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My project is to create a camping experience for persons with disabilities within 

the Diocese of Southwest Florida. My interests in persons with mental and physical 

disabilities are many faceted. My ministry and worldview have been formed by over 

twenty-five years of working at camps for persons with disabilities. This project will 

include the timeline of steps taken to make this dream into the reality of Camp Able. 

This project will look at what has shaped the construct and changing meaning of 

mental retardation. My focus will be primarily from the 1950s to the present including 

background material to set the stage. The primary text used in the historical research is 

Inventing the Feeble Mind by James W. Trent, Jr.. 

I propose to look at the factors of inclusion and exclusion to determine the "call" 

of God's church. It is my intent to develop a model of inclusive ministry, which has 

practical applications within the life of the church. I will look at this, not only from the 

perspective of benefits garnered by those we have marginalized, but with the belief that if 

one person or group is excluded from the community, the community itself has gone 

astray from the fold of the Good Shepherd, and therefore needs to be brought back in, i.e. 

found. 



We in the church uphold central beliefs about humanity that are stated in our 

baptismal covenant. In seeking to define ourselves in relation to each other, and in this 

case those labeled with disabilities, we may find that we hold more in common than we 

ever thought possible and need each other more than we ever could imagine. The 

dialogue begins when we fully comprehend that our dependency on God is manifested in 

our dependency on each other, for hope stems from the reality that we are all children of 

the same Father. 

It is my goal in this project to develop a camping experience that manifests God's 

love for a special group of God's children. Once undertaken, I intend to continually apply 

what I've learned into a dynamic model of ministry for persons with disabilities. This 

model is presented in the handbook for the staff of Camp Able. 

This project represents the formational and foundational underpinnings of my 

understanding of God and the opportunity we have to manifest God's love in community. 

It is a statement of my understanding of the practice of ministry, especially as we define 

ourselves through the eyes of the 'least of these.' The project will entail an examination 

of faithful relationships in relation to scripture and tradition. I envision Camp Able to be 

a Christian model of human respect and dignity that continually challenges the norms and 

practices of the church, identi@ing characteristics that are inclusive and those that are 

not. 

Theologically, I will seek to understand the fundamental theological question of 

those labeled disabled. If we are all made in the image of God, how do I explaiii who I 

am? What does that say about God? And how is this knowledge made manifest in the 

Body of Christ? 



Camp Able is a playground that defies imagination. Our care for persons with 

disabilities is not about control and isolation, but about integration and innovative 

support. Personal limitations are seen as community challenges. Accessibility is not 

seen as an add-on but integrated into our community ethos, just as acceptability and 

respect are mandated by our baptismal call. 
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Section 3 - Mental Retardation in the United States - A Recent History 

A Brief Overview 

My interests in mental retardation are many-faceted. My ministry and worldview 

have been formed by over twenty years of working at a camp for persons with 

disabilities. This section is designed to look at some of the factors surrounding the 

definition of mental disability as well as models for treatment and inclusion of persons 

with disabilities. I will look at what has shaped the construct and changing meaning of 

mental retardation. This will include the some of the people and institutions who have 

fashioned its meaning, policies, programs and practices within the social context to which 

ese individuals have been responding. My focus will be from the 1950's to the present, 

ith some background to set the stage. The primary text used in my research is Inventing 

by James W. Trent, Jr. James W. Trent, Jr. is Associate Professor of 

ociology and Social Work at Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville. He utilizes 

lic documents, private letters, investigative reports, and rare photographs to explore 

changing perceptions of mental retardation over the past 150 years. Professor Trent 

ntends that the economic vulnerability of people with mental and physical disabilities 

their families), more than the claims made for their intellectual, physical or social 

itations, has determined their institutional treatment. I choose Professor Trent's work 

cause-I find his work in keeping with my own life experiences of working over 25 

s at camps for persons with mental and physical disabilities. 

Educators, physicians, social reformers, church officials, psychologists, 

ciologists and social workers have diverse definitions to describe persons with mental 
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disabilities. These views range a disorder of the senses, a moral flaw, a medical disease, 

a mental deficiency, a menace to the social fabric, sins of the father, to possession by the 

devil. In addition, social, economic, political and cultural diversity in the United States 

have formed their own lenses through which people with disabilities have been viewed. 

