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The gospel preached by the deaf: 

conversation as complete form of language in pastoral ministry 

with the deaf 

 

1. DEAF PEOPLE WITHOUT COMMUNICATION 

Until slightly more than two centuries ago deaf 1 children seldom received school 

education. The great majority of deaf children remained not only illiterate, but did 

not acquire the oral language of their family either. Probably they had poor 

communication, which consisted of a limited kind of home made sign language. 

We have some written records about exceptional deaf persons in those times, 

but none about the life of ordinary deaf people.  Possibly experiences of deaf 

children without school education in modern oral societies can give some picture 

of how their lives might have been.  

Kpiebaya writes about deaf children in the oral society of Ghana: 

 

 Deafness does pose more serious problems than blindness in a non-

literate society where the medium of communication is oral. Deaf 

people are, so to speak, alienated from their own society. They see a 

lot of things happening but do not understand what it is all about, 

since information does not reach them. They are often left on their 

own to interpret the events as they see them, and quite often they 
                                             

     1 In this article by “deaf” is meant such a hearing loss, congenital or acquired 

before the onset of  communication by speech, that even with optimal fitting of 

hearing aids, language cannot be acquired or processed mainly by audition. I 

admit that this audiological definition of deafness may be limited for those 

workers in the field of deafness that would prefer a socio-cultural definition of 

deafness: Deaf are those people that experience themselves as belonging to the 

Deaf community. 



interpret the events as they seem them, and quite often they interpret 

them wrongly and get into conflict with their hearing neighbours. They 

are virtually excluded from the gripping events in the culture, such as 

music and dance, story telling, proverbs, etc.2 

 

Ateka Kweya writes about deaf people in Kenya: 

 

 The majority of deaf children and adults are very well accepted in the 

family. We live in extended families, i.e., families are much wider than 

the parents-children situation. ... Within the extended family there is a 

deep sense of mutual dependency and responsibility. This is very good 

for a handicapped child since the child will get the help and the 

protection he needs from his relatives. Social security for the 

handicapped (sic) does not exist in the country. ... Also, the extended 

family system will, because of lack of other social security, feel oblige 

to take up its responsibility for looking after the handicapped as much 

as they are able to. In kind, they are very limited, and very often 

unable to do more than keep the handicapped with them and feed 

them, but in spirit they are willing and generous.3 

 

These descriptions resemble the life stories of deaf adolescents and adults 

without school education that came from their country of origin to Western 

Europe. 

Zuleika was the third deaf child in a family with four deaf and three hearing 

children. She was fifteen years old when she left her North-African country. In 

her country she had lived in a small rural village. There she had been a goat herd 

                                             
     2 Kpiebaya (1984), p175-175. 

     3 Ateka Kweya (1984), p192. 



for two years. Every day she went out with her small flock of goats. The goats 

had to be milked and to be taken care of. When she was at home, she assisted 

in baking and cooking. She was a good housekeeper. One time every week she 

accompanied her mother to the market. She indicated that day with the sign for 

“market”. Another day, washing-day, was indicated with the sign for “wash”. 

She observed like all members of her family the laws of Islam, but did not 

wonder about the meaning of those uses and though she accompanied her 

mother to the mosque, she did not know about the existence of God. She took 

things in her life in the way they happened to her. Her father had worked for 

many years in Western Europe. When she asked her mother where her father 

was, her mother made a sign for air plane and far away, but she had never seen 

an air plane and did not understand about it. She had thought always that her 

father lived somewhere in the sky, and she was scared about it.  

Deaf people without a school education and a formal communication system, live 

within the safe shelter of their family, where they may fulfil social roles that give 

them some hold on their lives. At the same time communication is very limited, 

and personal experiences are shared poorly. Their thought and feelings remain 

hidden for their environment, and for their part they have no possibility to have a 

look into other people’s personal experiences. There may be warmth, love and 

care, but no real exchange or conversation. 

Such may have been the life situation of most deaf people when in 1770 Charles 

Michel Abbé de l’Épée founded the first school for the deaf at Paris.  This school 

was visited by deaf children from the poorest ranks of the population of Paris. 

