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The title of this conference, Exclusion and Embrace, is taken from Miroslav Volf s profound
book Exclusion and Embrace: A Theological Exploration of Identity, Otherness and
Reconciliation (Volf 1996). Your sub-title is 'Conversations about Spirituality and Disability'. As
the third conference in Australia around this theme, you, and we, are on a journey of dialogue and
discovery. It is, I would propose, a movement from polarities through perils and paradoxes to a
new understanding of the pathways on which the 'will to embrace' (Volf, p.29) can walk and
flourish. It is also crucial to note at the very outset that Volf s book did not come from a person
working in the world of 'disability', but it does explore universal human themes that illuminate
our journey. The reverse is also true; that is, the themes and issues from your work, and the
presentations at this conference are not just about 'disability' but speak to a much wider audience.
If we did not realise the connection before, the context of this conference in the two months
following September 11 heightens a universal awareness of the capacity of humankind to split
itself into two or more.
This paper will first summarise some of the polarities that trap us in eitherlor positions, stifle our
conversation, and trap any creative movement with the will to embrace. Then it will examine
some of the perils and paradoxes that come when we do manage to break free of the polarities,
caution signs as it were, on the road to embrace. Finally, drawing on the work of people who I
consider my mentors in community building,"I would like to outline some of the pathways that
are emerging as 'best practices' in community building or, in other words, in putting our will to
embrace to action.

BEYOND POLARITIES
The rule of polarities, the tendency to make issues and questions into us versus them, black or
white, right or wrong, is an experience you and I know far too well. By and large, polarities are
far too easy answers to the fundamental spiritual and philosophical questions at the heart of life:
the question of identity ('Who am I?'), purpose ('Why am I?'), community ('Whose am I?'), and
the meaning of what is assumed to be, or experienced as, tragedy or suffering ('Why is this
happening?') (Gaventa 1997). You might have your own list of them. Here are some of mine:

isabled or normaYtypica1

, Making people one or the other is a denial of the ways we are all limited and vulnerable, as well
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i as a denial of the differences that are already there between people who supposedly are one side
or the other, or people whom we think are 'all alike' in terms of race, looks, faith traditions, styles
of worship and so forth. You also know that while the recognition that 'we are all disabled' can
be a step in awareness, it is also far too quick and easy, for it can deny the very real issues and
injustices which people with significant disabilities face on a daily basis.
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Spiritualitylreligionor disabilitylscience
Wbile some of the greatest advances in attitudes and services for people with disability have
come from science, people with disabilities and their families have also struggled in recent
decades to break free of a medical or scientific interpretation of their lives. Medicine and science
helped to liberate people with disabilities from unhelpful and abusive superstitions and religious
interpretations of disability and illness, but face the same challenge as 'faith' once did when they
become the dominant, and controlling, world view. People with disabilities and their families now
say, 'I am not just patient or client but also citizen, believer, artist, neighbour and member'. The
current challenge to this polarity is whether science can be 'scientific enough' to explore the
world of faith and spirituality, as it has begun to do, and whether Religion can be 'faithful
enough' to see the validity of scientific perspectives. Albert Einstein's injunction that 'science
without religion is crippled, and religion without science is blind' makes that point powerfully
and, in the context of this conference, uses metaphors of disability in fascinating ways.
Another version of this polarity is that of 'State' or 'Church', or 'secular' versus 'religious'. It is a
polarity where boundaries once built to protect and guide can become barriers to partnership,
collaboration and inclusion: in other words, forces that exclude that rather than embrace.
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Segregationor integrationlinclusion
The myth of inclusion - as Miroslav Volf and Australians Jayne Claptm (Clapton 1999) and
Elizabeth Hasting all say -is based on a premise that it is all right to exclude. Phillip Adams, in
his tribute last night, reminded us that Elizabeth Hastings said it profoundly and simply when she
said: 'I was already created in by God. What right have others to exclude me?' (Hastings 1995).
I once heard my fiiend Parker Palmer say this another way when he noted some of the axioms of
community life that come out of intentional religious communities like monasteries and religious
orders. These were, admittedly, his own versions: 'The first rule of community is: it is the place
where the person we would rather not be around is'; 'The second is that just as soon as that
person leaves, someone else will automatically take their place'. The point is simply that our
boundary lines for community, in God's eyes, are just too small.
Victim or hero
People with disabilities and their families are far too often caught between an identity of 'victim'
or an identity as 'hero'. You are the 'poor disabled person' or the 'supercrip': the one who has
overcome his or her disability. Families face the same extremes, between pit or pedestal.

In a theological framework, the one who is different can become the scapegoat or the saviour.
Look at this by drawing two circles: one larger; the other much smaller and on the outside.

If we think of the smaller circle as the person with disability, or the stranger, on the outside of the
wider circle, or community, then far too often that stranger becomes the one who bears the
(as in the witches at Salem in the U.S.): the one who raises the
iniquities of the co-unity

