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Introduction

About nine years ago my family was regularly attending a mainline Protestant 
church near our home. We had been introduced to the church through the Moth-
ers Day Out program that it sponsored, and gradually grew to appreciate the 
community there. It was vibrant and socially engaged.

One day a number of concerned mothers met with the minister to express their 
frustration and anger over the unseemly conduct of a particular boy in Sunday 
school. They did not want their children exposed to this child and feared what 
he represented. For it seemed that this boy was modeling “bad behavior”—verbal 
outbursts that sometimes involved profanity, a lack of sensitivity to other chil-
dren’s personal space (occasionally biting them when irritated or provoked) and 
an unpredictably violent imagination when playing with toys. No Sunday school 
is equipped to handle problems of this magnitude. So upon expressing their 
indignation, the mothers requested that the minister call the child’s parents and 
ask that he not return to Sunday school. Obviously, there were family issues that 
needed serious and immediate attention.

The “problem child” was ours. My wife received the call early one morning. 
The minister was deeply apologetic and pastoral in his approach. But the damage 
had been done. What were we to do? Where could we go? Over the years, we 
had been through behavioral programs, family counseling, and psychiatric care. 
At this point, we were just beginning to come to terms with our son’s recent di-
agnosis: Tourette’s syndrome. Later, he would also be diagnosed with Asperger’s 
syndrome, bipolar disorder, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. But at this point 
he was about seven years old, and we knew only of the Tourette’s. We stopped 
attending this church. In fact, we stopped attending church altogether.

The personal connection is important to the aims of this book. Do my wife 
and I fault the concerned mothers who confronted that Methodist minister? No, 
for we too have been concerned about our children hanging around the wrong 
crowd and being harmed or influenced by unruly behavior. Nor do we fault the 
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minister, for he was in a predicament. Could things have been handled differ-
ently? Yes. And other parents did handle it differently, talking with us directly 
in an effort to understand, even to the point of befriending us and asking what 
they might do to help. So one of the basic questions of this book is: what could 
have happened at this church? More broadly, what can happen in our churches 
and in our daily lives when we encounter not only people with disabilities, but 
also other people who are different in some way or another? How can we build 
bridges of understanding and mutuality, fostering mechanisms of support and 
empowerment instead of barriers that exclude?

The circumstances at this church were complicated by the fact that our son, 
Chris, had disabilities that were hidden, not readily apparent in physical form, 
and that we were only beginning to understand. For example, many people with 
symptoms similar to those of our son remain undiagnosed and untreated simply 
because they appear “normal,” even precocious, in many other respects. I cannot 
count the number of times friends and acquaintances of ours have exclaimed, 
“but he seems so normal!” In fact, this has been a source of great pain. For Chris 
cannot live consistently under these kinds of expectations. Consequently, when 
“abnormalities” such as obsessions, angry outbursts, or tics have surfaced, people 
that he has come to trust have brushed him aside or discounted him altogether. 
Judgment has also been pronounced against us, his parents, by well-meaning 
friends, teachers, and family members. Perhaps Chris is simply precocious or gifted, 
and we are to blame for not accommodating his unique needs; his symptoms then 
are indications of frustrations that we have caused by not doing right by him. Or 
worse, perhaps we have created his condition by doing something wrong, harming 
him. Chris is indeed a charming, intelligent, artistic, caring, and sensitive young 
person. And he thrives in some circumstances—but not all.

There are very real physiological factors that interfere with Chris’s cognitive and 
emotional development, complicate his orientation to the world, and frustrate his 
relationships with other people. Tourette’s syndrome is a neurological disorder of 
the brain that causes involuntary movements (motor tics) or vocalizations (vocal 
tics), and in many cases also involves related disorders such as OCD (obsessive-
compulsive disorder) and ADD (attention-deficit disorder). Bipolar disorder is 
psychiatry’s name for manic depression, which entails extreme mood cycling that, 
in children, often appears in symptoms like prolonged raging, separation anxiety, 
precociousness, night terrors, fear of death, oppositional behavior, sensitivity to 
stimuli, problems with peers, and so on. Asperger’s syndrome is probably the 
most inclusive of Chris’s diagnoses. It is a high-functioning disorder on the autism 
spectrum that is, in many cases, associated with Tourette’s syndrome and bipolar 
disorder.1 With medical care and the support of schools in the form of IEP’s (in-
dividualized education programs), Chris is making his way in the world. But the 
principalities and powers of the world are not set up to make his way easy.

