CHANGING ATTITUDES, CREATING AWARENESS

This paper highlights several critical areas where churches can begin to understand the barriers of exclusion to people with disabilities. Several of the hand-outs illuminate how a faith community becomes accessible and inclusive. Our workshops also address these issues more fully for those who are interested in learning more.

ACCESSIBILITY ISSUES


"The current dominant social view in No. America is that people with disabilities and chronic illness should be invisible and powerless."
 There is a deafening silence in our faith communities about the injustice that people with disabilities continue to face at the end of the 21st century. This is compounded by the refusal of the most religious communities to understand and accept responsibility for the barriers erected by negative attitudes, inaccessible buildings and programs, and an able-bodied theology that is too often abusive to people with disabilities. Many of the frustrations of people living with disability result because the distance between our need for inclusion and access and the religious community is too great. We are constantly caught up in adjusting to exclusion and the spiritual wounds engendered by it while the community fails in their responsibility to become inclusive.
 


People with disabilities are not only physically excluded but we are psychologically and spiritually alienated from participation in the fullness of life in the faith community.
 Harold Wilke has reminded the Church for several decades that  "The Ramp Is Not Enough!"  The ramp may get you into a building but there is no point in being there if you are not welcome and included. 

The Church has adopted all of society's prejudices of people with disabilities.
Negative attitudes exclude people from participation in the community and in the Church. Negative attitudes include fear, ignorance, patronization, and prejudice—all of which “block people with disabilities from their rightful place within the community.”

“These experiences are not simply inconvenience or mere documentation of human insensitivity. The right to participation in one’s community touches on issues of justice and ultimately, concerns one’s dignity as a child of God. Conversely, exclusion from the community to which one belongs can cause acute suffering and can erode a person’s sense of identity.”

Exclusion is oppressive and dehumanizing. “The categories of inclusion and exclusion touch immediately on a profound current of biblical thought. The root meaning of justice in the biblical context has to do  with right relationships, with the restoration of a situation or environment which promotes equity and harmony in a community (Anchor Bible Dictionary).
 “A body that despises or overlooks its own members is an unhealthy body. A church that is not inclusive of people who are disabled is incomplete and is not yet the body of the crucified and risen Christ.”

In 1978, 21 years ago!, a White House Conference for the Handicapped adopted a resolution which cited the failures of the church to be more welcoming and inclusive:

“religion and religious institutions have marginalized the handicapped, seeing them as objects of pity and mission only, failing to see them as participating members of the whole family of God.”

In a  document written by the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA) it was noted that

“Among the clergy as well as the laity, there exists much prejudice, ignorance, indifference, rejection, and misunderstanding of disability. This may well stem from an unawareness of their own or potential disability. Therefore, the clergy and professional church workers need to be educated to a conscious awareness of [the issues of disability.]”


When I began ministry in 1984, I saw very few signs of change in the Church as a result of the comprehensive statements of either COCU or the ELCA. People with disabilities are required accept the limitations and problems which disability imposes on them.  We are also expected  to accept these discriminatory barriers and negative attitudes. The normative tradition of our culture, and by extension much of the Church, is that one should be white, male, wealthy, educated, able-bodied, and able-minded. Consequently people without disabilities are not expected to accept the reality of disability in others, nor the possibility that it will probably affect them personally. Those within the Church who have attempted to do a ministry around the issues of disability are constantly inundated with reminders of more pressing needs of oppressed groups, and that disability is not an issue. Thus, there are many people with disabilities who continue to be wounded by the spiritual death-making of exclusion in and by the Church.

The Americans with Disabilities Act

The Church should be a leader in accessibility, integration, and acceptance of all people, yet it has done little to welcome,  nurture or sustain people with disabilities.  Negative attitudes keep people away; inaccessible buildings and programs prevent people from entering and participating. One cannot participate if shut out by inaccessible architecture within the church or by the lack of appropriate communications for hearing or vision impairments. 


