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I share life and work with persons that have intellectual disabilities in 
L’Arche Chicago, an inclusive reality in which people with and without 
disabilities create home together and become friends in a spirit of 
mutual belonging. Together we share meals, outings, rest, and activities 
of daily life. I have done research with persons with intellectual disabilities 
during my Disability Studies doctorate. However, when I get out of my little 
world, I look around and am left wondering: where are the people with 
intellectual disabilities? Where can they be met? 

I still remember one evening some years ago getting back from vacation to 
the L’Arche home I lived in. Jimmy, a housemate who has Down syndrome, 
welcomed me back by giving me a big hug and asking me, “Did you miss 
me?” Did I miss Jimmy while I was away from him? Beyond my own personal 
response to him and beyond my experience of having Jimmy as housemate 

and friend, I wonder if society at large even has a meaningful chance to meet 
people with intellectual disabilities, and therefore to miss them if they are 

not present.

It is important that we find ways to encounter persons with intellectual 
disabilities and enter into relationship with them, if they so desire of 
course, and allow them to reveal their gifts. This is not because they 
need our pity, but precisely because the wall between the “us and them” 

should not be. Cultural groups, places of leisure, schools, residential homes, 

sport teams, workplaces, restaurants, places of worship...these are only 
some realities in which inclusion can be lived out. Inclusion can be as simple 
as becoming friends, and doing whatever friends like to do, in the places 
friends want to be at.

This simplicity of meeting one other, paradoxically, can also lead to a 
“revolutionary” social change. A society that values efficiency, productivity, 
and individualism as “the norm” easily rejects those deemed slower, 

inefficient or needing support. But it is precisely by embracing these latter 
characteristics - in others, but also in ourselves (!) - that we allow for a new 
human culture and society to emerge: one that values interdependence, 
embracing difference and mutual belonging. A society that speaks to the 
basic human needs we all share as people; a society in which if people 
with intellectual disabilities were not present, we would know it and 
we would miss them.
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