Given this, and without others understanding the biological nature of Chris’s 
condition, it has been all too easy for others to suspect he is the product of bad 

 Reynolds_Vulnerable_LC_bb.indd   12 1/28/08   8:49:44 AM

Thomas E. Reynolds, Vulnerable Communion: A Theology of Disability and Hospitality,
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2008. Used by permission.



Introduction

13

parenting or a toxic home environment. At intervals my wife and I have internal-
ized these possibilities, forging our way through individual counseling and family 
therapy. We have often blamed ourselves, and thus become caught up in a cycle of 
shame and guilt. In an effort to cope, we have isolated ourselves by avoiding social 
situations. Especially when Chris was younger, it was enough that we frequently 
had to negotiate our way through anxieties or embarrassing eruptions in public 
places like church, a restaurant, or the local grocery store, which always elicited 
condescending gazes and suspicious whispers.

Gradually, however, through the supportive presence of others along the way, 
we are emerging from our self-imposed seclusion and the narcissistic world it 
generated. Why do I say “narcissistic”? Because, in a real way, isolation is a protec-
tion mechanism against the pain of being excluded, against being exposed as an 
atypical family, constantly bombarded by infelicitous commentary from people 
whose otherwise well-intended advice serves to reinforce the negative sense of 
ourselves as bad parents. More importantly, however, we have sought to protect 
Chris from the pain of being misunderstood. Yet protective walls can be decep-
tively insidious. In defending against possible suffering, they ironically create 
further suffering by cutting off the possibility of healing and companionship in 
relationships of trust. We feared exposure, shirked from making our vulnerability 
visible, and as a result, disengaged from the very processes that had the power to 
bring wholeness. It was like a vortex from which we have been able to escape only 
piecemeal; and even then, only through the tenacious hospitality of friends, an 
empowering network of medical caregivers, a loving church community, and, 
through them, the experience of God’s grace.

How easy it is to misunderstand a person whose humanity exhibits itself in 
unconventional and ostensibly deficient or dysfunctional ways. In turn, how easy 
it is to misplace the resulting shame and guilt. The effects ripple outward in un-
controllable and potentially devastating ways. Indeed, mechanisms of exclusion, 
oppression, and hostility are built upon such grounds. There are implications here 
that stretch far beyond the theme of disability. In this book, however, the central 
focus is on disability and the human vulnerability it so powerfully manifests. 
Why? Not simply for personal reasons, but also because disability is an often 
overlooked and contested “site” that opens up a range of possible resources and 
interdisciplinary approaches to the vulnerable and relational character of human 
existence, bringing to the fore issues of difference, normalcy, embodiment, com-
munity, and redemption. For this reason, disability has theological power.

In her excellent book Copious Hosting: A Theology of Access for People with 
Disabilities, Jennie Weiss Block suggests that, of all places, the church should be a 
model of the accessible community, a point of entry into God’s love that is reflected 
both in thinking and in acting. For, as she puts it, “the Body of Christ presumes 
a place for everyone.”2 But place is difficult for persons with disabilities. Far too 
often such people encounter a symbolic, if not palpably concrete, sign that reads, 
“access denied.” This is tragic for both persons with disabilities and non-disabled 
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persons. Certain people are excluded from participation, and thus their human-
ity is diminished. The result also diminishes church communities themselves, as 
disabling principalities and powers constrict the redemptive work of God. The 
humanity of non-disabled people is then diminished, as well.

This book seeks to reflect theologically on how Christians might think differ-
ently about disability and act differently toward people with disabilities. Nurtur-
ing communities of abundant hospitality is the goal. However, this means more 
than the courtesy of providing access points for those otherwise unable to enter 
and find their way. Hospitality involves actively welcoming and befriending the 
stranger—in this case, a person with disabilities—not as a spectacle, but as someone 
with inherent value, loved into being by God, created in the image of God, and 
thus having unique gifts to offer as a human being. Yet we are up against complex 
social forces and theological assumptions that make the task difficult.