These views have also been shaped by science, perpetual care and social control. People 

with mental retardation have been pitied, feared, caged and excluded. Many outward 

advances have been made in the name of progress, but I believe we still have a long way 

Pre 1950's 

A shift during the 1840's brought mental retardation from being primarily a 

family and local dilemma to a social, state and national one. From this beginning the 

labeling and goals of caring for people with mental retardation have produced self- 

perpetuating institutionalization. "Idiot schools" were not only trying to educate for 

community productivity but also were paving the way for custodial facilities. A narrow, 

institutional definition of productivity allowed superintendents to assure their own 

legitimacy and survival. 

After the Civil War, the manner of care of the feeble-minded focused on 

discipline. The superintendents of institutions defined policy and care. They organized 

in professional associations stemming from participation in the National Conference of 

Charities and Correction. At the turn of the century while studies showed that many 

attendants were kind to their charges, many abuses were also noted. These abuses 

resulted in larger institutions and more specialized services. 



In 191 5 the Committee of Provision for the Feeble-minded became involved in 

education classes, institutions, intelligence testing, and eugenics. They promoted a 

concept of mental retardation as a menace, a concept that lingered on for five decades in 

popular consciousness and in professional circles. Opposition to the rhetoric of menace 

surfaced with a focus on adjustment and adaptation. Sterilization was seen as a means to 

this end. However, the social and economic stress of the depression and World War I1 

only served to perpetuate these large institutions. Paroling people with disabilities into an 

economic disparity was not a viable option. Only the brightest and well behaved were 

paraded out in front of the public as successes. Most found themselves in overcrowded 

institutions, sleeping two to a bed and in hallways. This illustrates how economics 

continually played a role in the type of care of people with disabilities received. Care and 

control are often synonymous in state run institutions. This perpetuated a system that 

ensured the personal privilege and status of superintendents. Economic vulnerability 

sha~ed treatment more than the intellectual or social limitations of Dersons with 

Words used as identifiers, such as idiot, imbecile, feeble-minded, moron and 

defective, reveal the sensibilities of the people who have used them and the meaning 

attached to mental retardation. Looking at the modem history of mental retardation must 

be done in light of a long history of condescension, suspicion and exclusion. While many 

of our labels have changed, much of our regard for people with mental retardation has 

not. We still view mental retardation as a "thing."' 

1 James W. Trent, Jr., Inventing the Feeble Mind: A History of Mental Retardation in the 
United States (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, Ltd., 1995), 5- 



Simple Simon after World War I1 

At the end of the 194OYs, Irving Haberman published photographs of the 

Letchworth Village in New York State that were much different than ones previously 

shown. In the past subjects were busy, tidy and productive. Haberman's photos showed 

people naked, dirty and huddled in sterile dayrooms. Albert Deutsch referred to the 

quasi-human beings at Letchworth as "euthanasia through neglect." No longer were the 

nation's large institutions seen as models of care, but as a living hell. 

Soon other reporters began to look at the state run institutions. They used reports 

from conscientious objectors, Quakers, Catholic Workers, Mennonites and Brethren who 

worked as attendants in hospital and state run schools. Reporters met together to discuss 

the conditions they witnessed in state facilities. Many of the conscientious objectors 

worked in Civilian Public Service teams. One Civilian Public Service team in 

Philadelphia published Psychiatric Aid, a monthly magazine addressing the issues of 

mental illness and deficiency. In it they described the run down facilities and the often 

brutal treatment of patients. They recounted beatings and deprivation and even killings. 

Primarily they focused on the utter neglect of the patients. In 1946, the Civilian Public 

Service team became the National Mental Health Foundation. 

Channing B. Richardson, a twenty-eight year old Quaker published the following 

in the Christian Century Vol. 23 - January 1946. 

