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Exclusion and Embrace: Conversations about Spirituality and Disability

Who or What? The Exclusion that Knows No Name
Rev Dr Christopher Newell, AM
UN~VERSITY
OF TASMANIA

A STORY OF EMBRACE OR EXCLUSION?
It's early one morning the day after I had attended the consecration of an Australian bishop. I sit
in the car and, as a light shower falls, cry tears that well up from deep within. I struggle to
understand why. It has all been sparked by the headlines I am reading and the experience of the
consecration service the day before. On reflection, I recognise a deep sense of pain and exclusion,
an ongoing grief, as issues that I feel deeply about are not even recognised as issues.
Yet the triumphal headlines seem so positive as I review the paper. They talk about how, at a
service of consecration and installation, the new bishop had a ceremony which saw him greeting
the state's Aboriginal people, receiving a gift of soil from Aboriginal elders. Yet I remember
being appalled at the way in which this was done, and at how it reflected an ableism' that is not
even recognised.
At the ceremony several elderly and obviously disabled Aboriginal elders had to clamber up
stairs, carrying a heavy tub of earth, and then go to greet the bishop who was sitting on his
cathedra. Rather than arrange a ceremony where the Aboriginal people could participate on an
equitable basis and not have the obvious barriers of stairs, and rather than arranging for the nondisabled bishop to take the metaphorical first step towards the Aboriginal community, yet again I
was greeted by a Chwch which practises ableism - and does not even realise it. Likewise, a
media which does not even recognise ableism, and certainly doesn't put it on the fiont page as a
media moment.
My tears were testimony to an ongoing spiritual pain that many of us who live with or care for
someone with disability know: a searing pain of exclusion. A pain whereby - despite my many
articles, the amount of speaking about what we claim as the issues, and the way in which those of
us with disability have sought to change the Church's attitudes -here in the midst of a ceremony
which should be truly about reconciliation and affirming Christian virtues, we see ableist values
perpetuated
Thinking about the last twenty years, I reflect that the Church listens quietly, makes a few pious
statements about 'the disabled' - those people fortunately over there (... 'thank God') - and
proceeds onwards with its ableist values largely unchanged. That particular moment - and its
portrayal the following day - said everything to me about a spiritual community which excludes
modern-day lepers, and a media which sees disability as a special interest filler as opposed to a
headline leader.
Of course, the exclusion I was experiencing was to some extent not different fiom exclusion
within the general population, except a I d of secular venues have actually become wheelchair
accessible; whereas many Church venues have not even bothered, despite the ageing nature of
church attendance and antidiscrimination laws.2 Yet it was also a spiritual pain --a pain-- about
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Ableism is a concept similar to sexism and racism.
For early commentary on this, see for example: Newell, C. 'Reflections on the Church and people with disabilities',

Exclusion and Embrace: Conversations about Spirituality and Disability

35

how disability is to be excluded fiom any notion of the sacred or shared humanity. That's brutal.
TEZipainful. That's life.
As I reflected, I had to recognise that my tears were not just about a particular moment of
exclusion, and certainly not about an evil bishop, but an unacknowledged history and continuing
experience of apartheid. As Kathleen Ball reflects on the 20th anniversary of the International
Year of Disabled Persons:
We have made some legitimate gains in terms of physical access but the real problem is yet to be
fully addressed. Negative attitudes towards people with disabilities are rife in the community.If we
are to achieve any sense of true emancipation, we must fight attitudinal barriers to equal
participation in all aspects of community life. Nothing is really going to change until we do.3

By now, some in this room who do not have disability may well have responded strongly to my
suggestion that disability is a form of apartheid. For me, the interesting thing is that Christian and
other faith communities have largely tended to mirror secular values, rather than actually taking
on board and living some of the better aspects of theology. If in doubt that we don't just have
spiritual apartheid but also a secular apartheid, and that these are inter-related, let's reflect upon a
few recent moments in Australia's history.

AUSTRALIAN HISTORY AND ABLEISM
For me, the ultimate experience of segregation was found on the road to the triumphal Opening
Ceremony of the 2000 Olympics. We forgot about people with disability - something which
might be risible except, of course,that it is quite normal.
The opening ceremony recycled an all-important Australian myth: a triumphant country where
egalitarianism and mateship are truly celebrated; anyone is welcome and all can make it. The
ceremony perpetuated the myth reignited on the front pages of our daily newspapers and
television screens when the Torch landed in Australia: a special moment for all Australians, we
were told. As it travelled across the country, the Torch, time and time again, was portrayed as
healing the rifts in Australian society - one Australia; one people. The Torch, we were told by
the Melbourne Age for instance, ignites 'the spirit of the Games'. Nowhere, however, does the
Australian media name an Australia which knows apartheid in the actual presence of 'The
Games' and its dominant (massively so) representations by much of our media.
This situation flags an apartheid that knows no name - the situation of people with disabilities,
in relation to wider society. This deep social structure is artefactually represented in the exclusion
of people with disability fiom the Olympics and the accompanying creation of a special separate
event -the Paralympics -with its own special, small 't', torch relay. Australians with disability
know apartheid - and not just because ofthe Olympics. We are deviants routinely given special
housing, special taxis, special transport, special education, special accommodations - and, yes,
even a special sporting event just for ourselves. We are so special; how could anyone complain?
While clearly not intended to do so, the Olympics and near total exclusion of people with
disability from it show how far society has not come regarding disability. It has a spiritual
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