Moving beyond Block’s analysis, then, I wish to forge a path forward by re-
thinking human community in light of the primacy of relation and embodiment, 
such that the fundamental character of human wholeness through vulnerability 
and interdependence comes to the fore. It is vulnerability, as I shall argue, that 
we all share as human beings. Why is this important? Because it provides a way 
into more firmly acknowledging and experiencing our deep connections with 
one another, connections that indicate a basic web of mutual dependence but 
that all too often become obscured by what Stanley Hauerwas appropriately calls 
“the tyranny of normality.”3 Rather than autonomous self-sufficiency (e.g., the 
individual’s ability to construct, produce, or purchase), our human vulnerability 
is a starting point for discovering what we truly share in our differences. And, 
accordingly, it is a source bearing the precious and fragile grace of solidarity with 
one another, that is, a form of belonging inclusive of disability. There is, in the 
end, no hard-and-fast dualism between ability and disability, but rather a nexus 
of reciprocity that is based in our vulnerable humanity. All of life comes to us 
as a gift, an endowment received in countless ways from others throughout our 
lifetime. When we acknowledge this, the line between giving and receiving, ability 
and disability, begins to blur. Theologian Jürgen Moltmann goes so far as to state, 
“There is no differentiation between the healthy and those with disabilities. For 
every human life has its limitations, vulnerabilities, and weaknesses. We are born 
needy, and we die helpless. It is only the ideals of health of a society of the strong 
which condemn a part of humanity to being ‘disabled.’ ”4 Conversely, as we shall 
see, having a disability is not equivalent to being ill and needing a cure.

This is not to downplay or trivialize the real challenges faced by persons with 
disabilities, but rather to observe just how unstable and malleable the category of 
disability is. Although we often treat disability as a fixed term with well-defined 
references, it is inscribed with meanings that are context-dependent and socially 
derived, varying according to what social groups value and how they understand 
themselves as a community. Furthermore, the difference between ability and dis-
ability is linked broadly to how a society views the difference between normality 
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and abnormality, notions that shift according to changes in a society’s percep-
tions of bodily functioning and aesthetic appearance. Human abilities tend to 
be measured in terms of what is considered normal functioning, wholeness, and 
order, making disability a correlate of dysfunction, incompleteness, and disorder. 
Sadly, this is why disability is stigmatized so often as a symbolic threat to the social 
fabric, something to be remedied or excluded. It is this correlation that must be 
called into question and transformed according to a different way of thinking 
about wholeness and ability, measured not by productive power and individual 
completeness but by vulnerability and interdependence.

Transforming our sense of disability in this way entails what Nancy Eiesland 
calls a theological method of two-way access.5 On the one hand, persons with 
disabilities are empowered to participate more fully in the social and symbolic 
life of the church and wider society. This focus emancipates, seeking to liberate 
persons from restrictive barriers to public and religious access that are erected as 
by-products of taken-for-granted beliefs about “normal” conditions of embodi-
ment. Examples of such barriers range from the concrete (e.g., lack of ramp access 
to above-ground-level buildings or the absence of communication provisions for 
deaf people) to the more abstract yet equally palpable ways that religious language 
is used to sanction common human experience and thus ignore, misrepresent, or 
demean the bodily presence of persons with disabilities (e.g., through metaphors 
like “walking by faith, not by sight” or “hearing God’s word,” and through theo-
logical views that denigrate or trivialize the experience of disability as something 
plaguing the “sinful,” those “lacking in faith,” or “God’s special ones”). The point 
is to become mindful of, reconsider, and alter exclusionary practices and atti-
tudes so as to promote the full inclusion of persons with disabilities into church 
communities.

On the other hand, the second part of this two-way method gives non-disabled 
persons access to the social-symbolic world of persons with disabilities, such that 
the disabling framework of the “normal” becomes questionable. Accordingly, 
non-disabled persons may gain the capacity to recognize their own complicity in 
sanctioning social and spiritual barriers to persons with disabilities. As illustrated 
in the examples above, it is not the impairment itself but the community that is 
disabling, insofar as it makes rules that draw attention to certain impairments as 
threats to normal role performances. Furthermore, by way of a critique of normalcy, 
non-disabled persons are able to acknowledge their own vulnerability, making 
possible a broader and richer human solidarity.

This being said, what this book is and is not becomes clearer. For instance, this 
book shall not explore disability solely in personal narrative form. While I shall 
draw from personal experience at various points to help contextualize the discus-
sion and make important allusions, my overall intention is not to place Chris or 
my family at the center of the discussion.6 The main focus will be analytical and 
theological in nature. Indeed, it is my hope that the book will be sufficiently in-
clusive in scope to interest readers not immediately connected to disability. Thus, 

 Reynolds_Vulnerable_LC_bb.indd   15 1/28/08   8:49:44 AM

Thomas E. Reynolds, Vulnerable Communion: A Theology of Disability and Hospitality,
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2008. Used by permission.