On this cold and wintry night there are 2,500 morons, imbeciles, and idiots 
asleep in the large brick buildings which surround me. For the past eleven 
months I have worked here, at one time with a group of 130 morons of 
school age and at another time with 33 tubercular boys ranging from the 
lowest incontinent idiot to a moron who tinkers with radios . Conditioned 



thoroughly by a pattern of violence over a period of years, these defectives 
have nothing to look back on and less to hope for. They know no beauty, 
no affection and no rewards. Accordingly they exhibit slight regard for 
consequences - even those "high-grades" who might thiizk of 
consequences. In fact, one wonders whether daily corporal punishment is 
not a type of fun or exercise for some of them. In many situations control 

Many of the articles that appeared were not only about the hopeless conditions of 

the patients but also the difficult working conditions. Working twelve hour, six day a 

week schedules in these conditions took their toll on everyone. Institutions turned into 

places where the high-grade patients took care of the low-grades. Parole was no longer a 

factor for higher functioning patients, as the institutions needed the free patient labor to 

run the institutions. The paid workers constructed their jobs as supervisors, making the 

patients take care of their responsibilities. One collected the pay and another did the 

work. It wasn't surprising under these circumstances that some of the patients became 

another source of cruelty. Soon these reports became too numerous to dismiss. 

appeared in the Ladies ' Home Journal. In the book she talked about her daughter Carol, 

who had lived at a training school called Vineland starting in 1929. Buck was told that 

her child would never be normal and that she would wear out her own life trying to care 

for Carol at home. She was instructed to find a place where Carol could be with her 

"own kind." In Buck's research into public facilities, she found long waiting lists, 

overcrowdiiig and strict routine. She saw children sitting in big rooms on benches 

waiting. Waiting for what she could not d i~ce rn .~  



Buck's autobiographical book let the world know that even a famous person could 

have a retarded child. She reassured other "bewildered and ashamed" parents, telling 

them not to blame themselves, but to accept that the child now would always be children, 

even when they had adult bodies. She encouraged parents to keep their children in the 

early years but to use institutions when they grew older. 5 

Buck's confessional work began a genre that received widespread attention. 

While parents tried to cope with the guilt of having a mentally disabled child, most 

doctors responded by recommending institutions. Parents were told to think of their own 

lives and the lives of other siblings. The chaos of a mentally disabled child at home was 
, 
, deemed too difficult to bear. Emotional scars from embarrassment and the gossip of 

thoughtless neighbors made the institution a better choice. 

In 1953, Dale Evans Rogers came out with Angel Unaware, which was the third 

highest selling book that year behind the Revised Standard Version of the Bible and the 

Power of Positive Thinking by Norman Vincent Peale. Part of the success of Dale's work 

stemmed from Peale's endorsement and introduction. While Dale and Roy's daughter, 

Robin, was alive they told very few people that she had Down's Syndrome. The doctors 

had recommended institutionalizing, but Robin's death from mumps and encephalitis 

made the decision unnecessary. Rogers differed from Buck and her doctors' advice by 

recommending special children stay at home. She claims, "Angels have a purpose that is 

lost in an in~titution."~ 

In 1952, Dale helped launch the National Association for Retarded Children 

(NARC). Because of the reports from the Civilian Public Service and Dale's advice, 



many parents opted to keep their children at home. Others who could afford it chose 

private institutions that provided better care. The influx of middle and upper class 

patients grew in both private and public institutions. By 1970,75 percent of the public 

facilities housing the mentally disabled were built after 1950. 

Special Education classes also began during the 1950's. It is estimated that only 

15 percent of mentally disabled children living with their parents participated. Many 

programs were designed to segregate these classes or schools from mainstream school. 

These classes became dumping grounds for the "problem child." Mentally disabled 

students were schooled with the mentally ill, physically disabled and juvenile 

Volunteer associations of parents helped mentally disabled children demonstrate 

normalcy better than in previous generations. By 1952, there were 1 19 local chapters of 

NARC; by 1958, there were 550. For the first time in American history the voice for 

mental disability was parents and relatives. In 1954, President Eisenhower, under the 

persuasion of NARC, proclaimed the second week of November "National Retarded 

Children's Week." "Retarded children can be helped" was the parents' rallying cry. 

They set up more classes and schools, all the while resisting the medical professionals' 

recommendation that they institutionalize their children. In 1948, 86,980 mentally 

disabled children attended special classes, in 1958,223,594, in 1963, 393,237 and in 

1966,495,000. The number of teachers also grew from 4,970 in 1948 to 29,200 in 1960. 

Despite this growth it was still estimated that in 1966, 50 percent of mentally disabled 



Psychoanalysis was not wasted on the mentally disabled person whom many psychiatrists 

deemed as boring. They did little more than prescribe medicine and order restraints. 

