SPIRITUAL ABUSE AND THE CHURCH
All discrimination perpetuates marginalization, spiritual abuse, oppression, and injustice.  The Church must take the appropriate steps to embrace and practice the principles of inclusion and equality set forth in the Americans with Disabilities Act (1990). In doing so they will also promote justice by practicing the “law of love” set forth in the teachings of scripture.  The following excerpts have been selected to illustrate these points:

Whenever people with disabilities fail to ask for access and inclusion in the Church they contribute to their own oppression. To be silent about exclusion is to “internalize ableism”  and perpetuates the spiritual abuse of the Church  toward us.  “Spiritual Abuse is the act of denying people considered disabled their full humanity. It is to treat and care for them as if they were less than human.”

“Problems associated with having a disability go beyond the physical limitations imposed by the disability itself. The sense of exclusion we are likely to experience produces spiritual wounds: anger, low self-esteem, a sense of inferiority, a sense of meaninglessness, despair, even loss of faith.”

“People with disabilities, who are clearly loved by God, have often not been able to hear God’s word, to see God’s glory or to feel the healing warmth and affirmation of God’s community of faith. This exclusion…has caused people with disabilities to feel marginalized in the very places where love and justice are preached and practiced.”

 “Having a disability can lead to the destruction of one’s sense of life’s meaning, not because the disability in itself in any way diminishes the intrinsic value of one’s life, but because the social consequences can be so profound. People with disabilities are often see by mainstream society as other, in some marginal category, not whole, not fully human. Having a disability can render one dependent on others, threatening one’s sense of self-esteem. It can limit one’s productivity, leading others to underestimate the productive capacities one may actually still have. Having a disability can thus be socially isolating, creating a sense of rejection and fears of abandonment, even abandonment by God. Thus the social consequences of physical disability can leave one with a sense that one’s life has lost its meaning.

“To be prevented, because of disability, from entering or serving in God’s sanctuary should be unthinkable. To give up, because of disability, the goal of becoming a priest or minister, should be unthinkable. To be denied, because of disability, the healing, cooling, uplifting waters of faithfulness, should be equally unthinkable. To speak directly, who among us has the right to tell another person, by action, word or unwelcoming attitude, that they are not worthy enough to worship and serve God? No person, no group of people, has the right to exclude another from worship.”

The attitudinal barriers erected by the church puts disability in a sociopolitical category. These barriers are often more handicapping than is an individuals disability:


· Barriers lead to positions of subordination and social disadvantage—lack of access to employment and health care, discrimination, poverty, and isolation.

· These barriers make disability an issue of justice.

· People with disabilities become an oppressed group because of attitudes and behaviors, ...avoidance and assumptions [by other people].

· Personal boundaries are repeatedly violated because people with disabilities are not seen as real people.

· People with disabilities are either made invisible or given special attention that is embarrassing or demeaning. 

· Negative stereotypes portray people with disabilities as passive, dependent, childlike. The person is perceived as an object.  One’s humanity is lost when they are objectified.

· When people with disabilities are excluded from the Church, their strengths go unacknowledged or underdeveloped, and the Church is cut off from what these people have to offer—which is valuable. 

“People with disabilities have valuable perspectives based on their experiences with their bodies and with the oppression they experience… We lose the insight that comes from their pain and loss, from struggle and suffering and overcoming the barriers to living. …When we create barriers…, we lost the additional insight that comes from experiences of achievement and fulfillment, of solidarity and community. “

“The ADA (July 1990) prohibits discrimination against and provides equal access for people with disabilities to employment…   …the ADA challenges the stereotype of viewing people with disabilities as …needing treatment or supervision…  The intention of the ADA is to ensure that all Americans…receive equal opportunity to participate freely and fully in society, a goal fully consistent with a Christian ethic of love and justice.  …churches and other religious organizations… are required to comply only with the employment and promotion provisions of the law, as stated in Title One [of the ADA]. These provisions prohibit discrimination against persons with disabilities in any aspect of the employment process—hiring and promotion…   While religious organizations may not be legally mandated to comply with the other provisions of the ADA, as institutions of faith they should feel a moral obligation to do so. … Surely full compliance with the spirit of the ADA is a Biblical  mandate based on the precepts of love of neighbor and equal respect for all God’s children. The Americans with Disabilities Act clearly reflects the principles of love and justice which form the foundation of a life of faith.”

“Above all, the implementation of the ADA within the religious community affirms a political and social vision which seeks to overcome oppression and injustice, the hallmark of an ideological ethic.  …Where love and justice dwell there will be no …barriers…”

The World Council of Churches adopted a resolution in Nairobi in 1975 “which strongly affirmed the need for an attitudinal change within the Church: 

The disabled are treated as weak to be served, rather than as fully committed, integral members of the Body of Christ and the human family; the specific contribution which they have to give is ignored…. The Church cannot exemplify the full humanity revealed in Christ, bear witness to the interdependence of humankind, or achieve unity in diversity if it continues to acquiesce in the social isolation of  [people with disabilities] and to deny them full participation in its life.”

“There are a number of unique contributions individuals with disabilities often bring to a community of faith. Among the most prominent of these are a spirit of openness, simple acceptance (trust), personal warmth and vulnerability. These qualities can play an important role in challenging a community of faith to re-examine many of its values and achieve significant growth and learning.”

The Church has to face a crucial choice: “either to proclaim and implement the good news of nondiscrimination and inclusivity to all [people] by breaking down [all] barriers, or to retreat behind concrete, conscious, unconscious and linguistic barriers which perpetuate brokenness and alienation and falsify the Gospel.”
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