My first encounter with St Joseph’s Pastoral Centre was as a catechist for 1st Holy Communion working with children who did not fit in with the ‘normal’ pattern of the main parish programmes (because of age differences). One year I had a young girl, Elizabeth*, in my group who had special needs. A specially trained catechist from St Joseph’s Pastoral Centre came to work alongside her so that she was still very much part of the parish group but also had the extra help that she needed.  I saw first hand the difficulties faced in daily living with a child with special needs.  


A few months later I had a message from St Joseph’s asking me to work with a 10 year old boy with autism, Peter*, to prepare him for his 1st Holy Communion.  From my limited contact with St Joseph’s I knew my role would not just be with the child but the whole family.  I made weekly visits to Peter in his home hoping to gain his trust.  Then St Joseph’s sent an area outreach worker.  She was supportive and encouraging; showing me how to use her storyboard pack with Mary, Peter’s sister,  and Peter although he only stayed in the room for a few moments.  Eventually Peter, Mary and Mum came to the parish centre for weekly sessions with the story board.


Similarly, I met Jack* who was 10 and also had autism, to prepare for his 1st Holy Communion.  After a few visits to Jack’s home, we decided that the two boys and their families might come for joint sessions. It only took a couple of sessions to show us that although they both have autism, they are very different.  Peter is loud and extrovert, Jack is shy, quiet and frightened of big places.


Fortunately at this time St Joseph’s were running training sessions for catechists of children and adults with special needs.  I returned to the parish feeling much more confident to work with Peter and Jack.  The parish priest prepared the congregation for Peter’s unconventional behaviour.  We set up a separate sacred space for Peter into which he could retreat after going into Mass for a few minutes. Each week Peter stayed longer.  About 2 years later, with great joy from his family and the wider parish family, Peter made his 1st Holy Communion. We maintain on-going links with the family.

I have visited Jack in his home on a weekly basis, because of his fear of big buildings.  However, he can now sit at the table – his sacred space with Bible, Crucifix, cloth, and candle and use the wonderful story board.  After 4 years Jack has not yet made his 1st Holy Communion.  We pray that one day he will, but in the meantime we try to ensure that Jack knows that Jesus loves him very much.

Other families have since come forward.  A 15 year old boy with cerebral palsy; and a man, in his 50’s, also with autism,were prepared for Confirmation.  A young girl with no hearing was supported through our main 1st Holy Communion programme.   Last year we had a Mass of Special Welcome and we are looking forward to another later this year, do come and join us.  We have lots of active support from the Parish Priest.

* All names have been changed for reasons of anonymity

