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Program Summary

In this continuation of Donna Leland's conversation with Joe and Cindy Ferrini,
the authors of The Special Needs Parent: A Guide to the Life You Never
Expected, listeners are encouraged to move beyond uncertainty and
intentionally come alongside families living with disability. The Ferrinis explain
that simple kindness, thoughtful questions, practical help, flexibility, and a
willingness to be interrupted can communicate Christlike love in powerful ways.
They also share how caring for their son Joey shaped their entire family into a

team marked by resilience, service, and compassion.



Key Takeaways

 Learn about the person, not merely the diagnosis.

» Ask parents how best to communicate with and care for their child.

« Offer specific, practical help rather than a vague, “Let me know if you need
anything.”

» Special needs families often need understanding and occasional support,
not someone to take over everything.

* Flexibility and resilience help a family adjust when plans change
unexpectedly.

« Siblings should be included as valued family members without being
expected to become the primary caregivers.

* A disability can become a ministry through which God teaches an entire
family to serve, give, and love.

* Churches can grow in compassion by intentionally welcoming and
supporting people with special needs.

Scripture References

» Matthew 25:40

* Galatians 6:2

* Philippians 2:3-4
* 2 Corinthians 9:7
* Colossians 3:23

Quote of the Day

“You cannot be an oak; you must be a willow.”



Broadcast Notes

Donna Leland continues her conversation with Joe and Cindy Ferrini about
caring for their adult son Joey and helping churches and communities better
understand special needs families. The discussion includes practical ways to
engage, the value of proactive offers of help, the importance of family teamwork,
and resources such as Key Ministry and Joni and Friends. The Ferrinis also
explain how their book is organized in short, accessible sections for parents who
may have very little uninterrupted time to read.

@ Practical Applications

* Introduce yourself and speak directly to a person with special needs
whenever appropriate.

* Privately ask a parent what their child understands and how you can
communicate well.

« Offer one specific act of service, such as picking up groceries or providing
two hours of respite.

* Remain willing to adjust your plans when someone else has an immediate
need.

* Look for special needs families in your church who may feel unnoticed or
isolated.

 Learn from trusted disability ministries and encourage your church to

become more welcoming.

Today's Challenge

Think of one special needs family, caregiver, or temporarily disabled
person in your church or community. Contact them this week with one
specific offer of help. Instead of saying, “Let me know if you need
anything,” offer something concrete that you are genuinely prepared to do.



Closing Prayer

Father, open our eyes to the people and families around us who may feel
unseen, overwhelmed, or alone. Give us compassion that moves beyond kind
intentions into practical service. Teach us to listen, ask thoughtful questions,
remain flexible, and willingly allow our plans to be interrupted. Help our homes
and churches become places where people with special needs are welcomed,
valued, and loved as unto You. In Jesus' name, amen.

Proofread Broadcast Transcript

Welcome to Mark & Friends. I'm your host, Donna Leland, and we pick up where
we left off with the conversation of Joe and Cindy Ferrini. They have written a
book called The Special Needs Parent, A Guide to the Life You Never Expected.

So grateful for their just candid approach to helping us understand how to really
minister to the parents of a special needs child, as well as the child. Cindy helps
us really understand her 6'4", disabled 40-some-year-old son, and how does he
process life. His verbal skills are very low, and so while he can take directives
and understand a lot more than most people would think that he can, he's not
able to express it so well.

So if you were to come up to Joe and say at church, good morning, Joe, he
would say, hi, how are you, in a really deep voice, and that's pretty rote. He does
that pretty faithfully. But then if you know what he likes to talk about, which are
his sports teams, you could really get him going.

You might not understand it, we're there to interpret, but we're very gentle about
it. So learn about that person. Ask the parents, maybe separate from the child,
until you understand what do they understand, what do they not understand, but
ask the parents, how can | address your child? Or what is the best way for me to
do such and such? Just reach out.

Yeah, absolutely. We are so taken back when people are kind to him that
sometimes we're left speechless in terms of how to respond to that. It is getting
better.



| mean, 45 years ago, it was a different world in the special needs community. |
mean, it was much more difficult back then than it is now. People are becoming
more aware of the reality that these people do exist, and the more that they
acclimate to that reality, the more receptive they are to engaging with Joey.