16

Introduction

I seek to speak neither for nor directly to disabled persons. Rather, I speak as an 
advocate, a father trying to forge a path through an uncertain and painful terrain, 
but in which I have glimpsed rays of hope. Paul Ricoeur calls hope “the passion for 
the possible.”7 And I see possibilities not only for reorienting the way non-disabled 
persons think about disability and act toward persons with disabilities, but also 
for altogether reconsidering theological themes in light of human vulnerability. 
Connecting disability with vulnerability sounds new theological possibilities. It 
moves the discussion about disability from a minor to a major key. That is, it helps 
us understand disability not as a human deficiency or tragedy to be pitied, but as 
a way of living life’s possibilities vulnerably with others and in God.

So I seek broad connections, ways to engage readers who have not thought about 
disability or engaged persons with disabilities. As Moltmann notes, a “person with 
disabilities gives others the precious insight into the woundedness and weakness 
of human life. But a person with disabilities also gives insight into the humanity 
of his own world. Through persons with disabilities, other people can come to 
know the real, suffering, living God, who also loves them infinitely.”8 Reflecting 
on his work as founder of a community of people with intellectual disabilities, 
Jean Vanier suggests something similar, namely, that those with disabilities call 
us into acknowledging our own human weaknesses and thus open us up more 
radically to God’s grace.9

This, however, leads me to make another disclaimer. My purpose in this book is 
not to marshal examples of how disability can serve a positive function by teaching 
us what it means to be better human beings or better Christians. While Moltmann 
and Vanier have their finger on the pulse of something fundamentally important, 
serious dangers haunt such an approach. I shall enumerate these dangers more fully 
in chapter 1. Let me simply state from the start that I do not believe persons with 
disabilities are simply moral lessons or a means of inspiration for non-disabled 
people. Robert F. Molsberry counters such presumption forcefully: “I resist being 
seen as inspirational. There’s more to living with a disability than that.”10

Speaking personally, while I can think of numerous instances when my son has 
taught me how to be a better father, a more compassionate human being, and a 
deeper Christian, he is more than merely a vehicle for my parental and spiritual 
education. To treat him this way would have the patronizing effect of reducing his 
person to an object made useful by his disabilities. Not only would this trivialize 
his real challenges and difficult moments of suffering, it would also mute the fact 
that his is a life that shines of its own accord and with its own dignity, regardless 
of whether or not it instructs others. His gifts and abilities far exceed the alleged 
limitations entailed by one diagnosis or another. The measure of a person is not 
a factor of their disabilities. That is why I follow the lead of writers in the field of 
disability studies who speak of “persons with disabilities” rather than “the dis-
abled.” The latter suggests that people with disabilities are all the same and can be 
wholly defined by their disabilities, unable to speak with integrity for themselves. 
As Molsberry again states, “I don’t want to allow my life to be the object of hasty 
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generalizations by those who are not intimately acquainted with it. . . . Disability 
is not the defining aspect of any life. Disability is just one condition among many 
that contributes to the richness of living.”11

Hence, it is imperative that any book about disability listen to and take account 
of the diverse voices that make up what has been called the largest minority group, 
becoming informed by the disability rights movement and by the emerging field 
of disability studies. The fact that you are reading a book like this is not accidental. 
It indicates that the hard-won efforts of people with disabilities to bring their 
experiences of social disempowerment and injustice to the forefront are paying 
off. While disability has been present through the ages, and is clearly a part of our 
lives today, until recently it was considered neither something worthy of social 
activism nor a subject calling for serious intellectual and religious engagement.

The civil rights movement changed that. It opened up new frontiers for rights-
based and anti-discrimination legislation. Stimulated by the example of African 
Americans and women, disability organizations began to claim a political voice 
and speak out of their own experiences of marginalization, mobilizing as a group 
to publicly resist societal mechanisms of exclusion.12 Thus empowered, people with 
disabilities launched critiques of prevailing social models, formulated new ones, 
and started creating alternative forms of service provision that were less restric-
tive and more humanizing. As a result, the field of disability studies developed. 
Although there is some debate over the character of disability studies, on the whole 
it is animated by the desire to interpret disability outside of intellectual frame-
works that have proven inadequate to the experience of persons with disabilities.13 
Other books have detailed the character and significance of these events, so I will 
not rehearse their efforts again. Suffice it to say, however, that this book travels a 
pathway cleared by pioneers who have done the hard work of breaking through 
barriers of exclusion. As shall become obvious, I write indebted to their labor.