He had observed that deaf people among each other used sign language, and he 

decided that sign language was the mother tongue of the deaf, that should be 

used in education. His educational system was brought by priests and protestant 

ministers to other countries, United States, Belgium, the Netherlands. Various 

modern sign languages derive from the sign language used in De l’Épée’s school. 

In the same period of time in Germany Lutheran pastors founded schools for the 



deaf, where deaf children were taught to speak, in order to become surdus 

loquens. Surely, the spirit of Enlightenment played a role in this development, 

but it was not merely coincidental that schools for the deaf were founded by 

catholic and protestant clergy. Providing deaf people with communication and 

language was related to the central mission of the church: announcing the 

Gospel to all peoples of the earth. It served a pastoral goal. 

In exactly the same period of time in the training of clergy for the first time 

expressions as practical theology and pastoral psychology came into use.4 In 

1773 a new ordinance for theology students at Würzburg (Germany) decided 

that the character of the pastor should be formed in such a way that he was 

able to get into relationship with all kinds of people, in order to bring them, by 

his example and by his words, to a conversation about religion. Therefore, the 

pastor should have knowledge about people and the conflicts they have to deal 

with in life. Pompey sees this emergent pastoral orientation as a consequence of 

the pluralism of values and thought of Enlightenment and the radical change in 

the pastoral situation that resulted from this pluralism. It may be, however, that 

these beginning of pastoral theology and school education of the deaf, with their 

shared interest in communication and conversation, are a consequence of an 

evolution in European view on the human person. It was a necessary historical 

development, after the discovery of men’s individuality in Renaissance and the 

formulation of his self-consciousness by Decartes. A logical step forward was 

the insight that persons have an inner world of their own, which can be shared 

by language and communication. 

Now we are two centuries further and most deaf people in Western countries 

can acquire language for communication, although often not sufficiently. We can 

ask them now, how they experience deafness and communication, and their 

experiences may be an important source of information for pastoral ministry with 

                                             
     4 Cf. Pompey (1990). 



the deaf. 

 

2. SELF REPORTS OF DEAF PEOPLE WITH REGARD TO LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION 

I report here a limited selection of written, published and unpublished, self 

reports of deaf people. 

A 17 years old deaf born girl, Agnes, orally educated and mainstreamed into a 

regular high school, wrote in a paper about deafness made for social studies: 

 

 Language is the most important thing in your life. Language enables 

you to communicate with other people, and that is already very 

difficult for us. It is important to make good sentences, so that others 

can understand you. For deaf people that is a problem. Sometimes 

they do not know if a sentence sounds well or not.  

 .... 

 Learning to live. And life has many aspects. Life is being part of a 

certain culture, of an existing form of society. And those have many, 

many habitudes, uses, laws that you should know! And all these 

things are interwoven with language, often even woven of language. 

 Language links people to another, makes one whole of their society. In 

language intentions, moods, opinions are expressed. You have to 

know language if you want to be a part of it. And living is ... 

participation.  

 Deafness is primarily a huge language problem. If language has not 

sufficiently developed, insight, comprehension, intuition, the right way 

of acting in many fields remains backward. All kinds of situations have 

to be provided with language.           

 Looking ... with language. Hugging ... with language. Willing ... with 

language. Admiring ... with language. Being sad ... with language. 

Rejoicing ... with language. Being creative ... with language. Being 



angry ... with language. Language, you have to feel it, it has to be 

inside you, an integrative part of yourself, that ties you strongly to 

your fellow men, your environment, and to your self. 5 

 

A deaf born woman tells: 

 

 I saw deaf friends only at schools, and the memories of the weekends 

and holidays at home, the mealtimes at the table, the visits and 

birthday parties still make me sad. I asked a lot at home and I wanted 

to know what was said. I think that I did not get answers on three 

quarters of my questions, because there was no time for giving an 

answer or it was not important. I felt that I did not belong: I was an 

outsider.6 

 

An interview with an orally educated deaf woman tells: 

  

 An event on her work brought a fundamental change into her life. She 

had always been helped by her colleagues when there was a meeting 

on her work. ‘One day my boss said to my colleague: Just tell the 

most important things to Ellen! I suddenly asked myself: why I should 

not have to know all?! Why only the most important things?! 