Their issue was primarily control, not trainability or advancement for the mentally 

disabled person. Behaviorists and behavior modification soon became the predominant 

model of training in the 1960's. Many of the behavior modification techniques, such as 

the use of restraints, and solitary confinement were seen by some as just another form of 

abuse. The concern was that giving the name of an accepted therapeutic discipline to a 

I form of brutality might legitimize maltreatment by certain state personnel.8 

Under the Kennedy administration, support through the Kennedy Foundation 

began funding ~uiiversity-based research on the causes of mental retardation and basic 

behavioral and scientific treatment. This signaled a change in focus toward the university 
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$ and away fiom parent groups and the mental health lobby. 

Rosemary Kennedy, Joseph Kennedy's first daughter, was born in 191 9 in the 

midst of a flu epidemic. As she grew she appeared slow, learning to read and write but at 

' Ibid., 242. 
David F. & Victoria S Allen, Ethical Issues in Mental Retardation: Tragic 

Choices/Livin~ H o ~ e  mashville: Abinnton Press. 1979). 106. 



a slower rate. Later she became withdrawn and more hostile. In the summer of 194 1, she 

attacked her paternal grandfather. Joseph followed the advice of doctors for her to have a 

new treatment called a prefrontal lobotomy. The outcome of the procedure was not what 

the family anticipated. Rosemary, who was once mildly retarded, was now more severely 

retarded. If the flu had impaired her, the surgeon's knife had destroyed her. 

In 1962, they disclosed their family secret. They wanted everyone to know that 

mental disabilities can affect any family, and that retardation can be understood and 

helped. "A nation that could make the Soviets bliilk could fight mental retardation." 

In 1963, congressional hnding came from the National Institute on Child Health 

and Human Development. They stressed that mental retardation should be considered a 

health and human development problem that could be tackled scientifically. So the fight 

should involve the fields of medicine, psychology and science, but not psychiatry or the 

consumer. This further reduced the influence of state schools. Institutions became 

important only because they had readily available and accessible research subjects. 

Universities and their research had funding and the attention of the First Family. This 

was the first time universities became interested in state institutions. This opened up 

student internships, new drug testing and research projects. This in turn opened up 

institutions to be viewed once again through the eyes of the public. 

In 1958, Life magazine ran the story of Mayo Buckner, entitled "A Lifetime 

Thrown Away by a Mistake 59 Years Ago: Mental Homes Wrongly Hold Thousands 

Like Mayo Buckner." He was a shy child who had a habit of rolling his eyes. Admitted 

to an institution at the age of eight, he was labeled a "medium grade imbecile." He lived 

in the institution except for a two-week vacation he took with his parents. These trips 
E 

* Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind, 249. 



were discouraged by the superintendent, who in 191 0 wrote. "I am glad to know Mayo is 

enjoying his vacation. I might say, however, as a result of my observations, that long 

visits by boys of Mayo's age are sometimes not in the best interests of the child. . . . I 

have found that the many things they see in the outside world whet their appetite for such 

things, and they are often discontented when they return." He later wrote, "Mayo had for 

some little time been working with OLK printer and seems to enjoy his work quite well. It 

seems to me, in view of this fact, that a short brief visit would be preferable to an 

extended one. There are quite a good many little jobs of printing to be done."I0 

Buckner was later tested to have an I.Q. of 120, a level much higher than many of 

the institution's employees. It was believed that in 1957, out of the 130,000 patients 

housed in the nation's ninety public institutions at least 5,000 were not retarded. l1 

Funded by the National Institute of Mental Health, Erving Goffman spent a year 

at Saint Elizabeth's Hospital in Washington D.C. Upon observing the patient-staff 

interactions he argued that mental hospitals operated as "total institutions." In his article 

Asylums, he wrote, "As such they stripped mental patients of their individuality and 

provoked deviant reactions from them. Labeled deviants, institutionalized patients only 

reacted with more hostility, thereby confirming their label. Eventually, most 

institutionalized patients so thoroughly absorbed with total institutionalization became 

more a matter of routine than of necessity." According to Goffman, "the essence of 

mental illness was not essential; rather mental illness lay in an institutionally ascribed 

process of labeling." Some school children became "mentally retarded" when school 

officials gave them that label, a label that was many times related to race and 



socioeconomic class. These same children would be fine in their own home and 

neighborhood. This phenomenon was called six-hour retardation. Their "retardation" 

was an outcome of their school. Instead of the schools' treating a deficiency, they were 

sometimes creating and sustaining the deficiency.l2 

Many of these same themes where echoed in the books, The Myth of Mental 

Illness by Thomas Szasz, An Approach to Community Mental Health by Gerald Caplan 

and One Flew over the Cuckoo's Nest by Ken Kesey. 