Keeping in line with the general thrust of disability studies, then, this book 
shall bring literature on disability into conversation with a range of sociological, 
philosophical, and theological sources in order to challenge non-disabled persons 
and resist the disabling principalities and powers that afflict our society and our 
church communities. My particular method, hinted at earlier, is to highlight the 
theme of vulnerability through a route that privileges disability and brings it to 
the center of the discussion. Privileging disability in this way amounts to what 
liberation theologians have called a “preferential option.” It does not simply use the 
category for theological gain, as if eventually to move on to better or more fruitful 
territory. Instead, it marks a radical conversion to the afflicted and oppressed as 
loved of God. Taking such a turn, however, is no easy endeavor.

Disability is a “dangerous memory,” to employ Johann Baptist Metz’s term, that 
renders our society, our theology, and our church communities accountable.14 
It is not an issue invoked merely when people with disabilities factor into the 
equation. Rather, it is a ubiquitous element in all social mechanisms that presume 
“normalcy” as their touchstone and in so doing rule out of play the non-normal 
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by raising access barriers. Thus, disability has been the occasion for both overt 
and covert gestures of exclusion, intentional and unintentional acts of oppression. 
According to the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, a disability is defined 
as (1) a “physical or mental impairment that substantially limits one or more of 
the major life activities of an individual; (2) a record of such impairment; or (3) 
being regarded as having such an impairment.”15 Because the notions of “life activi-
ties” and “being regarded” are themselves defined socially and involve culturally 
communicated perceptions, they open up a wider horizon of investigation. For 
example, why are certain impairments taken to be disabling and not others? Visual 
impairment in today’s world is not considered a disabling condition, but needing a 
wheelchair, an artificial limb, or medication for bipolar disorder is. In these cases, 
there are real obstructions created by non-disabled persons that prevent social 
participation and self-definition. The question is why? And, further, how can 
this be changed? The dangerous memory of disability opens up the possibility of 
theological and social critique, and the possibility of a theological revitalization 
that benefits the entire community of faith.

With this in mind, let me sum up the preceding discussion by highlighting 
the development of the chapters of this book. Chapter 1 enumerates some of the 
promises and perils of thinking theologically about disability. This will prove 
instrumental for understanding what it is we are up against, and act as a kind of 
testing ground for the theological proposals to follow. Subsequently, focusing 
on vulnerability in light of disability as a dangerous memory, chapters 2 and 3 
explore what I shall call the “cult of normalcy.” The task at this point is to expose 
the false social pretenses upon which exclusionary practices toward persons with 
disabilities are based, and which are dehumanizing for all people. Following the 
arc of this critique, chapter 4 then strives to paint a more adequate portrait of 
being human, a vision grounded in themes of embodied relation, vulnerability, 
and love. Indeed, being human and whole means more than self-creative autonomy 
and productive efficiency. And in light of this wider focus, being Christian means 
more than a fix for our brokenness, a way of maximizing our security and flee-
ing from our embodied condition of interdependency. Accordingly, chapters 5 
through 7 deepen the analysis by examining theological currents that flow from 
the notions of God and creation (chapter 5), humanity and redemption in Jesus 
Christ (chapter 6), and the reconciling power of God’s kingdom anticipated in 
the community we call church, implying a vision of hospitality that encourages a 
wider praxis of inclusion (chapter 7). These chapters are fruits of the theological 
method of two-way access mentioned above.

The basic argument of this book is this: wholeness is not the product of self-
sufficiency or independence, but rather of the genuinely inclusive communion 
that results from sharing our humanity with one another in light of the grace of 
God. To exist as a finite creature is to be contingent and vulnerable. This means 
we are beings that face limitations and are capable of suffering from a range of 
impairments. There is a profound theological implication here. It is precisely 
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such vulnerability that God embraces in Christ, entering fully into the frailty of 
the human condition, even unto a tragic death. Jesus is Emmanuel, God with us. 
Sharing the divine self in this way sends a distinct message: God is in solidarity 
with humanity at its most fundamental level, in weakness and brokenness. This 
is not to romanticize weakness. Rather, here God reveals the divine nature as 
compassion not only by undergoing or suffering with human vulnerability, but 
also by raising it up into God’s own being.