These people are our heroes, if you will, that would step down, look down, stoop
down to the talk with Joey, I think. It's just so heartwarming to see that, and
again, I'm taken back by it because | just sometimes don't know how to handle it,
that people are just trying to be kind to Joey. It's just so refreshing.

A lot of times, people with special needs, their rationale and their ability to
comprehend things in a clear way are not there. Sometimes people will have
said to us, if you just did this, or if you just did that, but their comprehension
skills or ability to continue to do things over and over in a realistic way are not
like a typically developing child. Sometimes we have had people say, if you just
disciplined Joey differently, well, if | would have touched his hand, smacked his
hand away from an electrical outlet, which | did at one time, | even remember my
mom saying, | don't think he's understanding you.

That was exactly the truth. He did not understand that what | was saying, like
don't touch that. | could say that to him, but he was too little, even though he
might have been five, he was too little minded yet at that time.

Now | can say something like that to him because we've had years of growth
and experience, but people have to understand that sometimes their wonderful
opportunity to share what they did with their child that worked may not work with
ours because their mind is not working the same way. Actually many of the brain
differences that people have can all, a lot of times, almost look like Alzheimer's.
Sometimes people respond almost better when we say, Joey is like a person
who has Alzheimer's, only that's not his diagnosis, but he has many of the same
characteristics.

So, you know, sometimes it's good to be able to label something that way and
give them a different picture. Totally. | mean, that just develops compassion.

The more we understand, | think the better we act when it comes to knowing
how to care for other people. Yes. And that's one of the motivations for the book
is to increase awareness in the general public of the reality that this does exist.



There's a large segment of your population right now in your city that have
special needs. And what do you do? Can you do anything to help in that
situation? Yes. And you know, an interesting thing is too, you know, most parents
aren't expecting everyone to jump in and do everything, but to have just that
understanding that you're noticed and seen and maybe even somebody saying,
is there a way | could help? You know, | have Wednesday free.

| could come over and, you know, watch your son for two hours while you
grocery shop or, you know, something simple. You don't have to jump in and be
the 100% time caregiver. But | remember even one time in church, there was a
leader of our church, not a pastor, but a leader.

And he said to me, you know, | very rarely ask people how they're doing
because I'm afraid if they answer honestly, | might have to do something. | was
shocked. Wow.

I thought, you know, first of all, if | thought that, | don't think | would say it, but
that he said it was really a shock to me. But | think in many ways, that's how
many people think, like, I don't want to talk to that family over there because they
have a lot of needs. What if | get drawn in there and then I'm stuck? But | would
like to think that most special needs families would welcome the occasional care
and not expect what somebody thinks might be like, you know, come on and live
with us and take care of my child because | need you so badly.

Yeah. And when that occurs, | think what will happen, because we all hear it in
the questions that people ask us, many times people ask us passive questions
like, you know, let me know if you need anything. Well, you know what? I'm not
going to tell you what | need at three o'clock in the morning, right? But if you can
ask more of a proactive question, like, you know, I'm going to the store today.

Can | pick up anything for you? That would be so refreshing to be able to hear
something like that. So these proactive questions really, | think, help to reduce
the need for us as caregivers to figure out just one more thing. And that
guestion, along with many others, could also be asked of people in your church
who have become handicapped even for a time when they break their leg, when
they've had a traumatic, some kind of a surgery or occasion where their family is
in turmoil right now.



Some trauma has happened. You know, that's something that we do all the time.
I'll text somebody and I'll just say, hey, I'm going and running errands.

I'll be out a dozen times this week. I'm just throwing it out there. Let me know

what you need.

I'll pick it up for you. Let me give you a perfect example of this one, Donna. And
that is, we had one night, Cindy and I, we had made all these arrangements and
we were going to go out to dinner with a group of friends.

And basically it would have been four more couples that we were going to go out
with this night. Well, wouldn't you know it, we developed a leak and we had a
hole now in our kitchen ceiling. Where was it? Cindy knows the details of it.