In 1990 the ADA was passed as a result of the disability-rights movement. This civil-rights law was designed to end discrimination and exclusion for 54 million Americans. "Churches lobbied for and received blanket exemption from the ADA, Consequently, there are many denominations which continue to condone the discrimination of people with disabilities. Nancy Eiesland writes,


Many religious bodies have continued to think of and act as if access for people with disabilities is a matter of benevolence  and goodwill, rather than a prerequisite for equality and the foundation on which the church as a model of justice must rest.
 


The religious community remains silent about these negative attitudes and their

insensitivity toward marginalized persons.  They are not pro-active for integration and accessibility for people with disabilities. IT TOOK A LAW to get our rights protected in society,  but the religious community was exempt! One religious leader defended this exemption in this way:

[Does] the church needs its own ADA?...Should the church pass such laws? I don't think so. You see, churches already have such a law. And churches should
guarantee the rights of all individuals not because of a law but because of THE law. It is called the Law of Love.


Carter Heyward has written that love requires justice.
  James Nelson says agape love respects and liberates the other .
 This is the same liberating love which people with disabilities seek from faith communities.  Yet, the experiences of people with disabilities demonstrates well that the liberating love that requires justice and offers healing may be the law of the land but it is not operative in places of worship.  While society has now improved, because of a law, the Church remains inaccessible and outside the law. They promote the fourth-class (women being second-class, ethnic minorities third class) citizenship of people with disabilities through exclusion and “victim theology.”


Attitudinal and physical barriers allow the religious community to continue practicing   oppression, causing the act of worship to be a "source of frustration, exclusion, and pain."
  Barriers always convey the "message that some people are more valuable or worthy than others, that disability equals incompetence and inferiority."
  In a just community there would be no inferior people, no barriers, no insensitivity to the subtle forms of oppression being perpetuated.


The ADA "clearly reflects the principles of love and justice which form the foundation of a life of faith."
 Voluntary compliance with the principles of the ADA would demonstrate that the religious community believed in the supreme worth of all of God's people and that all people had equal privileges and responsibilities in the community.
 Further, an ethic of love and justice requires acceptance of the  ADA, for it makes "illegal that which was immoral."
 There are no credible arguments for ignoring the biblical law of love and justice which would end discrimination and exclusion within the religious community. (See characteristics of love.)

THEOLOGY


  The various theologies of the 90's reflect the cultural and experiential diversity of our world in significant ways for bringing needed change to the Church. Yet, the voices of people with disabilities, both in and out of the Church, are absent. Our stories of struggle and oppression are not heard or received. While many theologies address classism, sexism, racism, heterosexism (and homophobia), none of them speak to handicapism. “Handicapism” refers to societal and institutional oppression and stereotyping, including negative attitudes. This omission allows theology to continue setting us apart and treating as different, unequal and invisible.  It remains the task of theology to hear and include the voices of people with disabilities in the struggle against oppression. I believe Nancy Eiesland and the women who wrote Not All Violins are attempting to do this.


Eiesland points out that "disability has never been religiously neutral, but shot through with theological significance,"
  while Charlotte Caron's book illustrates that "...many people with disabilities have experienced the church as destructive [and] acknowledge[s] the churches' participation in that evil."
 Both books point out that there are many denominations which have a "theology of access" or written policies about access but, reject people with disabilities for ordination, reflecting an "institutional double-minded stance [of] discrimination and injustice..."
 

Justice, in a religious sense, means that all are created equal. There can be no justice as long as the power of a few oppresses others. This is a basic denial of human rights
, which always seek justice and liberation from oppressive conditions. 


In some of my own writing I have looked to liberation theology which is concerned with justice and with empowering people. "A key principle of liberation theology asserts that God is on the side of those who are oppressed and those who do not have power in society."
 Liberation theology listens to those who suffer at the margins and who speak from the "underside."  Black theology also listens to the voices of people who are oppressed and dismantles the pie-in-the-sky-by-and-by theology of the status quo. I also believe feminist theology has much to contribute to a theology of disability but feminists have historically refused to include the voices and experiences of women with disabilities. 