The barrage against the dehuinanization in institutions for the mentally disabled 

continued with Robert F. Kennedy's 1965 attack on the conditions in the Willowbrook 

and Rome State Schools in New York. He told lawmakers that mentally retarded people 

were being denied equal access to education and "deprived of their civil liberties by being 

forced to live amidst brutality and human excrement and intestinal disease." Fred 

Kaplan's photographic essay, Christmas in Purgatory (1966), reproduced in Look 

magazine, resulted in the largest amount of reader response in the magazine's history. 13 

Under funded and still overcrowded, state institutions stayed under attack. In 

1967, the governor of California, Ronald W. Reagan ordered state hospitals and 

institutions for the retarded to cut their budget by $17 million. He wanted communities 

to take greater responsibility in the guardianship of their "mental patients." He called 

state hospitals "the biggest hotel chain in the state." Even before these cuts went into 

effect, Niels Erik Bank-Mikkelsen, the director of the Danish national services for mental 

retardation, visited the Sonoma State Hospital in California. He told a reporter: "I 

couldn't believe my eyes. It was worse than any institution I have seen in visits to a 

l2 Ibid., 253-254, 260. 
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t 
; dozen foreign countries. . . . In our country, we would not be allowed to treat cattle like 

that." In its defense, the California commissioner of health and welfare insisted that 

California's was the most advanced treatment of the retarded in the nation. Bank- 

Mikkelsen worried he might be right.14 

In 1972, Geraldo Rivera exposed the conditions at the Letchworth Village and 

Willowbrook State School. The airing attracted two and a half million viewers, the 

highest rating for any local news special in the history of U.S. television. Americans saw 

conditions that were not unlike Nazi concentration camps. Most of the disabled residents 

walked around naked or only partially clothed. Many lay in their own excrement. 

Geraldo called the smell unbearable, equating the place with a poorly kept kennel. All of 

the residents contracted hepatitis within six months of entering these institutions. In 

Geraldo's words, "The residents of building Tau were young girls. Many of them had 

physical deformities; most were literally smeared with feces - their roommates', their 

own. They looked like children who had been out making mud pies. My stomach still 

turns just thinking about it. But they were, after all, just little girls. And those little girls 

-just like your sister or daughter - wanted to be held and loved. When we walked into 

the wards, they came toward us. I wanted to hold them, but it was too frightening. They 

were like lepers, and I was afraid they would somehow infect me." l5 

Also in 1972, in Mills v. Board of Education of the District of Columbia, for the 

first time mentally retarded children were guaranteed the right to public education. The 

calls for inclusion and mainstreaming continued throughout the 1970's. State residential 

institutions were no longer going to be the primary option for retarded children. In 1975, 



Congress passed the Education for All Handicapped Children Act. As result of this act, 

federal funding between 1976 and 1980 increased from $100 million to over $800 

million. By 1985, funding was at $1.1 billion. As a result the numbers of retarded 

children served by school programs decreased because of redefinition of labels. Children 

once called "mildly retarded" or "educable retarded children" were now called "children 

with learning disabilities." l 6  

The result was more talk of community models and the closing of inhumane state 

facilities. Most state facilities stopped admitting children. Some states begail 

experimenting with extra-institutional services designed to allow the disabled to live at 

home or in smaller community based residences. Medicaid plans began to allow for 

intermediate care facilities. By 1976, facilities that were once deemed indispensable 

were seen as antiquated. 

Seeing the negative effects of the state institutions and recalling his own escape as 

a child from the Nazi Holocaust, Wolf Wolfensberger introduced a new paradigm of 

normalization and promoted a new vision for care. He campaigned for taking the task of 

defining a national vision of care away from the "institution." He saw state institutions, 

sheltered worksl-lops and specialized school programs as drawing attention to the 

uniquely devalued qualities of persons with disabilities. He surmised that retarded people 

absorbed these devalued qualities as they took on their role expectations. Consequently 

the devalued qualities were further reinforced. Negative images included the views that 

retarded people were naturally eternally childlike or subhuman. Wolfensberger wanted 

service providers to help persons with disabilities assume socially valued behaviors and 

integrate them into culturally normative settings. Integration became for Wolfensberger a 



moral means to an even grander end. He wanted service providers to commit themselves 

to providing "the framework for a cathedral of human dignity." For Wolfensberger this 

would not happen in the public institutions but could only happen in communities where 

persons with disabilities could learn behaviors that would lead to social acceptance. Only 

by full participation in the mainstream could mentally retarded persons remove their 

negative labels. By 1980, Wolfensberger's Program Analysis of Service Systems (PASS) 

workshops were widely attended. The ideology of normalization was quickly becoming 