That one happened to be in Joey's room, which was kind of a glitch too, but
yeah, it was just water. It was water. We told our friends that here's the situation
and each of them said something to the effect of, well, sorry that happened to

you.

Take care. And meanwhile, well, at the same time, Cindy has been mentoring
this couple who has two severely, severely handicapped children. 100% care.

100% care. And they just happened to be planning to come over our house. And
we told them the situation and you know what they said? What? We'll be right

over.

Oh. We'll be right over. Now why would they say that? Well, because the special
needs parent, they learn how to flex.

They learn how to adjust and they know how to engage. And so of all the people
that we were going to meet with that night, it was the handicapped parents that
were willing to come over and help us. And they were going to come over later in
the evening, separate from this dinner.

And they just recognized the need. And so, you know, you begin to see people
who are willing to be unselfish reach out from what their lack is even, you know,
they didn't have any more free time at that moment than we did. And yet they
were willing to be flexible.



They were resilient and they were going to come over. As it turned out, we didn't
have anybody come over and we needed to get someone out to help fix what
the problem was. But it just is a telling story, isn't it? How we just sometimes
move on because we want to move on, maybe a little selfishly.

Yeah. That's just a sad reality that special needs parents live every day. Yeah.

Because, you know, we have our plans and we don't want our plans spoiled. And
you know, it's just revealing. | guess you have so many opportunities in your
situation for other people to reveal where they're at as far as thinking of other
people and caring about other people.

And so, Joey is being used of the Lord as revealing to us, you know, what is our
priorities? Is it the least of them? Is it people who are in need? And instead, we
want to go about our own way. You know, we've got everything all set up and our
plans are there, but to be interrupted in our plans. You know, it's interesting.

I know the Lord is going to grow us in all of this because there's going to come a
time when we are going to be in need and we are going to be sitting perhaps in
a wheelchair and we're going to get a first row seat into needing other people to
come alongside and help us in some really embarrassing and needful ways. So |
just do think that God is giving us opportunity to have compassion on others and
to really enter into that need, which is so real. Now, if you could give, how about
one or two pieces of advice to a parent about caregiving a child with special
needs, help them along their parenting journey? Well, this might be a little off the
path, but it's going to include our daughters.

| think sometimes when you have a child with special needs, you just realize just
how all-encompassing it is. Yet recently, both of our daughters, who have turned
out to be just such lovely young ladies, one has embraced the foster care
system and actually has one foster care child at home now and is doing respite
care for another. The other daughter, she's in acting and theater and things, and
she has worked with Down syndrome adults doing improv.

And one of the things that they said, they said, you know, the reason our family
worked together and the reason we have this compassion and desire to help

others is because we never got our way, none of us in our family, we never got
our way every time. And we would have to bend and flex, and as my mother-in-



law used to say, you cannot be an oak, you must be a willow. And that was the
key, you know, we all had to be resilient, we all had to be flexible.

Because if Joey had a bad moment, we couldn't just walk out the door. And if he
was, you know, at the age of 15, it's not like you can put a two-year-old in a car
seat who's having a temper tantrum and get to where you're going. And so, | just
think, you know, my one piece of advice is, allow your children, other children, to
be active in things that you can help them in.

Joe used to date the girls, take them on donut runs, and | would take them out
and shop. Do all that you can for all of your children, but also not expecting them
to raise that child that has special needs. They have their own life, and you
realize that your child is your responsibility.

But then also to be able to just embrace the place and allow your children to be
a part of that, too. And I'm just so grateful. In fact, the girls even said, and we've
said, it's not so much how we've raised them, but how Joey raised us.

Wow. That's good. | think it's one thing to communicate a truth, it's another thing
to live it out.

And | think that the main thing that we lived out is just the importance of being a
team. T-E-A-M. You know, that when together, each accomplishes more.

We've been able to live out the importance of being a team to our girls, and they
recognize that they play a very key role in raising Joey. And the term flexibility
comes to mind many, many times in our lives, and that's just they just expect
that. They just know that that is just our lifestyle, and we can't do anything about
that.