Therefore, I wanted to have from that moment on an interpreter.’ The 

use of an interpreter was very important for Ellen, though she had 

excellent oral abilities. ‘My eyes opened’, she continues, ‘because 

now, I could follow anything completely. Because an interpreter tells 

everything that is said or done, including the sound of a door that is 
                                             

     5 Agnes van der Meer (s.a.), unpublished paper for social studies. 

     6 Koolhof in Doof-zijn: een wereld van verschil (1983) 



smashed, or a joke. From that moment on I started to think about the 

oral method and sign language.7 The consequence was that some ten 

years ago I applied for a course for becoming a teacher in Total 

Communication. I discovered that there was still another language: 

sign language. The support I had from it, was a real liberation for me, 

although I surely do not want to reject the oral method. The oral 

method is good for participation in society, but not for integration into 

it. It is often only one-way traffic. At least for deaf people who are not 

able to speak well, you should stimulate other communication 

methods.8 

 

A deaf born woman wrote the following poem about her deafness: 

 

 Deafness 

 I was a child of 

 unspoken words and 

 unharkening ears. 

 My eyes hung on            

 people’s soundless conversation. 

 I felt like dying with embarrassment 

 when people talked to me. 

                                             

     7 By oral method is meant a method of education of deaf children in which 

the acquisition of spoken language and integration in the hearing society are 

primary goals. 

     8 Van Gool, A. (2001). Van administratief medewerkster tot docente 

Nederlandse Gebarentaal [From administrative employee to teacher of Sign 

Language of the Netherlands]. De Vriend, 92 (4), 11. 



 I went anywhere as if I were a dog 

 on a lead. 

 I grew healthier, quickly 

 but dead in understanding. 

 I’ve missed my happy, relaxing 

 and understanding childhood years. 

 Then I was sent to a special school. 

 And my blocked ears and mouth 

 began to open like 

 spring flowers for the first time 

 in my life.9 

 

Some self-reports are put in a religious framework. A religious sister deafened at 

childhood age and teacher in a secondary school for the deaf writes: 

  

 Deafness means often to feel oneself lonely. But in fact, we are never 

alone: the Lord is always with us. For someone He may be a travelling 

companion, for another the real sense of his existence. Another may 

encounter Him in his fellow men. 

 However, this does not come naturally, because deafness hinders 

considerably the flow of information, at the risk of moving around in a 

quite small circle. The same holds true with regards to our knowledge 

of God. We all know that the deaf child specially depends entirely on 

the people surrounding him: on their living example, on what they offer 

to them or deny. 

 A deaf child needs to know, perhaps more that a non-handicapped 

child, that there is ‘Somebody who is always with him and who 

                                             
     9 Quoted by Mathews (1983). 



always loves him.’ Who even needs him to say it: simply to make 

others happy. 

 ... 

 Like Yahweh travels along with the Israelites in the form of a pillar of 

cloud, so is God present to us. But we should learn to understand this 

symbol. I believe that this (...) could be very valuable for deaf children, 

being little ‘eye people’. For being present, means also: being together, 

being in touch with another: having a relation with someone. A notion 

which can easily be understood by our deaf children. 

 I believe, that we can make the also sensitive for a ‘Relation’, which is 

the deepest reason of our existence. Deaf persons can experience this. 

‘That God exists, I have experienced when my grandmother died”, as 

a youngster spontaneously said in the class. 

 ... 

 One can say that deafness entails a certain, inevitable seclusion and 

loneliness. But deaf persons are also part of the Church: people of God 

on the way! Deaf persons too have their rightful place in that Church 

and the task to live the Gospel in word and deed and to pass it on to 

others.10 

 

A deaf priest, son of deaf parents and grown up in Deaf culture writes: 

 

 There were times, especially in college in Valladolid and St. Mary’s 

parish, when I was with hearing people most of the time. (...) I often 

found myself in company with those who had no knowledge of sign 

language or even more don’t really know deaf people. I didn’t feel free, 

                                             
     10 Franken (1992), p27-34. 
 



it was difficult for me to be the ‘real Peter’. Why was that? Because 

there were no, or very few, opportunities for me to use my own 

language - British Sign Language - and to share my attitudes and 

feelings. True mutual sharing is not possible unless both persons are 

on the same ‘wavelength’ so to speak, and understand each other 

because they live in the same world, share the same experiences and 

face the same obstacles and difficulties. 