In 1967, 193,188 residents were in public institutions; in 1988, this was down to 

91,440. Wolfensberger's vision of a loving community where ordinary citizens did not 

fear or pity persons with disabilities and where persons with disabilities could live and 

die with the rest of us was becomiiig a reality. Since 1970, forty-four institutions for 

retarded citizens have closed. At the same time, community-based services have grown. 

The state facilities that are still in use are much smaller, and the larger ones have been 

privatized. The new cent~uy continues to promise progressive change. 18 

Mental retardation was identified as a social problem from the 1880s and 

throughout 1950. It was deemed primarily a problem of the lower class. Deviants, as 

they were called, were considered a threat to the social order of our nation. As the image 

of the mentally retarded as a menace grew, so too did the number of residential 

institutions. Control and incarceration of those first viewed as a "menace" and later as 





opportunities available to them than those who do not. While many people with 

disabilities have found a beloved community, others still reside in hell. 

We must constantly be aware of labels and the negative connotations they bring. 

Many people, once they are labeled as mentally retarded, have a difficult time integrating 

back into the community. History has shown us many faults that we do not need to 

repeat. Care for folks with disabilities is not about control and isolation, but about 

integration and innovative support. Personal limitations need to be seen as community 

challenges. Accessibility does not need to be seen as an add-on but integrated into our 

Throughout history, the burden for change has always been placed on the person 

with disabilities. A beloved community should see this as a shared goal. One group has 

always defined normalization, those in power imposing its will on those who are not. 

The disabled person is probably the most economically vulnerable person in our society. 

As long as society places its value on humans based on their productive capability, those 

with disabilities will always be deemed to be worth less. Many of the inhuman 

conditions in institutions only serve to mirror the world around us. 

We in the church uphold central beliefs about humanity that are stated in our 

baptismal covenant. l9 We promise to proclaim by word and example the Good News of 

God in Christ, to seek and serve Christ in all persons, loving our neighbor as our self, 

k/ striving for justice and peace among all people and respecting the dignity of every human 

being. We humbly understand that our involvement in this is through the grace of God's 

help. In seeking to define ourselves in relation to the other. and in this case those labeled 

k 19 Episcopal Church of the United States, The Book of Common Prayer (New York: Seabury Press, 1979), 



with disabilities, we may find that we hold more in common than we ever thought 

possible and need each other more than we ever could imagine. The dialogue begins 

when we fully comprehend that our dependency on God is manifested in our dependency 

on each other. Our hope stems from the reality that we are all children of the same 



Section 4 - Theology of a Disabled God 

"As the author of the letter to the Ephesians stressed: Christ came to tear down the walls 

(Eph 2:14). Whenever we consider the ways in which to respond to issues of disability, 

we do well to remember the walls that we have set up. All of these walls are so human, 

yet they contradict Christ S ministry of reconciliation; walls that shut people in or shut 

people out; walls that prevent people fiom meeting and talking to others. In days gone 

by, people with disabilities were actually kept behind walls, inside institutions. Now we 

are all apart of mainstream society. It is estimated that some 600 million people are 

persons with disabilities. Yet people, especially persons with disabilities, stillJind 

themselves isolated. Now there are walls of shame; walls ofprejudice; walls of hatred; 

walls of competition; walls of fear; walls of ignorance; walls of theological prejudice and 

cultural misunderstanding. The Church is called to be an inclusive community, to tear 

down the walls. This interim statement is an invitation to journey towards making that 

more of a reality. It has been written by disabledpeople, parents and others who 

experience life alongside them in various ways. " 

World Council of Churches 

CENTRAL COMMITTEE 

Geneva, Switzerland 

26 August - 2 September 2003 

There are or ought to be ethical grounds for what we say theologically and do as a 

church. