VICTIM THEOLOGY


Most of my ministry has been concerned with the issues of healing and disability. The majority of people with disabilities whom I talk with or who write me have experienced spiritual trauma from Christians who continue to use biblical and theological issues to blame and victimize persons with disabilities: 1) your faith has not made you well; 2) you are demon possessed; 3) whose sin is it that you were born disabled?; 4) suffering is God's will; and 5) the blemished shall not approach the altar;
 These verses are used to judge, dismiss, and dis-empower us, usually shutting us out of the religious community. They also place the burden for healing on the person who is disabled, causing further suffering and continued alienation from faith communities.  This is what I call "victim theology."   In this paper I will attempt to set out how these scriptures are used and how such use reflects a "victim theology." 
 


Many well-meaning religious people encourage people with disabilities to "bear their cross" or to "offer it up." While these can be authentic religious responses for those on the spiritual journey, they are not welcome or healing responses to people with disabilities who are asking for inclusion and for recognition of their abilities within the faith community. A more appropriate, life-giving response would involve listening to our stories and responding by working with us to change attitudes. Religious leaders who have studied scriptures know that God is the author of the "impossible" and the "miraculous"--a boundary-breaking God who offers access to everyone, Jew and Gentile, able-bodied and disabled.
 Thus, it is all the more disturbing to know that religious leaders are frequently the defenders of limitations, barriers, and negative attitudes. Rebecca Chopp says that "...physical afflictions become elevated to virtuous suffering when... they can be spoken of as trials of obedience. Such teachings allow either one of two options for those with disabilities: miraculous healing or heroic suffering."
 Neither of these options are acceptable to people with disabilities.


I. Faith healing:


There are many faith-healers out there pronouncing that people who are not healed lack faith.  Many healing services continue to suggest that physical and mental imperfections are the effect of sin, or that disability reflects evil. There are also those who imply that persons with disabilities chose to suffer, or that "disabilities are merely the physical manifestation of imperfections of the soul."
  Such pronouncements are spiritual abuse. "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."
  Exclusion produces spiritual wounds: anger, low self-esteem, “...a sense of meaninglessness, despair, even loss of faith.” While many people are vulnerable to these feelings, "...we are more...likely to experience spiritual pain directly connected to our [living with] a disability, and we have a right to turn to theology for healing."
 


Healing in the early Church involved the laying on of hands. This continues to be a powerful ministry of healing when the community lives in faith that God's will be done.  The efficacy of prayer and caring also have healing effects on people. To care for another is to understand, listen to and accept the person you are praying for. When people are accepted as they are, they are empowered to move toward wholeness.  Wholeness does not always mean that disability or illness will be removed from our midst.  When people are accepted as they are, they are empowered to move toward wholeness. The healing ministry of Jesus was concerned with the whole person: body, mind, and spirit. This meaning has been obscured wherever persons with disabilities become "victims" of healing rather than persons whose lives are healed.


 Healing occurs in many ways and at many levels of an individual. Likewise, illness and disability occur at levels within us beyond the reach of medicine.  The early church saw healing as a sacrament. People seeking healing went to confession and sought forgiveness before being anointed in healing service.  One entered into the sacrament of healing with a contrite heart and a deep intentionality toward God's will. Today, it is often not God's will which is prayed for but the will of others who decide that healing will mean our disability will disappear.  This becomes another form of oppression as it pushes us back into the guilt, shame and fear of stigma. This is death-making to the soul seeking a spiritual life. 


There are many people who interpret faith as the prerequisite for removing the disability, which is entirely different than being healed. They are obsessed with wanting disabled bodies to be "healed," meaning fixed, turned into something society defines as "normal" because disability is seen as a basic flaw rather than a human variation. The prayers of these people place the burden of "healing" on people with the disabilities. Healing is expected to change the person with a disability into someone without a visible disability. Physical healing is not what most people with disabilities desire. Rather, it is spiritual and emotional healing---acceptance, respect, inclusion and opportunity. 


Even the gospel stories suggest the distinction between curing and healing.

 Donald Senior, a New Testament  scholar who writes about religion and disability says


“I use the term cure in a strict physical sense, referring to physical transformation by which, for example,  the withered arm of the man in the synagogue of Capernum is made straight.  Healing has a more profound and comprehensive meaning, referring not only to physical transformation but to a profound spiritual transformation as well. Not all people—even in the drama of the Gospels—have access to cure; but all are invited to be healed. Even Jesus himself, one could say, would ultimately not experience cure but would be healed through the experience of resurrection.”


There is a distinction between healing and curing. Healing "represents a condition of one's life; "cured" relates strictly to one's physical condition."
  Healing is a continuing process leading one to wholeness and integration. The world "health" comes from a root word meaning "whole."  Wholeness, or health, is not just an absence of illness or disability, it is a way of living."
 To be healthy or whole is to be integrated and at peace with oneself.
     Wholeness is founded upon the transformation of our whole being--of our spiritual and psychological self, of our way of living in the world.  Healing is not always about being free of illness or disability. It is often about letting go of false expectations and unrealistic hopes or dreams and becoming all you can be.  Healing allows us to live with disability rather than suffer from it.
  