 ... 

 The majority of deaf people mix in the hearing world, at work for 

instance, and communication involves a lot of effort. The experience 

isolation to a far greater degree than many hearing people. They have 

little chance to escape into relaxations, such as listening to music, 

picking up a phone chat with a friend, or going around to a local pub. 

So, come Sunday, the deaf arrive and meet other friends who are like 

themselves, there is a burst of sharing and communication! That’s not 

all: at the beginning of the Mass, when the priest says: ‘The Lord be 

with you’, I believe this greeting is more real than in many parish 

masses where people walk straight in and kneel down and wait for 

Mass to start, and perhaps do not even know their neighbours. This 

seemingly negative aspect of not starting on time is really our positive 

heritage, which our hearing friends appreciate.11 

 

These few self reports, far from exhaustively representative for deaf people in 

general, seem to point to a common experience of deaf people in which language 

and communication are either a means for belonging to a community or a 

marking point of alienation and being outsider. Language and communication 

have much to do with deaf people’s experiences of exclusion and their need of 

                                             
     11 McDonough (1992), p35-44. 



sharing, a life experience that makes them sensitive for relationship as an alley 

towards transcendence. I shall try to express this experiences in a pragmatic 

view on the nature of language. 

 

3. A PRAGMATIC VIEW ON LANGUAGE 

 

3.1. LANGUAGE IS CONVERSATION 

What is language? In publications from different viewpoints (linguistic, 

psycholinguistic, philosophical and theological) in which language is studied or in 

which analysis of language plays a role, language seems to be taken so for 

granted, that it has not to be explained.12 As a result an implicit definition of 

language is used, and the nature of that definition has far-reaching consequences 

for the outcome of the argumentation. 

A common view on language is language as a tool for expression of meaning and 

description of reality in symbols. In this way the Swiss theologian Barth 

distinguishes two aspects in language: language as physical phenomenon (the 

speech signal that can be observed and analysed) and language as mediation of 

meanings. He puts himself the question up to which extent language with all its 

limitations can render well those meanings. In his opinion language is too limited 

to describe well the mystery of salvation; language gives too limited a model of 

reality.13 Barth’s viewpoint resembles that of the French psycholinguist Oléron: 

“Language presents itself as one of those models which man has fabricated and 

makes uses of. It is in fact a model up to the degree in which it offers a 

                                             

     12 Cf. well-known psycholinguistic works as Oléron (1972) and Levelt (1989), 

a philosophical work as Ricoeur (1990) and a theological work as Milbank 

(1997). 

     13 Cf. Ward (1995). 



reconstruction of reality perceived and acted.”14 

Oléron does not ask why a person should express meaning into language, nor for 

whom that persons should do that. The consequence is that the question is not 

posed whether the limitations of an expression of reality into symbols come forth 

from limitations of language as a system of grammatical and semantic rules or 

from limitations in the why, the how, and the relationship with the who, i.e. 

from limitations in the use of language and its interactional meaning, pragmatics.  

A slight step towards the why and who is taken by Blackwell, linguist and 

director of a school for the deaf in the United States: 

             

 Language is the way in which we take the world of our experience - 

the things we see or hear or touch, and the emotions we feel such as 

love, despair, hope, joy and rejection; the ideas that we have; the 

possibilities and dreams, and put them in a form that represents that 

world to us and to others. In that form - languages, we can talk about 

it, think about it, organize it, read about in and write about it.15 

 

With language we construct an image of our world, for ourselves and for others. 

Who those others are and why we should represent our world to them, is 

described by Gipfer. He bases himself on German philosophical traditions in 

which a relationship is seen between language and world view, sprachliche 

Weltansicht in the philosophy of Wilhelm Humboldt. Language is not only a 

means of transmitting messages: it offers to persons the possibility to catch into 

words experiences that are common to people in a certain linguistic community: 
                                             

     14 �Le langage se présente comme un de ces modèles que l�homme a 

fabriqués et utilise. Il est un modèle en effet dans la mesure où il offre une 

reconstruction de la réalité perçue et agie� (Oléron, 1972). 

