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The church can also serve people with deafblindness

Petr Salamon'
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I work as an external lecturer at the Polytechnic University in Jihlava and at Ostrava University. As
someone with personal experience of mental illness, I share with students, future social workers, experiences
of living with mental illness. I have already visited two countries abroad as part of international university
cooperation to see examples of good practice. Last year, at the end of March and beginning of April, I visited
the University of South-Eastern Norway as part of International University Week.

The program included a day trip to the Signo Vivo estate, which focuses on people with deafness
and deafblindness. Signo Vivo is a part of non-profit Signo foundation. It is a diaconal foundation within the
Church of Norway. Signo has its own priest and the translation of Latin word “Signo” is “I'm signing”. It’s work
began as early as 1898. Signo is located in Oslo, Andebu and Sandefjord, Bergen and Trondheim. Norwegian
municipalities enter into individual agreements with this foundation.

Signo has extensive experience and knowledge of the issues faced by people with deafness and
deafblindnesse. People with limited communication skills due to their disabilities can learn various alternative
types of communication, such as sign language and others. There is also family support and education for
relatives.

People with mental disabilities or severe autism who need daily assistance can find sheltered housing in
several apartments adapted for them. We visited a small local farm where clients are offered opportunities to
be with animals. There were some animals such as rabbit or goats, clients could look after them. Clients could
undergo therapy using various animals, such as hippotherapy - therapy with horses was also an opportunity.

Signo focus on understanding, tolerance and supporting people's differences. Some are looking for a
short-term service offer, while others need a comprehensive serviced housing offer. Signo Vivo aims to create
good homes, contribute to personal growth and create conditions for a meaningful and independent life of
its’ clients. This includes help with daily tasks such as cleaning, cooking and personal hygiene. Signo provides
social support and facilitation to contribute to a more active and meaningful leisure time, as well as helt to
participate in facitilated work/activity.

Deafblindness can have a significant adverse impact on the psyche of the disabled person and the overall
development of his personality. It can be associated with the occurrence of some mental health problems.
Social isolation often occurs, the sensory handicap limits his activities and prevents his full participation in

society. He needs compensation through technology and other professional services. Dependence on others
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can lead to further feelings of sadness, helplessness, anxiety and depression.

What caught my attention in Signo the most, however, was the church for the people with deafblindness.
In this exceptional church, technology is used to allow them to be involved in the Christian ceremony. Needs of
all individuals are very complex and the opportunity to experience religion certainly belongs to them, just like
other needs. How can people with this sensory impairment experience a visit to this church?

The wooden floor in the middle of the church is connected to equipment so that visitors can lie down
on the floor and perceive the more pronounced and subtle rhythms of the music being played. On the sides of
the church, there is a railing that leads visitors to the paintings/reliefs on the walls, where they can touch and
learn about the individual moments in the story of Jesus Christ. They can also enjoy the feel of a small waterfall
falling on a stone ledge in one corner of the church. There are several figures of angels on the walls and two
statues with religious motifs by the wall, which visitors can also explore through touch.

Not only touch is involved in the experience in the tabernacle - scent is also part of its furnishings, with
a censer hanging right next to the altar. Interestingly, the church can also serve people who are deaf or blind.
People with visual impairments can experience Christ's story through music. People with hearing impairments
can use the wooden (hi-fi) floor; when they lie down on it, they can observe colorful music - colored light
bulbs that light up in rhythm and according to the melody of the music.

The Norwegian royal family attended the opening of the church in 2012. A carpenter from a nearby
town made two wooden benches for the king and queen to sit on during mass. I believe that people with visual
or hearing impairments have a place in society and are supported by various initiatives and social services. The
people with deafblindness are somewhat marginalized, like many others living with health and social issues.
According to the manager of the Signo social service, the sanctuary is intended for all believers, regardless of
their religion. I don't think we have anything like this in the Czech Republic.

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities sets out some requirements for
participating states that such a church can accommodate. States that have signed up to the convention have
committed to promoting society's attention to people with disabilities. They should have the right to meaningful
participation in all aspects of society. It also states that people with disabilities should not be discriminated
against in any area of life (including the possibility of experiencing religion), they should have the possibility of
autonomy and independence. They should have the opportunity to participate in cultural life on the same basis
as others and to enjoy various cultural activities (which, in my opinion, also includes religious life). I think the
Signo church is a step forward for the rights of people with different sensory impairments.

More information: https://www.signo.no/
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