And so, that's the one thing for sure, if | was going to give you just one thing to
say regarding last words of wisdom, so to speak, it's just the importance of
increasing that knowledge and that awareness of the importance of being a
team with those in your family. And if I could add one more thing to blend what
he said and what | said, if you fast forward 45 years now down the road, which
we never thought we would see this day, that we'd be taking care of somebody
for 45 years, all their care. But what's really amazing is that we each help the
girls, the girls help us, and we're also flexible, and things change so much that



it's almost comical sometimes, like how much whiteout we use on our calendars,
because we still use a hard copy to keep all that intact.

But it's been really fun, too, now that there are young ladies with their own
families, to be able to see how they're so willing to help us. And then we help
them with their little ones. And it's not like we do it just because they help us, or

they do it just because we help them.

It's just been our whole life, our whole lifestyle. Yeah, absolutely. | just think it's
that giving freely, not under compulsion, as the Lord enables.

And cheerfully, it's a giving heart that's been developed because of your unique
situation. Right. Yeah.

And we see it in the way that they raise their children, as Cindy was alluding to.
We're certainly not going to be experts on this whole topic here, but when we
see our girls raising their children the way they do, we know that what is causing
them to act and say and do the things that they do is because it's birthed out of
this understanding that we need to be willing to serve and be flexible with our
families and our children. And so it's just really heartwarming to watch our girls
interact with their children and know that the origin of all that was how they grew
up with their brother.

Right. Boy, Joey had a ministry. He has a ministry.
He did. He really does. And you know, it's all as unto the Lord.

That is our desire, that as people see Joey, as people see us interact with him,
and him with us. And not every moment is perfect. When you have a child with
special needs who doesn't always understand everything, it can get trying.

But for people to watch, and hopefully that most of the time they've seen that
we've really done everything as unto the Lord to glorify him. Now give us some

takeaways. Give us some resources.

You mentioned a resource that comes alongside churches and helps them
understand how to care better. Well, Key Ministry is probably the largest ministry
currently with churches. We just had a recent conference with them, and they
had some 800 people.



And these people are all people that are either doing ministry or want to do
ministry within the church. So that's excellent. And certainly, Joni and Friends is
a wonderful opportunity to learn different things, too.

They were there. And they were there, too. Also, they were represented there,
too.

And, you know, throughout the book, we give different ideas, just like for
finances, like who to talk to for special needs trusts and different things that are
more pertinent, if you will, to a special needs family. And again, those are the
kinds of things you're going to have to read through and decide what is best for
me. We don't tell you where to go for some of these things that we share, but
we're giving you ideas to start looking.

And then, just like you would a doctor, you know, you say, here's a doctor that

worked for me, but here's three other ones. You need to go interview them and
find out how will they be suitable for your situation. And so, you know, different
helps that we have throughout each chapter.

Each chapter ends with ways to point someone in a new direction, maybe a
different direction, or maybe it will encourage them that they're doing the right
thing right now. That's beautiful. | can see this book working really well.

Perhaps there's a grandparent who now has a grandchild who has given birth to
a special needs child. Maybe get the book, read it yourself, and kind of
internalize everything. You know, | know handing off a book to someone who has
a special needs child right away, they don't have time to read the book.

And they, you know, they're just, they're surviving. They're getting through the
next moment, but, you know, maybe to help them, you can have that information
at the ready and then be able to share it with them as the need arises. | know for
me, the takeaway is continue to engage.

Don't shy away from the Down syndrome child, from the family. And then one of
the things, too, is that we wrote this book in small sections for the very reason
that you so wonderfully just stated, and that is, we don't have time to do a lot of
reading. And so you can take this book, you can just read a short portion of it,
put it down, and come back.



It's not like you have to read the whole chapter in order to gain the
understanding that you need. That's beautiful. That's right.

Yeah. Oh, that's so needed. Absolutely.

Absolutely. Because, you know, just put it on the back of the toilet, you know,

and it's right in the library. It's your new library.

It is the new library. And that's sometimes the only time you're going to have, you
know, with the door shut, but there will be little fingers underneath the door trying

to get at you. Well, this has been a delight.

Thank you so much, Joe and Cindy Ferrini, for sharing your journey with us. And
| just know this is going to hit the mark of a heart out there today on Mark &

Friends. Thank you so much for the time today.

Thank you, Joe and Cindy.
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