     15 Blackwell in Doof-zijn, een wereld van verschil (1983). 



“Natural languages are ... language specific conceptual and relational networks, 

in which specific groups of people raise from anonymity into conscience those 

things significative for them, so that they become expressible and palpable.”16 

Sharing experiences by means of language plays a role in the definition of 

language given by the Dutch educator of the deaf and psycholinguist Van Uden, 

who simply states: “Language is a symbol system for daily conversations.” 17 In 

his view the role of adults in conversations with deaf children is to seize the 

common psychological theme, the common experience of adult and child and to 

express it into words: “What we experience together, we say it in this way.” In 

this view language is a symbol system with which shared experiences are 

expressed and created: from a linguistic and psycholinguistic point of view 

language is conversation. In his opinion also the linguistic structures of language 

can be understood only on the basis of conversation. He developed a method of 

teaching language to deaf children based on spontaneous conversation and 

reflection on the language used in that conversation. In his view the more deaf 

children experience empathy in conversation with their educators, the more they 

experience language as something of their own. This seems to be the language 

experience of the deaf girl, quoted above, that was so painfully missed by 

others. 

  

3.2. REAL CONVERSATION IS EMPATHY 

In this pragmatical view the value and strength of language symbols do not 

depend on language as system of grammatical and semantical rules, but in its 

ability to indicate or create shared experiences. This sharing does not depend 

only from the exactness of the language symbols used. It is an intuitive process 

that involves also other aspects of human communication: eye contact, body 

                                             
     16 Gipfer (1971). 

     17 Van Uden (1984). 



language, face expression, knowledge of the other’s experiential world. It is a 

global, primarily affective process firmly anchored in human biological makeup.18 

It is a process by which a person, though remaining in his point of view, in a 

certain sense enters into the feelings of another person: empathy. In her doctoral 

thesis about empathy Edith Stein says: “I do not only know what is expressed in 

face expression and gestures, but also what is hidden behind it.”19 

She calls empathy “the effort of a person to perceive the inner subjective 

experience, the intimate and really own of another person.”  Further on she 

states: “The subject that had been strange for me comes near to me...” 

Meeting empathy had been very important for Edith Stein’s faith development. 

She wrote  about her first meeting with Reinach, private docent in Husserl’s 

faculty: 

 

 It was for me as if I never had met a person with such a pure 

goodness of heart. That close friends and relatives demonstrate love to 

someone, was understandable for me. But here, there was something 

different. It was the first glance into a different world. 

  

Empathy can lead to friendship, i.e. a profound mutual acceptation. Knowing to 

be fully accepted by another person, can give a deep sense of happiness. 

Through empathy the other is experienced as a person, a person that one loves 

not because that person does good, but because s/he is a good in him or herself. 

When a spiritual guide and a guided person come to such a relationship, in 

Yungblut’s opinion it is the responsibility of the spiritual guide that the guided 
                                             

     18 Cf. the work of Schore (1994), in which a clear relationship is shown 

between quality of relationships with primary caretakers, development of 

empathy and functioning of the right brain hemisphere. 

     19 Stein (1916, reprinted in1980). 



person gets conscious of the fact that a third One is present. 20  

In an article about pastoral experiences with telephone pastorate, Hobelsberger 21 

states that through empathic conversation a healing relationship is offered to 

people who often have been affected in their relationships. Such a relationship 

can be an alley towards a mystery that is essential to the Christian image of 

God: Trinity. Following Leonardo Boff’s Trinity and society, he states that God is 

one, but not alone, He is basically communion and exchange, and the human is 

created after His image: as a being capable of relationship, which, in freedom 

and through love, tries to make possible that the shared essence of God 

becomes a social reality. 