II.  Disability reflects evil.


“The  New Testament knows two different forms of illness. First, there is possession by an evil spirit, which has robbed the person concerned of his or her self, or centre.  Secondly, there are various illnesses which are really called weaknesses, in which the inner centre of a person’s power has been disturbed.
 


Religious tradition has regarded people with disabilities as "either divinely blessed or damned: the defiled evildoer or the spiritual superhero."
 Neither characterization "adequately represents the ordinary lives and lived realities of most people with disabilities."
  Christine Smith points out that is especially true for women with disabilities, whose bodies "are the enemy and that the way to escape them is to transcend them spiritually."
 "...theology that encourages us to ignore our bodily experiences and to hate our bodies is not constructive. [The women in Caron's book write] "We are appalled by the idea of a God who might see us as evil simply because we are women with disabilities... unable to live apart from the concrete existence we have here and now" (Caron 26). 


Literature often portrays public responses to the sight of persons with disabilities in ways which suggest the person represents evil or sin. Consequently, there are many who see deformities as punishment for sin. These attitudes cause people with disabilities to become victims or scapegoats.  Victims become scapegoats because they are perceived as a threat to all that had been defined as "normal" by the culture.
  


Telling people that disability is the result of sin is a form of scapegoating. Rene Girard's treatment of the scapegoat shows that, historically, people with disabilities have been the primary scapegoats in our culture. Scapegoating is also a projection of the sin against us that goes unchecked. "Sin is the collective attitude of our society that rewards power, violence, betrayal of trust, lies, threats and violation of persons. ... Sin is revealed by a society that does not value persons, destroys creation, and uses power and privilege destructively."
 Violence against people with disabilities, and in particular women, is epidemic. Some statistics show that 90-95% of women with disabilities are abused and raped. They are rarely believed and few, if any, services are available to them because of negative stereotyping. The sins of those who betray, violate and abuse people with disabilities are not identified and no one is held accountable. The religious community should be standing with us in identifying these sins of oppression and injustice, working with us to seek justice, and praying with us for healing of the deep wounds. Instead, there is a deafening silence and it is death-making to the lives of those left to suffer alone. 


III. Disability reflects sin:


In the gospel of John, the question is asked of Jesus, "whose sin is it?"
 This verse is often cited as proof that God's will takes the form of punishment brought on by the person or by the parents.  Many of us would quickly reply that we do not accept this theology.  Yet, the birth of a child who is disabled or the occasion of a late onset disability brings forth a common question: what did I do to deserve this?
 Even if these people are able to move beyond self-blame, the church reinforces this viewpoint with its theology of victimization--"if you have enough faith you would be healed."

 
The disciples were attempting to blame the man's blindness on him or his parents.   This attitude relieved them of the need to respond to the man born blind in ways which heal. The disciple's failed to express their faith or that God was at work through them. Jesus did the work of faith and healing when he responded that no one sinned, thus lifting one of the many burdens projected on to persons with disabilities. Jesus says that the man born blind has the opportunity to express his FAITH by demonstrating that God is at work in his life.  


IV.  Suffering is God's will:


This view holds that disability is God's will,  that God is the author of suffering in order to get our attention. This view suggests an avenging God, a selfish God, a manipulating God-- images which are not useful to people living with disability. The concept of virtuous suffering is "used to promote adjustment to unjust social situations and to sanction isolation among people with disabilities...  [it] encourages people with disabilities to acquiesce to social barriers as a sign of obedience to God and to internalize second-class status inside and outside the church."


Another theme of suffering stresses the goodness of the one who is disabled and encourages them to bear their suffering as they will be rewarded in heaven. This is "pie-in-the-sky-by-and-by" theology, intended to silence complaints or expressions of need.  This is also a theology of oppression, which marginalizes people with disabilities and renders them invisible. This theology is used by the powerful to "silence the voices of the powerless and maintain the positions of the powerful."


There are many people who suggest that God gives pain and suffering as a way to find meaning in life. Whenever theology or New Age philosophy are used to provide vapid answers to complex issues, God and the spiritual quest for understanding are trivialized and there is victim blaming. For  the last several years I have studied extensively the suffering of God as found in both Christian and Jewish literature. This reading has enabled me to understand the suffering and death of Jesus in ways which liberated me from the trite advice that disability, oppression, injustice, and marginalization were my "cross to bear." Instead I discovered the deeper truth of Elie Weisel's story about the child who was hung in the courtyard of their prison camp. His neighbor asked him, "where is your God now?' Weisel answered, "There. God hangs there with the child."  There are those who think Weisel despaired of God at this point. For me, it is a vivid reminder of God’s suffering and of God’s presence in human suffering.