Redemption then is a welcoming, an empowering act of divine hospitality. It 
does not render human beings “weak,” in the sense of passivity. Neither does it 
negate vulnerability by making humans invulnerable and perfectly whole. Nancy 
Eiesland correctly notes this by calling our attention to the fact that Jesus’s body 
remains scarred after his resurrection.16 So instead of doing away with impairments 
and the capacity to suffer, redemption transforms vulnerability into a communion 
with God, prefiguring the final eschatological horizon to come when all things will 
become so transformed. An entire “theology of vulnerability” opens up, wherein 
the marginal and heretofore neglected ( i.e., disability) becomes central.

Understanding redemption this way has dramatic implications for living to-
gether. It addresses the often hidden struggles of persons whose “deficiencies” 
relegate them to marginal societal and/or ecclesiological status. But, more broadly, 
it opens up the christological implications of Paul’s paradoxical proclamation in 
2 Corinthians 12:9–10; namely, that the saving power of God is made manifest 
and perfected in weakness or the lack of ability (astheneiai). The intent is nei-
ther to valorize disability nor to glorify suffering. For Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” 
must be understood christologically, not as a means to romanticize passivity and 
self-sacrifice. Attending to this, however, requires giving more attention to the 
theological bearing of notions such as relation, embodiment, wholeness, sin, 
redemption, hospitality, and the nature of ecclesial existence. It calls also for a 
rich social scientific and philosophical inquiry into the character of communal 
life and the ways it can function to marginalize those considered different and 
deficient in some way or another.

Hence, I come to the fundamental thesis of this book: there is a strange logic to 
the Christian witness, one that gives testimony to a strength that comes through 
weakness, a wholeness that manifests itself in brokenness, a power that reveals 
itself through vulnerability. The logic here is paradoxical and subversive. Rather 
than idealize vulnerability, it produces what I shall call a “metaphorical reversal” 
that exposes the false pretenses of the cult of normalcy. For human communities 
tend to shun what lacks the power to present itself according to common and 
taken-for-granted values, whether because it is simply foreign and strange or 
because it manifests some form of alleged corruption or deficiency. Indeed, we 
grow to fear the abnormal, the different and other. It disrupts the familiar and 
safe world of commonplace assumptions, and thus makes us vulnerable. Such 
vulnerability is no panacea; it is anxiety-ridden. A sense of vulnerability can seek 
shelter in the cult of normalcy and is wont to assuage its insecurity by justifying 

 Reynolds_Vulnerable_LC_bb.indd   19 1/28/08   8:49:45 AM

Thomas E. Reynolds, Vulnerable Communion: A Theology of Disability and Hospitality,
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2008. Used by permission.



20

Introduction

the order of things as they are (i.e., the conventions of the cult of normalcy) via 
all kinds of ideological mechanisms.

The redeemed life, however, exemplifies the reorientation—indeed reversal—of 
such fear-based anxiety. Such a life marks a conversion (metanoia) to God that 
trades on the experience of vulnerability and inability as a harbinger of divine 
abundance. This does not mean a mere submissiveness and lack of power in rela-
tion to God’s utter power. To the contrary, it entails an acknowledgment of crea-
turely limitation and interdependence that cultivates an active openness toward 
human differences. A space is made for others, strangers, disabled persons—those 
without autonomy, power, and completeness measured in terms of the cult of 
normalcy. It is no accident that the biblical narratives portray a kind of salvation 
that, far from vindicating the conventional and normal, actually subverts it by 
pointing to the palpable presence of the divine in human vulnerability as a site 
of relational interdependence. The power of God is unseemly and strange.17 It 
discloses itself paradoxically, not in autonomy but through the stranger’s lack of 
ability. The stranger, however, is not merely a moral lesson. He or she is a person 
full of dignity, full of humanity, whose call is for us to be present, to listen, and 
to open up and share our lives.

Jesus Christ is the exemplar of such a stranger, an icon of a vulnerable God. 
At the heart of the Christian witness is an inclusive love of difference that is 
christological in shape. In the Christ event God sympathetically enters into our 
midst and communicates a love that spills over with unconditional regard for all 
persons. Beyond merely confirming the basic human right to respect, this radical 
love issues in a recognition and acceptance of human creaturely dependence as a 
bearer of the image of God. And it does so in a gesture of hospitality.

