context.html. Perry’s view is that in all of the above mentioned paragraphs, the disabled person is merely considered as an object of care, provided by an inherently abled family, which is blessed for providing this care. Perry says there is no space in Amoris Laetitia for the disabled parent, providing care for the abled child, nor for the disabled person's independence and decision-making. He calls the vision of Amoris Laetitia “a kind, charitable, paternalistic vision in which the function of the disabled is to demonstrate the goodness of those who care for them.” Though his analysis is partly right, it lacks a more critical approach, his severe condemnation of the pontifical text appeals for a more detailed analysis. 

Admittedly, when one looks closely into the magisterial discourse on persons with disabilities over the last thirty five years, it is clear that the overall tone is sympathetic and respectful, but reflects a "charitable" vision regarding these persons. Does the exhortation on love in the family really brings nothing new to the conversation?
Four paragraphs of Amoris Laetitia explicitly treat handicap and disability. I suggest studying them in detail trying to identify their limitations and their challenges.

47. [...] Families who lovingly accept the difficult trial of a child with special needs are greatly to be admired. They render the Church and society an invaluable witness of faithfulness to the gift of life. In these situations, the family can discover, together with the Christian community, new approaches, new ways of acting, a different way of understanding and identifying with others, by welcoming and caring for the mystery of the frailty of human life. People with disabilities are a gift for the family and an opportunity to grow in love, mutual aid and unity…  If the family, in the light of the faith, accepts the presence of persons with special needs, they will be able to recognize and ensure the quality and value of every human life, with its proper needs, rights and opportunities. [...] Here I would stress that dedication and concern shown to migrants and to persons with special needs alike is a sign of the Spirit. Both situations are paradigmatic: they serve as a test of our commitment to show mercy in welcoming others and to help the vulnerable to be fully a part of our communities.
Reading these lines, I can understand why Prof. Perry calls the text paternalistic. However, we have to bear in mind that in this paragraph the Pope merely quotes a whole section of the text of the Relatio finalis[footnoteRef:1] of the Synod on the Family (§21) (Synod, 2015). As often in ecclesial discourse on disability, the latter is seen as an opportunity to witness. The synodal text is no exception: families bear witness through love for their child. The disabled child is associated with «a difficult trial»; there is very little space in this paragraph for an optimistic look on disability, nor for the joy or the love or the fun a child with a disability, just like any child, may also bring. [1:  SYNOD OF BISHOPS, « The Final Report of the Synod of Bishops» [on line], in  <www.vatican.va/roman_curia/synod/ documents/rc_synod_doc_20151026_relazione-finale-xiv-assemblea_en.html >, (last consulted on June 14, 2016).] 

Moreover, Relatio finalis has a very limited interpretation of the concept of “witness” compared to some previous pontifical speeches: for example, in his message to the participants On the Occasion of the International Symposium on the Dignity and Rights of the Mentally Disabled Person (John Paul II, 2004), Pope John Paul II had used a language of empowerment by expressly stating that people with disabilities can be teachers and may become messengers. None of this transpires in Relatio where the role of witnessing is reserved for families and the entourage of a person with disability. The language of empowerment of people with disabilities has clearly not been adopted by all the Synod fathers.
So far in this paragraph, Pope Francis has only quoted the Synod fathers. However, in the last two sentences, he speaks for himself and there arises an absolute novelty:  persons “with special needs” (and not "with disabilities") are associated with migrants and not with the sick, and they are invited to become full parts of Christian communities ... this is a small revolution. Indeed, from this point of view, the biblical figure best representing the person with a disability would not be the sick or the little one, but rather: the stranger. If this new perception would settle permanently, the pastoral care of persons with disabilities could soon be part of the Service for Pastoral Care of Migrants whose mission is to humanize the encounter with foreigners, to promote solidarity with the brother in trouble, to encourage local churches to welcome the Christian communities of foreign origin. Just replace "foreign" with "disabled" and you have a program for Pastoral Inclusion...
82. “[...] We need to return to the message of the Encyclical Humanae Vitae of Blessed Pope Paul VI, which highlights the need to respect the dignity of the person in morally assessing methods of regulating birth… The choice of adoption or foster parenting can also express that fruitfulness which is a characteristic of married life” 90. With special gratitude the Church “supports families who accept, raise and surround with affection children with various disabilities”. 91 (90 Relatio Synodi 2014, 57 – 91 Ibid, 58.)
The Pope confirms the refusal of assisted reproductive technologies and implicitly suggests sterile couples should consider adopting a disabled child, thus gaining the Church’s special gratitude. This may sound awkward and charitable, but before jumping to conclusions, this paragraph should be read in combination with §178-181, where the Pope writes: “Adopting a child is an act of love, offering the gift of a family to someone who has none. It is important to insist that legislation help facilitate the adoption process, above all in the case of unwanted children, in order to prevent their abortion or abandonment.” and “children, whether natural, adoptive or taken in foster care, are persons in their own right who need to be accepted, loved and cared for, and not just brought into this world. The best interests of the child should always underlie any decision in adoption and foster care.” This recognition of the personhood and the acceptance of all children, of all abilities, shows there is more to the adoption of a disabled child than a mere act of charity.