Povilus goes still farther on this line of a trinitary theology, stating like Edith 

Stein that in a loving relationship persons can penetrate each other up to a 

certain degree by participation in God’s love, becoming one, though remaining 

separate persons: 

 

 When they describe the communion within Trinity, the Fathers speak 

about ‘perichoresis’, a reciprocal con-penetration of the three divine 

Persons, by which where one of Them is, all three are there. ‘I am in 

the Father’, Jesus says, ‘and the Father is in Me’ (John 10, 38; 14, 

10f). Being finite, human persons cannot penetrate each other like the 

divine Persons. They can try to ‘live’ the other by love, to be ‘within’ 

the other by identification with his feelings, but human love remains 

definitively limited. God, however, can ‘penetrate’ more persons, the 

Risen Lord can ‘penetrate’ more persons, and thus, in Him and 

participating in his love, human persons too can be really in a 

mysterious way be ‘within’ each other. They are together ‘in Christ’ 

                                             
     20 Yungblut (1991), quoted by Waaijman (2000). 

     21 Hobelsberger (1991), p227-247. 



and in Him, in the bosom of the Father.22 

 

In our analysis, based on deaf persons’ self experience, psycholinguistic 

considerations based on the experience of educators of the deaf, human 

behavioural biology and arguments derived from a trinitary theology, language is 

not a mere tool for description of our world, but potentially a tool for the 

realisation of a relationship that gives access to a central mystery of Christian 

faith. In the view of the deaf theologist and priest Peter McDonough building up 

such a relationship with the deaf is only possible after getting to know deaf 

people, spending time with them, staying with their pains and frustrations. It 

makes deaf people free from “empowerment”, which leads to unquestioning 

deference towards hearing people and people with status. It gives a new view on 

deafness, placing it into the context of resurrection: 

 

 Deafness can be very ‘dis-enabling’, but Our Lord did not leave us to 

ourselves. He has given us gifts with which to overcome our frailty 

and imperfections. In the Gospel of Mark (7:31-37) Jesus healed the 
                                             

     22 Per descrivere la comunione nella Trinità, i Padri parlano di <pericoresi>, 

di una con-penetrazione reciproca delle tre divine Persone, per la quale dove è 

una lì sono tutte e tre. <Io sono nel Padre - dice Gesù - e il Padre è in me> (Gv. 

10, 38; 14, 10s).  Le persone umane, essendo finite, non possono compenetrarsi 

come le Persone divine. Possono cercare di <vivere l�altro> per amore, di 

essere <nell�> altro immedesimandosi con i suoi sentimenti, ecc., ma l�amore 

umano resta di per sé sempre limitato. Dio, però, può <penetrare> più persone, 

Cristo Risorto può <penetrare> più persone, ed in Lui, quindi, partecipando del 

suo amore, anche le persone umane possone essere veramente, 

misteriosamente, una <nell�> altra. Sono anche insieme <in Cristo> e, in Lui, 

nel seno del Padre (Povilus, 1982, p278-279 



deaf man. But this Gospel is not just about the restoration of hearing. 

What was more important was what happened before the healing: 

Jesus took the deaf man away from the curious crowd, and gave him 

respect, privacy, and understanding. He didn’t treat him as a ‘poor 

thing’, a spectacle! In the time of Jesus, any handicapped person must 

have been marginalised. How touched the deaf man must have been 

by this caring attitude of Jesus. This is what we want. 

 If God wants to heal deaf people of their deafness, He will, but that 

would be too simple an answer. First of all, we Deaf people, are not 

‘impaired’ versions of hearing people. We are unique people in our own 

right, with our own culture and language. Our Lord taught and showed 

people how to live and accept each other as they are. God wants to 

use us to show everybody in the world who we can live and accept 

each other. No one is perfect - physically, mentally, spiritually. Yet it is 

in our powerlessness, and helplessness, that ‘we can let go’ and ‘let 

God be’. According to the words of Christ, recorded for us by St. Paul, 

‘My grace is enough for you’.23 

 

Jesus’ primary intention was not to confirm that deafness is a blaming 

impairment, but to touch the deaf man in his heart giving him empathy. Jesus 

was not concerned about how the deaf man might understand him - the first 

concern of many hearing people communicating towards, not with, the deaf -, 

but about how the deaf man might feel understood.  And this empathy restored 

the deaf man in his own right. This is in McDonough’s view the true meaning of 

the word “Ephpheta”. Coughlin, another deaf born priest, who is involved in the 

training of deaf priests in the United States, writes about Ephpheta: 

 