Reflecting the ancient policy of inviting the stranger into one’s home, hospitality 
is a fruitful metaphor for divine love. In the biblical traditions, welcoming and at-
tending to one who is alien and thus vulnerable, who somehow stands outside the 
taken-for-granted social world and is thus incapable of reciprocating in like kind, 
is a moral imperative. Even more, however, hospitality heralds divine presence. It 
has redemptive power for both host and guest. It bears a relational vulnerability 
that exhibits the unseemly power of God in human weakness and inability. Such a 
view emanates from the New Testament remembrances of Jesus’s ministry, death, 
and resurrection. Hospitality is the Christ-shaped character of God’s reconciling 
love, displayed not in power but in vulnerability. Such love is not distributed ac-
cording to the order of ability, but according to the order of grace, a hyperbolic 
logic of abundance that functions to reverse the conventions of the “normal” 
by bearing weakness. For hospitality is a gift offered without preconditions and 
expectations, an emblem of openness to the other. Accordingly, it is through the 
practice of hospitality that we participate in God’s inclusive embrace, realizing 
the kingdom of God announced by Jesus.18

In this way, we move beyond the cult of normalcy toward living out the presence 
of God in the praxis-oriented task of being present to and for others. Disability 
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is more than a handy illustration of God’s grace; it is redemptively fundamental. 
Hence, privileging disability not only makes possible, but also requires, a rethink-
ing of theology from the ground up. Bringing what has been considered marginal 
to the center of Christian faith has radical consequences. Disability’s “dangerous 
memory” provides a prophetic counter to the cult of normalcy far too often assumed 
in theological formulations. The focus is shifted from talking about disability as 
something that affects “them” to representing disability as something that affects 
“us.” Not simply because we are all disabled, though all of us at some point shall 
experience disabilities as our bodies age, but rather, because we participate in sys-
temic social structures that silence and disconfirm persons with disabilities. And 
this impoverishes our experience of redemption in Christian communities. Our 
resistance to human vulnerability calls for transformation if we are to experience the 
power of the biblical witness and participate more fully in God’s inclusive love.

In the end, I come to the conclusion that disability is tragically but redemp-
tively fundamental. Tragic, not in the sense of evoking pity, but because dis-
ability entails involuntary impairment and real suffering, much of which is the 
consequence of social alienation and exile. Redemptive, because disability opens 
up our vulnerability and dependence upon each other and God. This gets to the 
heart of Paul’s proclamation (2 Cor. 12) that God’s power is made complete and 
perfected in weakness. But I must confess from the outset that it is difficult to 
estimate the true power of such a paradox, a difficulty made manifestly real not 
only in the writing of this book, but also more concretely in the everyday realities 
of parenting a child with disabilities. And the result has transformed my theo-
logical perspective and offered fresh new ways of understanding the well-worn 
landscape of Christian faith.
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Theology and Disability
Perils and Promises

As a person with disability I want to turn to every part of human society and God’s 
church and urge them: Let us share your world! Because your world is also my world 
and every person’s world, and because, so far, this is the only world there is.

Arne Fritzson1

Some time ago, I was casually describing my interest in theology and disability to a 
friend who is active in the field of disability studies. I was surprised by his response. 
He sat back in his chair and smirked awkwardly. After taking a sip of his coffee, 
he exclaimed with a suspicious tone, “You’re venturing into a troublesome area.” 
He proceeded to tell me about the “religious” experience of a female acquaintance 
who is paralyzed from the waist down and uses a wheelchair. On one occasion, 
after being subject to considerable pressure, she agreed to accompany a group of 
Christians to a “healing” ceremony. She was called up to the front of a church 
during the service. The healing “failed.” Not only did she remain paralyzed, she 
was publicly transformed into an embarrassing spectacle, and made the subject 
of awkward gazes and whispered questions. This diminished her sense of being 
welcomed as someone unique and loved by God, the same status as anyone else 
in that church community. Her impairment had been inscribed with theological 
meanings that reduced her condition to a lack or blemish, a deviance. The focus 
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of the community’s gaze was on her disability, and as a result features of her per-
sonhood fully capable of making valuable contributions to the community were 
neglected. Such misplacement, certainly not intended, nullified her creaturely 
dignity as a gift of God. Sadly, she holds a deep resentment toward both Chris-
tians and God, as do many persons with disabilities.

