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Inclusion Demands Real Action!
Breaking down the social estrangement: inclusion, empowerment 
and accessibility for individuals living with a disability

By Zachariah P. Duke, The Broken Bay Institute

The theme of the 2012 International Day 
of People with Disability (3 Dec), 

“Removing barriers to create an inclusive 
and accessible society for all,” sends a 
message to break open the able-bodied 
world and genuinely include individuals 
and groups living with a disability. 

Organisations and agencies across Australia, 
including the Catholic Church, and our own 
Diocese of Broken Bay, strongly support this 
United Nations sanctioned Day. It is our 
challenge to remember the specific purpose 
of the day and integrate it into our everyday 
lives – instead of just once every year! 

The definition of ‘disability’ is widely 
debated amongst academics across the world. 
Those involved in this area of research jostle 
back and forth with their interpretations and 
personal insights, attempting to define and re-
contextualise the precise nature of disability. 
The range of professions and bodies of research 
is broad, including psychologists, sociologists, 
anthropologists, medical practitioners, 
philosophers, theologians, physicians, political 
scientists, ethicists, human geographers and 
social workers.1 Moreover, it is evident that 
the term ‘disability’ is defined in different 
ways by individuals and groups from differing 
perspectives. For example, the American 
Association on Intellectual and Developmental 
Disabilities, as a collective entity, has released, 
to date, eleven revised editions of its manual on 
the definition and classification of disabilities.2

Before the implementation of the 
Commonwealth Government’s Disability 
Services Act, 19863, (DSA) people with 
disabilities were viewed as being “different,”4 
“negative and separate”5 or “objects” of protection, 
treatment and assistance.6 Academics such 
as Oliver and Barnes,7 McArdle8 and Cocks9 
strongly affirm that people with disabilities 
should be treated as individuals with the same 
rights as all other persons. However, individuals 
living with a disability were often denied equal 
access to basic rights and fundamental freedoms 
which non-disabled person takes for granted. 
Examples being health care; education; the 
right to vote; employment; developing lasting 
relationships; and in some instances prevented 
from reproducing and parenting children. 
They are simply not allowed to participate 
in these pursuits, whether subconsciously 
or (more often than not) consciously. 

From the enactment of the DSA, there has 
been a dramatic shift in disability services 
and people living with a disability are rightly 
being viewed as holders of rights. Additionally, 
society is emerging from a long era where most 
people with an intellectual disability were 
forced to live, socialise and learn in special 
facilities and institutions, separate and in 
isolation from mainstream communities.10

It is clear that the Catholic Church in 
Australia accepts and welcomes all individuals 
and groups regardless of their cognitive and 
physical abilities. At the heart of Catholic 
teaching lays the belief that all human beings 
should be treated as equal and with the same 
dignity. The Pastoral Constitution on the 
Church in the Modern World (Gaudium et 
spes) makes clear that Catholics must seek 
an active role in pursuing and defending 
the rights of all human beings.11 This 
theological and anthropological concept is 
grounded in biblical literature, especially in 

the Hebrew Scriptures, where all human 
beings are “created in the image and likeness 
of God.” (Gen. 1:27) Furthermore, all issues 
that impact upon the vulnerable, sick and 
marginalised, are deep concerns for the 
Catholic Church. Pope John Paul II reiterates 
the importance of human dignity by stating:

The starting point for every reflection 
on disability is rooted in the fundamental 
convictions of Christian anthropology; even 
when disabled persons are mentally impaired 
or when their sensory or intellectual capacity 
is damaged, they are fully human beings 
and possess the sacred and inalienable rights 
that belong to every human creature.12

The Catholic Church in Australia has set 
a challenge to the entire community in an 
attempt to “demystify disability”13 and cease 
the negative “attitudes and prejudices”14 against 
persons and groups living with a disability. 
The crux of this challenge is summarised in 
the following: “let us all commit ourselves to 
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Centacare’s “Boonah” Disability Arts 
Centre celebrates successful exhibition
Boonah Creative Arts Centre in West Pymble has recently 
celebrated another successful art exhibition at Gallery 
Red, Glebe. Many of the artists, all whom have a disability, 
mingled with guests and Centacare staff at the opening and 
throughout the duration of the exhibition. Boonah staff members 
shared some insight with guests into the background and 
inspiration behind the beautiful paintings and sculptures.
Many of the artworks sold assist in running costs of the program 
which is largely unfunded. Artists also receive proceeds of all sales. 
Boonah is now getting ready for its Christmas exhibition that 
will be held in the newly refurbished West Pymble Village, an 
arcade, popular cafes, restaurants and a variety of other services. 
Commencing with an Open Day on Saturday 8 December 
the exhibition will run to Saturday, 15 December. Original 
artworks, craft and Christmas cards will be for sale as well as 
the opportunity to meet with some of the talented artists. 
For further information about the exhibition or the 
Boonah art program, please contact Coordinator, Heidi 
Mecklem on 9499 5675 (Monday to Wednesday).

take up this call and challenge, given by people 
with disability, to be communities where 
all can use their gifts.”15 During his visit to 
Australia in 1986, Pope John Paul II stated:

No one is born into this world is free from 
human frailty whether it be physical, emotional or 
spiritual. Each of us must personally come to terms 
with this frailty… But in the providence of God a 
different life does not mean a less important life. It 
does not mean a life with less potential for holiness 
or for contributing to the well-being of the world.16

It needs to be emphasised that there is 
always the possibility of there being a gap 
between the rhetoric or aspiration of inclusion 
and real social practice. Even in instances where 
attempts are made to include the marginalised, 
the very process can be stigmatising and may 
bring into sharp focus the reality of ‘otherness.’ 
Further, although an individual’s disability 
may restrict them from one or a number 
of different activities, their intellectual or 
physical ability may be unimpaired, leaving 

them quite capable of determining their own 
destiny.17 When human interaction becomes 
involved, people perhaps tend to perceive 
individuals with disabilities differently. 
Individuals and society in general often forget 
to remember that people with intellectual 
disabilities are human beings with the same 
basic rights, feelings, needs and dignity, which 
are afforded to every other individual.18

On this day, we join with those individuals 
working throughout the Diocese who 
support and minister to people living with 
a disability, knowing there is much more to 
be achieved if we are to truly be a Church 
inclusive of the disabled. To reiterate a 
comment mentioned earlier, what is critically 
important is action rather than mere rhetoric. 
Please find enclosed below, a range of books 
available for loan through the Bishop David 
L. Walker Library, which offer practical 
strategies to assist Church communities in 
the inclusion of people with a disability. 
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