                                             
     23 McDonough (1992), p42-43. 



 One of the most powerful words that Jesus spoke in the Gospel was 

the word: Ephpheta. The word, Ephpheta can be seen as a direct 

command from God to Deaf people to open up and to rise out of their 

darkness of a hearing disability. The Deaf person often finds it easier 

to remain in his shell of solitude and silence than to challenge the 

restraining power of darkness and surdity that confines him to the 

crossroads and alleys. This is why Jesus extended His invitation for 

them to come to the banquet feast, not so much as just sit down and 

enjoy the meal but to participate fully in the Eucharistic ministry. We 

need to remind ourselves that Jesus has not used this word, Ephpheta 

for anyone else but for Deaf people. It is through the mystery of the 

disability of Deafness that God commands all of us to open up to His 

truth of redemption. Furthermore, this brings us again to the central 

theme of the Lucan parable where we see Jesus using the axis of our 

physical disabilities as a way to reveal His Father’s plan for 

redemption.24 

 

Giving empathy to the deaf is repeating to them the word “Ephpheta”, an appeal 

to be not only physically present in the Christian community, but to enrich it 

with the fullness of life given by a resurrection experience. As such, it sets free 

from limiting views on impairment and disability. 

 

4. CONSEQUENCES FOR CATECHESIS AND FAITH TRANSMISSION 

In a research study in a group of 94 catholic deaf adults in the USA it was found 

that the majority of those interviewed might have a deep faith, but did not have 

as much knowledge about their religion, the teachings of the Church, and the 

Scriptures as do people who have access to religious education programmes in 

                                             
     24 Couglin (1998), p29ff 



which they could perceive and understand what was presented.25 There was a 

lack of religious literacy among the deaf, with consequences for their spiritual 

growth. Key and his co-workers state that the more deaf individuals were in 

contact with someone who understands his/her questions and who could 

communicate an explication effectively, the greater was the advantage both in 

religious education and spiritual growth. 

Some authors consider this lack of religious literacy as a primarily linguistic 

problem. The main problem is than that deaf persons do not understand well the 

spoken and written language of their environment, having a language deficit and 

a lack of verbal abstraction.26 Deaf persons have problems with the meaning of 

symbolic and figurative aspects of the language, and religious language is full of 

such symbols and images. Such images are never completely detached from 

their original perceptible meaning, but for people with adequate language abilities 

the image used is easily transparent for its symbolic and figurative meaning. 

Deaf persons, however, often have a more concrete attitude and may have more 

difficulty to detach themselves from the original, perceptual meaning of a symbol 

used. A description of the Eucharist as a “supper” or “sharing the bread” might 

be rejected as nonsense, because at supper people sit at a table, use fork and 

knife and eat a variety of foods, and the sacred host does not look like “real” 

bread bought in the supermarket. Many images used in the bible will be hard to 

understand. For the same reason it is seen as difficult for deaf people to believe 

in God: God cannot be seen, cannot be touched, and hearing people often talk in 

highly symbolical and incomprehensible language about God. In this primarily 

linguistic approach catechesis should have a kind of preparation in language 

education. In language education to the deaf aspects of language that are crucial 

for understanding religious symbols are easily avoided, because they are less 

                                             
     25 Key, W, et al. (1992), p15. 

     26 Cf. Van Uden (1983), p33-74. 



visual-perceptually bound and perceived as difficult for the deaf: relative 

concepts, emotional language, words with abstract meanings, expressions, 

proverbs, indications of probability and time, allegories. Much attention should 

be payed to activities that prevent education from an imbalance towards 

intellectual and cognitive goals: art, expression, poetry, make-believe activities, 

drama. Others, oriented towards sign language, seem to believe that the use of 

sign language in catechesis and pastoral work, the provision of CD-ROMs with 

bible stories, prayers, or religious signs is sufficient.27 

The problems seem to be deeper, however. Key and his co-workers point to their 

finding that many of their deaf interviewees had difficulty making connections 

between their own life experiences and the stories of Scripture and Christian 

tradition. Another finding of Key and his co-workers was that religious symbols 

that refer to family relationships (Father, brothers and sisters, the Church as 

family of God), for many deaf people were contaminated with negative emotional 

experiences. They state that in many families with deaf children fathers are less 

competent in communication with their deaf child than mothers: fathers are, 

though important, often unaccessible and distant. In pastoral ministry, they 

report, this has far reaching consequences for the image many deaf people have 

of God the Father: distant, unaccessible, not involved in men’s life. In 1975 

Russo found that the majority of catholic deaf adolescents educated in sign 

language, believed that God is normally hearing and does not understand sign 

language - like many of their fathers.28 The social-emotional substrate of deaf 

persons may contain weaknesses, at the level of basic experiences in their 

families, that may cause the language in which faith is proclaimed to be devoid 

of meaning or to have an alienating meaning. A merely linguistic solution in 

which problems with faith transmission to the deaf are seen as translation 

                                             
     27 Cf. Günther (2001). 

     28 Russo (1975). 



problems, does not fill the gap between traditional faith and deaf persons’ life 

experiences.  