195. Growing up with brothers and sisters makes for a beautiful experience of caring for and helping one another. For “fraternity in families is especially radiant when we see the care, the patience, the affection that surround the little brother or sister who is frail, sick or disabled”221. It must be acknowledged that “having a brother or a sister who loves you is a profound, precious and unique experience”222.  Children do need to be patiently taught to treat one another as brothers and sisters. This training, at times quite demanding, is a true school of socialization. [...](221Catechesis (18 February 2015): L’Osservatore Romano, 19 February 2015, p. 8. 222 Ibid.)
Brotherhood and siblingship are recurring themes in the speeches of Pope Francis. It is fortunate to see them related here to the theme of disability. The attention to siblings of people with disabilities is new in the magisterial discourse. This attention echoes several recent studies and seminars on the same theme. The Catechesis of 18 February 2015, from which this quotation is taken, continues: "The brothers and sisters who do this are very many around the world, and maybe we do not appreciate enough their generosity."As in §47 of the exhortation, the siblings of a disabled person are recognized as witnesses of Christian love, because they surround the little brother or sister who is sick or disabled. However, I am not sure the Pope realizes that it is also "a precious and unique experience" to be loved by a brother or sister with a disability. It is not written explicitly in this paragraph, though nothing prevents one from understanding it in this sense too.
Less fortunate is the insistence on the "little" brother, "little" sister. Aren’t big brothers and sisters worthy of attention, patience and affection? One suspects a sense of melodrama that often characterizes Pope Francis’ speeches, in order to enhance his "compassion credentials"[footnoteRef:2] . [2:  I borrow this expression from Lennard Davis, Professor in Disability Studies at Illinois University, quoted by David Perry on his blog http://www.thismess.net/2016/04/pope-francis-and-disability-as-spectacle.html. ] 

We find in this paragraph the assimilation of disease and disability, customary of ecclesial discourse – when will it dawn on the Magisterium that a disabled person is not necessarily sick or frail?

197. This larger family should provide love and support to teenage mothers, children without parents, single mothers left to raise children, persons with disabilities needing particular affection and closeness, young people struggling with addiction, the unmarried, separated or widowed who are alone, and the elderly and infirm who lack the support of their children. It should also embrace “even those who have made shipwreck of their lives”. This wider family can help make up for the shortcomings of parents, detect and report possible situations in which children suffer violence and even abuse, and provide wholesome love and family stability in cases when parents prove incapable of this. 
Whereas in §195 disability is clearly associated with sickness and frailty, it is interesting to note that in this paragraph, the Pope lists people with disabilities among several complicated situations caused by society. This is to my knowledge the first time in a magisterial text where disability clearly leaves the medical sphere to be recognized as a social phenomenon. The elderly and sick are certainly part of the list, but only insofar as they do not receive support from their children. Would the Magisterium finally have integrated the social model of disability?

In my view, the biggest shortcoming of this text from a disability perspective is that it gives no room for reflection on the emotional life of people with disabilities. The publishing of an exhortation on love in the family could have been a tremendous opportunity to finally get to grips with the subject of the sexual and emotional needs of people with disabilities. Chapter eight of the exhortation on “accompanying weakness” should have included a reflection on this thorny issue. In the absence of binding Church rules, the issue of a dignified sexual and emotional life for people with (mainly intellectual) disabilities remains debated in institutions and foster homes, and adequate response depends on the goodwill of each educational team. One can only hope that all the paragraphs about sexual education (§280 – 286) were written with people of all abilities in mind: 
285. Sex education should also include respect and appreciation for differences, as a way of helping the young to overcome their self-absorption and to be open and accepting of others. Beyond the understandable difficulties which individuals may experience, the young need to be helped to accept their own body as it was created [...]Only by losing the fear of being different, can we be freed of self-centredness and self-absorption. Sex education should help young people to accept their own bodies [...]

In conclusion, I have a more nuanced and a more positive look than David Perry on the Apostolic exhortation. I have to admit that the exhortation pays no attention to the parent or worker with a disability, nor does it refer to their contribution to their family or to society. Indeed, with the witness role reserved almost exclusively to the entourage of people with disabilities, the language of empowerment is strangely absent from this document. Its’ biggest limitation is that the issue of the sexual and emotional life of people with disabilities remains unaddressed. However, I think the exhortation is a first step towards full inclusion of people of all abilities, it puts a spotlight on the sisters and brothers of people with disabilities, it promotes adoption rather than abortion, and, despite some inconsistencies, it marks a real progress as to the social comprehension of disability.
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