Originally published January 2, 2008
Church services benefit the deaf
Anderson and Debora Pickles work to build church run by the deaf
	By Lisa Fingeroot 
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Imagine attending a religious service where everyone else is singing and praying and listening to the message, but you can't understand a single word. For deaf people, that's sometimes the case. 

The Rev. Anderson Pickles and his wife, Debora, are out to change that with the creation of the First Deaf Church of Tallahassee. While both Pickles hear, their goal is to build a church where the preacher is deaf and the deacons are deaf — a church run entirely by deaf people. 

	[image: image4.png]


ADVERTISEMENT [image: image5.png]



[image: image6.png]


[image: image7.png]


[image: image8.png]





	


"I'm the only preacher in town working myself out of a job," Pickles, 57, said recently while setting up for a service in the basement of the Florida Baptist Association office, located off Capital Medical Boulevard. The church meets there at 6 p.m. Sundays. They have been given the space for free for three years as part of the association's commitment to the church. The Southern Baptist Convention has also made a small commitment, and the deaf church is sponsored by a mission of the Woodrun Baptist Church on Apalachee Parkway, where the Pickles attend morning services. 

The Pickles talked about a church for deaf people for about three years before finally realizing their dream in September. 

"The things that have happened to get us here are just unreal," Pickles said. 

It started in 2001 when they were attending church in Monticello, and a deaf missionary came to speak. His sons, who usually act as his interpreters, weren't with him. He spoke about growing up in a hearing church with no interpreter and being forced to sit there while others heard the word of God. The man knew how many window panes were in the church and how many roof tiles were on the ceiling because he had nothing to do but sit there and count things. But he also told the story of the first time he saw an interpreter in a church and how he felt. 

"He voiced the best he could, and we had to concentrate," Debora, 47, said. "At the end of the service, I was crying and he (Anderson) was crying, and our pastor was crying and nobody else was crying. God just touched our hearts. I said 'OK, Lord, this is what we're supposed to be doing — serving the deaf.'" 

The two went through some personal soul searching in an effort to make sure they were truly being called to serve the deaf community. Then they started looking for help. They began taking sign-language lessons at Thomasville Road Baptist Church with deaf congregant Teresa Parker and were eventually asked to teach a Bible study group for the deaf. 

"It takes years and years and years (to study sign language), and we didn't think we were able, but we did it," Debora said. After a few setbacks because of health issues, things began to fall into place and the church's foundation began to take shape. They held a few Friday night fellowships where deaf Tallahasseeans could come and meet each other and the Pickles. Parker and her roommate, Valeria Bradley, who can hear, and an interpreter were instrumental in introducing the Pickles to the deaf community and helping them become a part of the culture. 

"The deaf hide from hearing people because they have been treated cruelly and put down by the hearing world," Anderson said. He and his wife have so immersed themselves in the culture, though, that 45 deaf people attended a recent party at their home. 

The deaf services are held on Sunday nights because many area churches have interpreters for morning services that are usually attended by about 10 or so deaf members ranging in age from their early 20s to middle age. The goal here is to flip the regular setting by having the main sermon given by a deaf preacher who is signing, and an interpreter standing to the side for hearing people, Pickles said. 

Church member Derek Williams, 24, grew up in a family of preachers, but didn't learn much until he was 13, when his grandmother taught him to read the Bible. It was only last year that he first saw a sign-language interpreter in a church, but it is an experience he will remember. 

It was "big time" wonderful, he voiced and signed with enthusiasm after letting out a hoot of excitement to demonstrate how great it was to have the sermon interpreted for the deaf. "It's awkward without an interpreter," he said. 

Sonya Padgett, 22, said she is more comfortable at the church for the deaf and feels that she is able to learn more because the lesson is given in a language she can understand — signing. 

"They are hungry for it," Anderson said of the Christian message he delivers each week. "They feel safe here. They sing with their bodies and with their facial expressions." 

Now, there is a place they can sing with their hands and move their bodies to the rhythm of the Christian music by feeling the vibrations of the beat. Williams keeps an exact beat by tapping a pencil to the feel of the musical vibrations when the congregation is not standing and singing. Because there has been no safe haven in which the deaf could express their musical ability, they love to sing at this church, the minister said. He jokingly calls his congregation "Bapticostals" because of all the singing and movement, which is traditionally found in Pentecostal churches. 

While the church is officially Baptist, Anderson said, it is "open to any deaf person who wants to walk through that door and study the Bible." 

  Lisa Fingeroot can be reached at goldshoe@yahoo.com. 
