THEOLOGICAL QUESTIONS AND ISSUES IN DISABILITY AND HEALING

· What does it mean to be created in the image of God?

1.  What does it mean to be human?

2.  What does it mean “to be whole?”

3.  How do we usually define people?  (Example: describe a favorite professor; not describe 

someone with a disability)

· How does language reflect our theology?

1.  How are labels used to form judgments and stereotypes?

2.  Do labels fully describe a person?
3.  Is disability an attribute, e.g. does a person have a disability , or is a person disabled?
I prefer to say a person lives with a disability. “I”  is that part of me that is mind and soul 

and is not disabled.

· What does disability, illness, suffering, and death say about our image of God?

What would it mean if we believed the medieval saying that “in front of every person there is a host of angels saying Make way for the image of God! Make way for the image of God! How might that impact the way we treat everyone?

· Is God disabled?  

· What does it mean to be a community—to be the Body of Christ?

· Why are some parts of the Body missing—e.g. people with disabilities?

There are 45 million people with disabilities in the U.S., or one in five.  That has been translated to one in four church members.  One fourth of every congregation lives with some disabling condition. Where are they? Why?

Clergy often feel they do not have time to call on those who are invisible to the church—even those who were once active, contributing members who have since become elderly or ill.  But a call to ministry is also a call to “search out those who fall between the cracks of systems and congregations. …when you touch and include [the life of one who is currently invisible] you are impacting a whole family, and often an extended family and other caregivers.”  There are many families who feel that when the church rejects their child, they reject the parents.

· How can a community be mobilized to respond, care, support families/persons with disabilities?

1.  Look at how the congregation supports one another: are people w/disabilities included? Do they have opportunities to provide support to others?

2.  Ask what kind of support is needed; do not decide for others what they need or how they need it.

3.  Don’t wait for families and persons with disabilities to ask for what they need if it is obvious that changes are needed. Ask what would be helpful and then work together to achieve the goal.  Too often people have to ask and fight for inclusion in the church, as well as everywhere else.

· Practical needs that a congregation may help with:

1.  Buying equipment or helping locate it

2.  Respite care

3.  Advocacy

4.  Assisting people in achieving their goals or dreams

· Why is there disability, illness and suffering?  How does one make sense of these if one believes that God is loving and merciful?




Below are examples frequently cited for the cause of disability:

1.  Disability is caused by evil or one is demon-possessed.

2.  People with disabilities are “special,” angelic, holy innocents, eternal children.

This is a fallacy—people with disabilities are as normal as other people in bad behavior, impatience, etc. “Special” still means different, and often means segregated, as in special programs.  To  be labeled special “is dishonest and dis-empowering. Dishonest because it fails to recognize the mutuality of giving and receiving in community and care. Dis-empowering because it too often means I am glad you can do that because I can’t or don’t want to.” 

Wherever there is a “special” ministry, it is ministry “to” or “for”, but not “with.”   When there is ministry “with” then there is a greater opportunity for there to be ministry by people with disabilities.

3.  One lacks faith or would be healed.  Who lacks faith?

Harold Wilke tells this story:  He was walking along the street in NYC when someone approached him and said “My friend, if your faith was strong enough, you could be healed.”  To which Harold replied, “Friend, if your faith was strong enough, I would not need arms.”

Victim theology blames the one who is disabled when healing does not happen.  (See my article  Healing of Bodies and Victimization of Persons…)

4.  It is God’s will….  

Who knows the mind of God?

Are exclusion and the barriers raised by human beings also God’s will?


5.   The blemished shall not approach the altar of God (cf. Leviticus).

6.  Whose sin is it?

What do we do with this today when human or social behavior causes disability, e.g. fetal alcohol syndrome, smoking, drugs, AIDS, medications like thalidomide, etc.

· What does it mean when someone says God does not give us more than we can bear? Is this a statement of hope and purpose that gives meaning, or is it a statement that implies a lot or resentment and anger at God?

THEOLOGICAL CONCERNS WHICH NEED FURTHER RESEARCH

Pastoral Care:

“Just what is pastoral care…with people who are not fixable? What is the role of the pastor when the problem is not the disability or limitation but the attitudes toward it, not the individual but the community.  It is a place for preaching, visitation, modeling, and empowering people to speak for themselves.”

Theology:

Disability, disease, and suffering all have implications for our theology and challenge the traditional images of God. People with disabilities “raise classical theological questions in stark, concrete ways.”  Might we not learn from them more about the deeper mysteries of God and the ways in which God uses experiences like disability to teach us about wholeness and healing.

Mission, Outreach and Evangelism:


Many churches have signs which say “Everyone welcome.”  Yet, too many cannot get into the church, or once in do not feel welcome or included. “Reaching out may mean hearing the pain, anger, and distrust from people with disabilities and their families who have been rejected, used, [perhaps] abused  by “religious people” in the past.  It means looking at the call to concrete, specific actions that can facilitate and accommodate the participation of people who may need particular supports to be included.”

Religious Education:


How are we inclusive so that people with differing abilities learn and grow in their faith?

Can we re-learn the power of the sacraments to speak to people in different ways—no matter how simple?  Can we hear the depth of meaning expressed in the most simple terms?

Church History and Polity:


“How can we learn from church history about the ways that churches at different times and places have included or excluded people with disabilities. …the church has sometimes justified social prejudices and practices, and sometimes acted prophetically against them.  We need … to recover the voices which have dealt in this area where people’s voices have not been heard.  One of the hardest issues to face in this area combines with …our understandings of call and ordination, and policies on whether or not a person with a disability can be ordained.”

Biblical Studies:

· “ What are the stories, images, and themes that have great impact and power in relation to people  with disabilities and their families?

· “ What can we learn from exegesis of scriptures that deal with people with disabilities?

· “ How can we appreciate scriptural traditions in new ways when read and explored through the hermeneutical lens of disability?”

PASTORAL CARE

I.  Be there—at crucial and critical times. At a birth, At a diagnosis. At a first struggle with appropriate schooling and services. At critical transitions, when old and new questions are raised again. Be willing to ask questions, listen to the story—the lamentations, the anger, joys, dreams and frustrations.  —the lamentations, the anger, joys, dreams and frustrations.  You do not have to have the answers.

Be present to families or people with disabilities by asking questions and entering the story. By being there when it is appropriate and being welcoming when they come to you and to church.

II.  As a minister, one is always a spiritual guide. Through pastoral care, or perhaps spiritual direction, one walks with others on the path to God.  One cannot do that unless they have someone walking with them and guiding them on the way.  ONE MUST PAY ATTENTION TO THEIR OWN SPIRITUAL LIFE BEFORE THEY CAN ATTEND TO OTHERS.

· Continue to read and reflect on the significant theological questions in life:


What is God’s will?


What is God’s purpose?



Why is there evil and suffering, and where is God in these experiences?

· Learn to live into the questions.  Learn to live with ambiguity.  Life is not black or white and trying to make it that way will lead one away from God.  Be willing to wrestle with the questions of life and with God and encourage your parishioners to do the same. It is the path of growth and change.
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