The image of the "crucified God" expresses the suffering-love of God. Whitehead calls God "the suffering companion who understands." In order to understand our reality, and be present to us, God suffers with us. The God who suffers is thus a God who is disabled. God enters into our reality in order to know it. The image of a "disabled God" is meant to remind us that God's power is limited, thus God is able to be disabled, and to suffer.  Burton Cooper writes that "Jesus on the cross is God disabled, made weak and vulnerable to worldly powers because of the perfection of divine love."
 


Viktor Frankel's book, Man's Search for Meaning, is a classic example of how people found meaning in the aftermath of the most meaningless and senseless suffering the world has known. Frankel demonstrates with his life that deep faith and spiritual connectedness to God enable one to grapple with meaninglessness and find the strength and courage to enter the mystery of suffering, and find God.  This is theology that does not blame God or others for suffering.  Rather, this is a theology that says we are not left alone to suffer. God is with us, and in embracing both God and life as it is, we will grow deeper in our understanding of God's will for our lives.


Life with a disability is not all suffering. Nevertheless, those of us who live with disability, who have plumbed the depths of our experiences of grace and limitation, of loss and survival, of grief and joy, of oppression and crying out, have much to bring to the theology and spirituality of seeking, finding, and knowing God. It is simply of matter of acceptance and inclusion, of being welcomed into the community, where our stories and experiences are heard and received as part of the ongoing history of God in the world.  Charlotte Caron suggests that our endurance is a spiritual resource which others can learn from: 


...endurance shows that the human spirit is tough, that it will hang on and not say no. Endurance enables people to lead complex and meaningful lives in the midst of incredibly dehumanizing conditions. ...[Our ability to hang on] shows a self exercising responsibility, a self of often tremendous moral courage.


V. Disability as mission for charity.


The fifth theological interpretation of disability is that of mission.  People with disabilities are regarded as objects, in need of charity. Charity "neglect[s] the social and political needs of people with disabilities"
 and leaves them further isolated in the struggle to find inclusion. When you are the object of charity, others decide what you need and assume that they know what is best for you. You are not allowed to articulate your real needs or to have a say in decision-making about your life. Objectifying people with disabilities is a political act because it is a way of controlling us and it prevents us from being seen as real "people with interests, opinions, needs, desires, emotions or expectations."
  Nancy Eiesland writes


As long as disability is addressed in terms of the themes of sin-disability conflation, virtuous suffering, or charitable action, it will be seen primarily as a fate to be avoided, a tragedy to be explained, or a cause to be championed rather than an ordinary life to be lived. As long as disability is unaddressed theologically or addressed only as a special interest perspective, the Christian church will continue to propagate a double-minded stance that holds up the disabled as objects of ministry and adulation for overcoming the very barriers that the church has helped to construct.

CONCLUSIONS

The stories of healing in the New Testament are stories that need to be appropriated by each of us as our own healings. Jesus heals the whole person, their place in life and in the community, and helps them to find their own way of life.  When Jesus raises the sick, “health, life and confirmation of their being were restored to them.”
 They were no longer solely dependent on others but became their own person, with their own language, dignity and their own story.



Healing in the NT has far-reaching consequences, extending well beyond being able to hear, see, talk or walk again. Rather, one finds support and is able to stand again, social relations are  restored, patriarchal exclusions are broken, peace is bestowed, and righteousness is achieved (forgiveness of sins). 

People who live with disabilities and/or chronic illnesses and who have experienced healing in some way often experience conflict with “healthy” people.  Healing transforms people and sometimes other people may not recognize the transformation.  They do not know that the person who has been healed has been on a journey that has been life-changing.
  We see this in many of the Gospel stories where the person who has been healed is instructed to go and show him or her self to the priest—who had the power to declare a person clean and could permit their return to the community.  The power of prayer and the sacrament of healing are intended to restore us to wholeness. Wholeness does not always mean that one's disability or illness will be removed. It does mean that we learn to find meaning in them, and integrating our experience into the totality of our life. We do  live with disability, and that should be the message of a  lived out hope.  Faith lived out may be most visible in persons  with disabilities who endure the struggles, accept the challenges,  and continue to face life in all its ambiguity.


Those of us who live with disability, who have plumbed the depths of our experiences of grace and limitation, of loss and survival, of grief and joy, of oppression and crying out, have much to bring to the theology and spirituality of seeking, finding, and knowing God. It is simply of matter of acceptance and inclusion, of being welcomed into the community, where our stories and experiences are heard and received as part of the ongoing history of God in the world.   


Walter Wink has written that the world is divided into two groups: "those  who are aware of their disabilities and those who are blind to them. Those who are more obviously disabled or who have been forced by life to come to terms with their disabilities have a prophetic task to play in awakening [others] to the uniqueness of who we are under God."   Wink suggests that others may discover their "own most divine possibilities" by turning to us "for guidance, leadership and wisdom."
 

If you are a person with a disability, tell your story to your faith community, persisting until you are heard. Telling our stories is holy work; it is making sacred that which has been painful for too long. If you are a person without a disability, find opportunities to listen to our stories in your community. Encourage people with disabilities to be visible and work with others to make your community a welcoming and healing place for all people, a place where God's love, mercy and justice counteract all injustice and victim theology.   Amen.
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