A solution for this dilemma is indicated by McDonough’s interpretation of the 

healing of the deaf man: giving privacy to the deaf person, touching him by 

giving him empathy - only after that the word Ephpheta was spoken. This means 

listening to deaf persons, giving them the opportunity to speak themselves out, 

above all there where they do not even know that such a thing is possible. And 

when they have felt empathy and understanding, their life experiences and life 

stories can be clarified and understood in the framework of the Christian 

message. In such an approach a relationship is offered. The pastoral 

consequence is that much effort has to be put in the creation and restoration of 

relationships.  

This approach has two far reaching consequences. A first consequence is that it 

starts from life experiences of deaf people: deaf persons are to be reached in 

their deafness and through their deafness. Deafness is not only or not primarily 

to be seen as an impairment, as an obstacle for faith development, but as a 

possible source of spirituality and religious growth. Whereas in an approach 

based on linguistic impairment the concreteness and action-orientedness of deaf 

people are seen as an obstacle in their religious development, others, like 

McDonough, see this concreteness of deaf people not as a weakness, but as a 

strength and as a starting point for spiritual growth of deaf people: a sense of 

concrete life according to the Christian faith, an orientation on incarnation 

instead of abstractions and nice thoughts. This mans a liberation from the 

limitations of the impairment and disability approach predominating in much care 

and education of the deaf. Such a liberation is advocated for also by Nancy 

Aslant for other persons with a disability.29 

Secondly, pastoral ministry with the deaf becomes a pastoral of belonging, 

                                             
     29 Eiesland (1994). 



relationship and community. Deafness can lead to a feeling of being different and 

not belonging. That feeling comes directly from communication problems and 

feelings of isolation. A strong need of relationship may be the consequence, 

which sometimes might be experienced as disturbing for a special religious 

celebration for the deaf, because many persons may not come for the 

celebration, but for socialising. This need of relationship should be given full 

opportunity to express itself and even become the basis of a Christian 

community of the deaf, like Vitucci’s model of the Corinthian Church, in which it 

even leads to a different, communitarian model of Christian perfection, based on 

the quality of relationship and community.30 

In an educational setting this will mean that religious education and catechesis 

are placed into the framework of building a Christian community to which people 

belong, in which people are understood, and in which they learn friendship. Real 

conversation, conversation from heart to heart, plays a central role in this 

process, because only by means of such conversation people learn to show 

consideration with others, to accept others, to listening and to wait one’s turn. 

Teaching the doctrine, reading the bible, celebrations in the church are to be put 

into that framework of a pastorate of belonging and they are linked as much as 

possible to children’s concrete life experiences.31 

In this approach experience, as much as possible, precedes proclamation of faith. 

Through the development of a community in which deaf people can experience 
                                             
     30 Cfr. Vitucci (1989), p155-174. 

     31 Such an educational climate has been created at St. John�s School for the 

Deaf at Boston Spa, England (cfr. Mathews, 1983). Recently this school has 

been visited by the inspector of special education, who in his final report praised 

the school for its educational results and its pedagogical climate that was so 

consequently based upon the principle of conversation and belonging to a 

community. 



empathy and belonging, a plausibility structure for the reception of faith has to 

be created, which it does not have for deaf people when proclamation precedes 

experience.32 It is the method of mystagogy, i.e. introduction to the mystery of 

the presence of God in persons’ life: the mystery is strong enough to speak for 

itself before it is explained.33 

                                             

     32 "Plausibility structure" (Berger, 1967) is the complexe whole of people, 

procedures and spiritual processes that support a specific view on reality. 

     33 Waaijman (2000), p858ff 
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