While all of us can point to changes in accessibility and inclusion in society and some places within the religious community, "the prejudice, hostility, and suspicion toward people with disabilities [cannot] be dismissed as relics of an unenlightened past."
  Nancy Eiseland notes, the church has sometimes been a place of inclusion, hope and liberation but, more often it had devalued and ignored people with disabilities.
 In the meantime, "the church [continues] to squander the considerable theological and practical energies of [people] with disabilities who...call the church to repentance and transformation."

SPIRITUALITY
Spirituality is about our faith development and growth in moving toward God.  Disability or chronic illness often cause a crisis of faith, yet it can be crisis in which our faith is deepened as a result of our questioning and wrestling with our questions about the meaning of life.  We learn also to live into our questions.

Religious roots, traditions, and communities are very important to people who seek to know God and find the meaning of life. Religion is a source of hope and a sustaining factor in the lives of most human beings. Yet religious communities are places where people with disabilities are "marginalized and drastically oppressed."
  Religious communities throughout America "feel no obligation toward the spiritual needs of [people] with disabilities and seem oblivious to their omission."
 Contrast this omission with the words of Morton Kelsey: "God's action is the perfect expression of love. It is a mixture of concern, caring, and action. When we love, we participate in God's way of reaching out to humankind."
 God's love is inclusive; it reaches out to everyone.


Religious traditions help people find meaning and hope for their lives, but when we are shut out of the faith community, the search for hope and meaning often turns to needless despair. Charlotte Caron writes "Often we want to find hope but, in fact, despair prevails. We lose hope at certain points in our lives when we cannot see a future for ourselves."
 When people with disabilities are alienated from their religious tradition, emptiness and pain stand in the place of soul and spirit.  That pain is exacerbated by the soul pain of rejection, isolation, powerlessness, and oppression. Oppression hurts at a very personal level, for it is death-making to the soul. 


One of the more difficult aspects of living with disability is the way society handles suffering, loss, grief and disability.  Disability is not accepted as one of the many realities of life. The reality of human experience is that we live in a world where there is chaos, death, destruction, grief, loss, and disability. In general, society treats nearly all forms of physical, mental, and emotional disability as unacceptable. Consequently, the burden of acceptance is placed on those who are disabled. People with disabilities are expected to live with their disability and accept the barriers and limitations of people who find it difficult to accept or include us in the life of the community.


Disability is affected, for better or worse, by the spiritual dimensions of one's life.  The pain of being disabled is exacerbated by the pain of rejection and struggle caused by negative attitudes toward us. The soul-pain of coming up against negative attitudes on a daily basis magnifies physical pain. When pain dominates body and soul, the need for the reconciling and healing love of others becomes critical.  Yet, many faith communities fail to offer or provide this healing love. Consequently, people in pain often experience "abandonment by God" and isolation from the faith community. Too often, they decide that disability, loss, and grief invalidate any possibility of belief in God.




Fr. Donald Senior, who leads a Bible Study tour to Israel for people with disabilities, writes about the suffering brought on by negative attitudes.  "Very often the suffering [people] with disabilities experience is not due to [the disability itself],...  Much of the acute suffering connected with...disability comes from the reactions of able-bodied [people] who treat them as less than human, or worse, ignore them altogether."
  Exclusion diminishes people. It is "often more de-humanizing and painful than [the] disability itself."  It is a form of suffering we do not choose, but are left to bear alone.
 

ANGER AND ANGER AT GOD
The problems related to living with a disability are not created in isolation but within the very real context of the political and economic systems.  These systems work to oppress and suppress the lives and voices of people living with disabilities. Only as we express appropriate rage at these systems will we be liberated. “Physical access and attitudinal acceptance form basic prerequisites for justice and liberation of [people] with disabilities.”
Martin Luther King said that freedom was never voluntarily given by the oppressor, but that it must be demanded by the oppressed. 