This story is disturbing. That it depicts an experience commonplace for persons 
with disabilities is perhaps even more disturbing. It exposes the rather uncomfort-
able relationship that exists between Christianity and disability, a relationship that 
trades on regrettable but all too familiar misunderstandings of what it means to 
be physically, mentally, or emotionally impaired.2 While these misunderstandings 
may involve cultural and social processes wider in scope than Christianity, it is 
nonetheless true that such misunderstandings have been—and still are—adopted, 
transmitted, and justified by Christian means, which augment their influence. 
Because of this an unfortunate irony ensues: among church communities that 
seek with all due diligence to incarnate the love of God, disabilities are treated as 
faulted and pitiable anomalies, stigmas to be extricated. Labels and categories are 
employed that single out and reduce a certain group of people to roles designated 
for the abnormal and blemished. And such generalized role projections demean 
and ostracize. How so? By setting up restrictive norms about who and when people 
are able to participate fully in civic space. Based upon narrowly defined models 
of individual autonomy, efficiency, or productivity, certain bodily differences 
and impairments are perceived as liabilities that amount to deviance. Hence, the 
place where God’s welcome should be most evident becomes instead a place of 
inaccessibility and isolation for some. Persons are disconfirmed.

In this chapter, I shall place disability at the forefront in order to explore the 
ways in which it exposes major liabilities in theological discourse and practice. The 
aim is to prepare the way for a counter-discourse that undoes inadequate theo-
logical representations of disability by naming and resisting the flawed premises 
upon which they rest. Clearing semantic space in this regard will help us defamil-
iarize disability and see more clearly why the example of the paralyzed woman 
discussed above is so disturbing. Disability does not simply mark a personal tragedy 
that calls for healing. Neither does it indicate a diminishment of the image of God 
imprinted upon human beings. Neither does it suggest that people with disabilities 
are “children of a lesser God,” an ineffective or non-loving God. Rather, it calls into 
question the Christian community and its understanding of human wholeness, 
normalcy, impairment, redemption, and God’s love and power.

Subverting faulty assumptions will prove critical to the task of systematically 
rethinking human vulnerability and disability. As Karl Marx once said, the criti-
cism of religion is the beginning of all criticism.3 Religion commonly relies upon 
the status quo, which arises and is maintained by mechanisms of social exchange 
and economic power, reinforcing it with divine purpose. Thus an analysis and 
critique of theological concepts can aid us in bringing to light the hidden and often 
faulted practices and attitudes that buttress how we commonly measure what is 
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normal, valuable, and real. In this way we shall be in the position to open up the 
prospect of a more adequate theological portrait of God’s inclusive love.

I. A Disabling Theology or a Theology of Disability?

More than a few factors make the juxtaposition of Christianity and disability 
problematic. My intention, however, is not to catalogue every theological frame-
work that is “disabling” or oppressive for persons with disabilities. Nor do I wish 
to point out flaws by painting an historical portrait of how disability has been 
theologically interpreted for the past two thousand years. Instead, I seek to usher 
the reader into the subject matter by highlighting general features in the literature 
on disability, most especially as they offer critical resources for more adequately 
framing the correlation between theology and disability, such that their connection 
leads to a theology “of ” rather than “against” or “in spite of ” disability. There are 
two widespread impediments to such a constructive correlation, both of which 
look for a moral meaning to disability. And this is counterproductive.

Defining Disability beyond the Medical Model
First, Christians commonly adopt the prevailing medical model of disability.4 

This model is based on what non-disabled people think is best for persons with 
disabilities. For example, it is assumed that disability indicates a deficient or flawed 
human condition, a bodily deviation due to a “loss” of capacity in one way or an-
other, which holds a person back from participation in society. Hence, disability 
represents an inability, abnormality, or disadvantage calling for management and 
correction in order to restore proper functioning. And from a societal perspective 
this means that disability is a liability, a dysfunction legitimating professional 
and welfare services. While this way of approaching the matter is not altogether 
blameworthy—for many people benefit from corrective measures made possible by 
modern technology and medical practices—it is nonetheless limited in scope.

The medical model tends to reduce disability to a problem requiring diagnosis 
and treatment, a broken object to be fixed, made better, or overcome. In so doing, 
however, the person becomes reduced to a function of disabilities rather than vice 
versa. Indeed, the personal becomes obscured. Fostering an impoverished, one-way 
relationship of dependence between healer and patient, caregiver and cared-for, 
the medical model can effectively silence the patient as a subject of her or his own 
experience. For it is assumed that the healer has the knowledge to define illness 
and the power to rehabilitate, the advantages of which are passively received by a 
beneficiary regarded as someone with nothing to offer. Indeed, the term “patient” 
has etymological roots in Latin, where it means “to undergo”—one who endures 
affliction and receives treatment. Seen in this way, reciprocity is annulled by 
professional control, repair, and supervision. A service is administered to a non-
participant, one who plays the role of an otherwise helpless and useless burden. 
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