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Onc of rny lal'orite sculptllres is callcd Circle of l'riends. It is a composition of six figures
gathered togethcr in a circle. [n thc rniddle ol'the circlc is a place fbr a candle. When the candle
is lit, tlic ligures look weldcd to one another in the soft glow of the light.

I think of this sculpturc rvhen I think ol'rny own Spred community of laith. However, we did not
all niake it into thc circle easily. Only onc by one was the decision lived out to move into the
circle. Only little by tittle did the egocentricity that goes with a developmental disability such as
mental retardation and autism along witli various forms of leaming problenrs give way to the
desirc to bclong to thc circle.

l'he lirst night l3obby sliowed up, he saicl in a low voice "l don't have friends." I{e wantcd to
be long to the circlc but hc had fcw skills to knorv how to make entry. Ironically, it was when he
.iust relaxcd and smiled that thc sense of belonging seemed to dawn on him.

So often I sense that our {iiends with disabilities are consumed with worry, anxiety and a lack of
equilibrium. 

-fhey 
scem caught up not only in outside noise but also with inside noise. They try to

compcLc rvitli others but it comes across as a rather fbeble effort as their lack of inner security
makes their el-forl seem less than successful. 

'l'hen 
fatigue sets in and sullenness replaces their

anxious eflorts.

Only little by little do they begin to relax in the preparation space that is the way station to the
space fbr ciitcchesis. They need this milicu, as do tlrc catechists, to relax into who they really are.
Lile on the n:n gives way to life shifting into lbcus.

lb make this transition, we all need one another. In a strange way, we enter the door into
oursclves tlrrough the support oflered by all the others. 

'fhen 
little by little we are able to be in

relationship and offer our own support to the others.

Our basic bond with one another is through our Baptism and Baptism is not self-administered.
Others rvelcome us into a community of laith that is already built up before we arrive on the
scene. And so in Spred, thc community ofadult catechists forms the milieu into which each ofour
lriends is welcomed.

From the early days of Spred, we have avoided refbning to the members of Spred as anything
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othe r than our friends. Our mission is to build tlie conditions needed for becoming and remain-
ing fiiends. Once rve are fricnds, we can re{lcct the light in the center of our circle. We know
that the cultivation of our fiiendships is the condition for growing in faith - as faith at its core
requires the desire and abitify for rnultiple relationships. The core competency for being in Spred
is to develop the ability to be friends according to eacli one's limitations and each one's capacity.
To entcr into the circlc of friends is thc first step to being a mcrnber of the church. A gathering is
the major characteristic of church.

Within the gathering that is the chtrrch, each one joins the circle but does not lose their identity.
On the contrary, they discover their identity prccisely by bclonging to the larger body of the
church.

When pilrents present their cliildren fbr the sacraments of Baptism, Clonfirmation and Commun-
ion, they are trying to make sure that their children czn assune the identity of Catholic Christiarx.
T'hey join the circle that lasts forever. 

'fhat 
is why the blow'is mortal to a farnily when onc

mcmber is denied sacramentalacccss because of personal limitations related to adisability.'lhe
whole hmily feels wounded in its identity.

But when a fragite member of the lamily belongs to the gathering, the whole family is affirmed in

its identity within the People of God. They know that our encounter with God goes through our
being friends with one another.

In any Sprcd community o1' laith there is apt to be tension alier the lirst glow of belonging fades.

Subtle alienation can sct in. There can be moments ofjealousy, anger and aggression. These

can be severe even though they seem to erupt from nowherc. Catechists and our friends can bc

hard pressed to fomr a rcconciling circlc that includcs thc of [bnder who can gradually become
aware ofthe mess and be sorry.

Every year thc Sacrament of Iteconciliation is built into the Spred calendar. This can bc a

surprise to those outside the Sprcd circle. On the one hand, the outsiders can consider our

friends to be harmless and angelic. With this sentimental view, they are apt to be in for a surprise

if they get close to the Spred cornmunity of f aith. On the other hand, they can be afiaid of our

friends because they expcct the rvorst possible behavior. They can be pleasantly surprised when

they get close. In any case, those within the commurity of fbith know that they need to celebrate

the Sacrament of Reconciliation if they arc to stay together and if they arc to grow in faith.

When my Spred comnturity of faith celebrates the Sacrament of Reconciliation there are many

paradoxes. In general, the usualpopulation recalls past expericnces of 'trouble.' tsutwith most

of my friends, past and future do not rise to the surt-ace of their awareness. The event is now. If

we evoke or recall a past event it is to totally relive it. So if lve evoke or recall 'trouble' w e need

to deal with it immediately through reconciliation.

In the general population, the one in 'trouble' does the talking, describing the event and some

motivation. But if our friend does not talk, or write, what then? Is he or she less likely to be

involved in'fouble'? Is he or shc less a person? Are they less in need ofcelebrating the merciful

love of the Father who makes all things new again?



Reconciliation is not a question o1'climbing up to God by one's wits but of welcoming the risen

Christ into our hearts, our lives, our circlc. The reconciled circle, living in the light and having

rehyned to its Baptismal identiq, fulfills its naftre ofbeing the fi-urdar-nental sacrament, the church.

The function of the sacrament is to rcstore unity within the person and within the circle of

fricnds.When we celcbratc the sacrament of reconciliation, rve follorv the gathering in the church

with a party. As rve share food ancl drink, tl.re atrnosphere is quietly and gently peaceful.

What I liave lcamed from celcbmting thc sacraments and the ltuchuistic liturgy witlt our lriends

is a new perspective fior rvhich I anr ve ry grateful. I have learned a r.vhole new appreciation for

the rcality of the assembly. We arc not a gathering of heads. Ratiortal languagc more or less

bounccs offthis assernbly. [t is not an asscrnbly that lbllows thc clock eithcr. It has its own

rhythrn of pacing and attcntiveness. It is not an assernbly that is coutent to obserye without

pzulicipating.

It isanassemblycompellcdtousegestures,notjustwords. Itdoeswellrvhenthereisspacefbr

silence and time for the slowest one to attend or move. [t is an assernbly that needs to partici-

pate not just watch or listen. If these nccds arc not rcspcctcd, parents will be flying out the

doors with their children and catechists rvill be trying to hold olf the older ones from countless

trips to the washrooms. When the needs of even the slowcst one is respected, a new gentleness

settlcs ovcr the gathcring.

As the community of faith matures, the fiuits of ttre spirit become murifest. The circle of friends

grows in peace. It becornes open to admiration. 
'fhe 

fiiends become gcnerous with one

another and with visitors. 1'hey are grateful and happy to be togcther. Little by littlc a scnse of

interiority develops rvithin each onc. It is a springtime gardcn that has been cultivated and bears

Iiuit.

After we have celebrated the Sacrament of Reconcilation, we recall the experience of the

sacramental celebration in our catechesis during the liturgical evocation. So often, the sacra-

mental celebration is entered into whole heartedly, but our triends do not immediately have the

language to talk about the sacrament. They must have the experience before they can develop

the language because their language is concrete and refers to what is known in factbefore it can

be described. Only after a long progression can language in reference to the sacrament take

place. This happens in catechesis.

We refer to the catechesis used in Spred as a liturgical catechesis. It not only refers back to an

acflral experience of liturgy but it gradrnlly develops the aptitr,rde lor litugy. A liturgical catechesis

involvesa pedagogical use of space, gesture, posture, voice, desire and prayer- Not only does

a liturgical catechesis prepare our friends to enter into sacred space and sacred gesture. Each

one leams to be attentive to God within the calm of the circle of friends.

Sr. Mary Therese Harrington
Spred Chicago
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