Having said all of this, we must turn to the use of anger to address the issues of injustice.  Many of people with disabilities have known that feeling of hopeless rage at the barriers and prejudices of discrimination. Our anger at these forms of oppression must not be denied. It is a sign of hope and faith, for anger which confronts the issues causes a tension which is necessary for creative change.  You may well encounter  a person with a disability who is angry and who has been labeled angry—which usually means “pay no attention.”  Labeling someone as angry is a convenient way to dismiss their concerns and to ignore their demands to be taken seriously. Beverly Harrison writes that "Anger directly expressed is a mode of taking the other seriously."
 Too often it is we who are not taken seriously so it is difficult for our anger to be heard and understood as necessary for our inclusion. 


When anger is because of oppression and social injustice, we usually feel alienated from others. However, failure to express our anger at the injustices which threaten the quality of our lives results in apathy and diminishment of who we are.
 People tend to feel angry and guilty when the oppressed "spill their guts." It requires courage and boldness to confront with honesty and clarity the injustices which undermine our lives. This is a place where expressing our anger to God can protect us from apathy. (I have written about anger at God in one of my articles which is in the handbook.)


Much of the injustice we face is created and sustained by political structures. It is difficult to address an entire system in an effort to create change and effect justice.  Personal communication usually has no effect, and political communication by persons with disabilities has brought too little too late for too many. We can use our anger in positive ways to insist upon change by seeking love and not destruction. This is the hard path as it makes no concessions to injustice and requires a spiritual discipline which will keep us from becoming the oppressor.


...anger can often reflect the human capacity to transcend the immediate situation, gain a new perspective and effect a change for the better, or...at least register a protest at the wrongness of that which cannot be changed.


"The gospel of anger" can be found in the anger of Jesus, who sided with the rejected of society and who spoke out fearlessly against the authorities. Jesus had no patience with those whose piety overlooked justice and mercy. His anger was to speak truth to falsehood and hypocrisy. The gospel of anger is about truth, love and justice.
 This is anger which identifies and articulates clearly what is needed. It speaks out of love and seeks to bring change where it is needed.


People with disabilities experience considerable anger because they have to "expend so much energy and emotion as [they] struggle for what so many people accept with unconscious ease."
 We are often angry because the necessary changes for inclusion in the Church occur very slowly or not at all.
 Our anger is real but there are few safe places for expressing it. Anger in people with disabilities is regarded as a problem, a symptom of numerous disorders. The Church compounds this by corresponding anger with sin, rather than seeing anger as a healthy emotion that needs appropriate expression.
 

 
Religious communities seldom address the sins of negative attitudes and injustice toward us, so people with disabilities remain excluded, angry and hurt.  The anger of people with disabilities is rarely accepted. Our anger is ignored, denied, or silenced by those who tell us how we should feel and behave. This mis-understood anger then becomes another reason for excluding or labeling us. Our society controls marginalized people by blaming the victim, and dis-empowering them by declaring their behavior as aberrant. 


If we identify many of the sources of our anger from prejudice, discrimination and denial of our rights, we have three choices: "remain silent, leave, or confront."
 Confrontation has a high price, but these struggles are often necessary in order to eliminate the barriers which are placed in our way and which exclude us from full participation in life.


Anger can be creative when used to bring needed change, or it can be destructive if we turn it inward and succumb to the silence and invisibility that is demanded of us by oppressive structures. There are also other reasons for anger in people with disabilities, including the anger that comes with loss and grief. Many of those losses are caused by the barriers of exclusion and discrimination but, if we identify these losses and express our grief, we are labeled angry. 


