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A triumph of 
parental love 
over autism
I

t is not often you find 
yourself sitting among 
saints. In a society so 
consumed by selfishness, 
people who give without 
hope of reward are rare. 

Last week, I had the honour 
of spending time with some 
of them.

Our good friends, Gavin and Julie 
Austen, invited Mrs Dooley and me to 
a fundraising event for the Red Door. 
Located in south Dublin, the Red 
Door was founded by three families in 
2001. 

Unable to find an appropriate 
school for their autistic children, they 
decided to set up one of their own.

they did so in a small cottage with 
a red door, using outdoor sheds for an 
office and a staff room. 

By 2005, increased demand forced 
them to open new premises in Sandy-
ford Industrial Estate. In 2009, after 
staging a series of international con-
ferences on autism, the school moved 
to its current location in Monkstown. 
One year later, the Red Door was  
granted special-school status by the 
Department of Education.

I was unaware of this remarkable 
story until Gavin and Julie’s daugh-
ter was diagnosed with autism. then 
I discovered some friends from our 
boys’ school also have a son at the 
Red Door. Like Gavin and Julie, Nick 
and Paula Baird have nothing but 
good to say about this loving environ-
ment in which their children are 
cared for and educated. 

For many years, I have observed 
these parents as they endeavour to 
balance their endless responsibilities. 
Each day presents a different set of 
difficult challenges, to which they rise 
with courage and grace. 

Not once have I heard them grum-
ble or complain.

these are relatively young people 
who have answered the summons of 
love. Despite knowing their lives will 
always involve some degree of 
 sacrifice, they press forward with 
uncommon joy. 

to witness their patience, tender-
ness and compassion is to come face 
to face with the better angels of our 
nature.

the Red Door provides a lifeline for 
these heroic parents. Watching a 
video presentation during the fund-
raiser, I was struck by the warmth of 
the teachers, by their genuine affec-
tion for the children. It was obvious 
that what they do is much more than 
a job: it is a vocation nurtured by the 
human heart.

Such parents and teachers are true 
guardians of the moral order. Without 
any fanfare, they offer their lives in 
service to those who can give nothing 
back but love. 

For them, however, that love is more 
precious than gold. 

Living in an age of leisure, conven-
ience and luxury, we very often find it 
difficult to cope with inconvenience. 

We seek to make everything conform 
to our plans and projects, our routines 
and agendas. When they don’t, they 
are simply denied.

Sadly, this often includes children. 
In order to facilitate their parents’ 
needs, offspring are regularly com-
partmentalised. It is as if we want 
children, but not the burden of bring-
ing them up.

that is not an option for people like 
the Austens and the Bairds. Neither 
is it for all those who care for children 
with special needs. they prove that 
when it comes to children, no sacri-
fice is too great.

this is not to say that such parents 
found it easy to accept their chil-
dren’s condition. 

I spoke to one father who said it 
took him time to come to terms with 
his daughter’s diagnosis. Still, I have 
yet to encounter a single shred of 
resentment or resistance in those 
associated with the Red Door. 

If these parents offer a shining 
example to the rest of us, it is because 
they remind us that parenting is not 
a lifestyle choice. It is a lifelong work 
of love, a covenant that must be 
renewed every day. 

At its best, it is a form of self-
 sacrifice that seeks only the good of 
‘these little ones’.

Even though many of those involved 
with the Red Door will never cease to 
be full-time parents, they exhibit 
more life and hope than most. 

they have taught me to stop com-
plaining about little things and to be 
grateful for every second I spend with 
my children. 

W
 
 
Ith dignity and 
dedication,  they 
demonstrate that a 
nation’s moral worth 
is best measured in 

the way it treats its children, those 
with cognitive or physical disability 
and the elderly.

I suspect the Austens and Bairds 
will be embarrassed by this column. 
that is because they don’t consider 
themselves heroic or courageous. As 
far as they are concerned, they are 
just simple parents doing the best 
they can for those they love.

What they forget, however, is that 
moral heroism rarely features in the 
headlines. More often than not, it 
happens behind the scenes, in private 
homes where parents and carers 
 quietly tend to their loved ones. It 
happens in places like the Red Door, 
where each child is valued as a 
 blessing.

If a saint is someone who serves 
without seeking the spotlight, then I 
am privileged to say I know some. 
the fact that they would refuse this 
title in favour of their children, only 
proves they have already earned their 
place in paradise. 

÷ Visit The Red Door at  
www.thereddoorschool.com
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