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The church has all too often been complicit in stigmatizing and oppressing
persons with disabilities. Jesus invites us to a new way of healing,
justice, and liberation.
BY NANCY EIESLAND
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Encountering the
Disabled God
HAVE BEEN PART OF SEVERAL

congregations whose practice of
receiving Eucharist includes filing to
the front of the sanctuary and kneeling at
the communion rail. Often, because I am
either in a wheelchair or using crutches,
an usher alerts me that I need not go forward for the Eucharist. Instead, I am
offered the sacrament at my seat after
everyone else has been served.
The congregation is trying to acco~nmodate my presence in the service. They
are undoubtedly trying to be conscientious and inclusive in their own way. But
in effect, they are transforming Eucharist
from a corporate experience to a solitary
one for me, from a sacralization of
Christ's broken body to a stignlatization
of my disabled body.
I am hardly alone. For many people
with disabilities, the Eucharist-which
should be the ultimate sacrament of unity
of believers-is a ritual of exclusion and
degradation. Access to this celebration of
the body is restricted because of architectural barriers, ritual practices, demeaning
body aesthetics, unreflective speech, and
bodily reactions. The Eucharist becomes a
dreaded and humiliating remembrance
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that in the church we are trespassers in an
able-bodied dominion.
For many disabled persons, the church
has been a "city on a hilln-physically inaccessible and socially inhospitable. This
Eucharistic exclusion is symbolic of a larger
crisis. Sadly, rather than offering ernpowerrnent, the church has more often supported
societal structures and attitudes that have
treated people with disabilities as objects of
pity and paternalism.
The primary problem for the church is
not how to 'caccommodate"disabled persons. The problem is a disabling theology
that functionally denies inclusion and
justice for many of God's children. Much
of church theology and practice-including the Bible itself-has often been dangerous for persons with disabilities. The
prejudice, hostility, and suspicion toward
people with disabilities cannot be dismissed simply as relics of an unenlightened past. Christians today continue to
interpret Scripture and spin theologies
that reinforce negative stereotypes, support social and environmental segregation, and mask the lived realities of people with disabilities.
On those occasions when denomina-

tions and congregations make progress ill
asserting and implementing accessibility,
it usually happens through a subtle but
powerful paternalism of the able-bodictl
church, liberally "welcoming" those of us
with disabilities. Even some of the best
denominational statements articulating a
theology of access still speak in the voice
of the able-bodied community, advocating for persons with disabilities but not
allowing our own voices, stories, and
embodied experiences to be central.
The growing and dynamic disability
rights movement in this country and
around the world is raising crucial cultural and moral questions not simply about
the meaning of disability, but the very
meaning of embodied experience,humar~
dignity, social justice, and community. It
is a ripe moment for the Christian church
to reflect on its own core values and traditions and allow the emergence of a theology of disability, with liberating meaning and power for all of us.
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HE FIRST TASK IN DEVELOPING

a liberating theology of disability
is to identify and confront the key
aspects of the church's disabling theology,

A Musing (1997, oil on wood, 48" x 48") by Daniel Nevins

The eternal God is your dwellingplace, and underneath are the everlasting arms.
DEUTERONOMY

33:27

Perhaps in the end it is bestfor all people, disabled and nondisabled alike, to acknowledge that our solidarity isfound
in the sharing of the human condition from which no one is excluded. Our unity can be found in our common,
but diferent experiences of joy, pain, peace, loss, hope, limitation, and sufering,
and in our shared dependency on God3 love and mercy.
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I f we refuse to engage our pain, struggle, and uncertainty, we cut ourselves o f both from the presence of God
within those dificult times and from the possibility of new life emerging from them. By acknowledging our struggles,
we embrace all of life and open ourselves to God in every moment.
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