Anger, grief, and depression are major spiritual issues in the lives of those with disabilities but we rarely find spiritual help from the religious community in learning how to move through these experiences. 
There are spiritual issues which the religious community addresses in the lives of non-disabled people. However, they remain ignored in the lives of people with disabilities because non-disabled people are uncomfortable when we express the pain and anger of injustice and oppression. If people of faith were to listen and hear our frustration, they would inevitably be to led to action--action that would ask them to examine their own attitudes, challenge the attitudes of those close to them, and then to work to eliminate the barriers that contributed to our pain and loss.  Currently religious communities find it is politically correct to end the suffering of many oppressed peoples in this and other countries, and this is important and necessary ministry. However, it is still not politically correct to hear the voices of people with disabilities and address the barriers which continue to be death-making to our souls, but this, too is a necessary and important ministry.  


Anger that is trivialized, medicalized, or silenced turns to despair and depression. People with disabilities live with lengthy and recurring periods of depression. Non-acceptance of who we are, our feelings or our reality is death-making to our souls. It isolates us, denies our humanity, and leaves us frustrated... and angry. This may cause one to be locked into a vicious cycle that leads to destructive behaviors and/or depression and hopelessness. 


What many of us forget, or fail to understand, is that anger is a choice we make when faced with the struggles of living. It is a chosen reaction to humiliation.
 For persons living with a disability, it may be the only appropriate choice in the face of negative attitudes and barriers of discrimination. Whenever we are prevented from achieving our goals and desires, we are frustrated and have a need to change the situation. The emotional response to frustration is anger.  A response to a threat or to frustration causes bodily change, thus we feel angry." We feel anger as a reaction to injustice or frustration. Anger that we feel has the power to transform and heal our lives if we acknowledge its' presence and purpose in our lives.


* Anger denied prevents us from being part of a community.


* When we hide anger, we lose the power to Be, to act, and to love.


* Anger is a protest against being treated as less than equal.


* Anger expressed is a way of asking to be taken seriously.


* Anger heard is being taken seriously.


* Anger is a normal reaction to injustice or frustration.  


Anger is a powerful spiritual resource for people with disabilities because anger is a motivating force for necessary change. "Action to change structures that perpetuate the violence of [any prejudice and discrimination] is essential for those who profess a liberationist faith and desire a just world."
 William Sloan Coffin  reminds us that "Anger keeps [us] from tolerating the intolerable."
 Anger is the energy which promotes justice and pushes us toward growth.  


People with disabilities question everything through entering into the struggle and exploring the rough places in the spiritual journey. Our questions keep us going. Sometimes we gain insight and wisdom; other times we ask new questions and continue the journey. We are often angry, but our anger empowers us to seek justice, confront evil, to wrestle with God and demand a blessing.
  Expressing our anger in a community of faith where it is heard and received would enable all of us to gain health.

CONCLUSIONS


The religious community must change its attitude toward people with disabilities or they will continue to be devalued. Devalued people are treated badly; they are rejected, abused, and considered unworthy for time and friendship, thus causing further marginalization. They become objects of pity, subjects of charity, and treated in ways which diminish their dignity, growth, competence, health, finances, and their quality of life. There are too many who continue to regard us as brave or courageous at one end, or worthy of pity at the other end. Neither extreme allows for understanding or acceptance of us as human beings in the same struggle. 


Every human society has scapegoated and marginalized some group of people. The vision of a whole human community still challenges us: a family of God in which the stranger is welcome and treated with justice and integrity. The religious community cannot exemplify the Imago Dei or bear witness to the interdependence of human beings as long as we exclude people with disabilities. When we marginalize, exclude or distance ourselves from others, we narrow our own boundaries and foreshorten our own vision.
 


The religious community has much to learn from people who live with disabilities. I believe that those of us who understand suffering and who have moved into and through it, can inform the religious community in ways which will transform it. Charlotte Caron reminds the faith community that 


It is not always easy to survive and the power and passion that keeps us surviving is not to be minimized. The endurance that enables survival reflects an important spiritual resource... This resource exhibits moral strength and spiritual courage... 
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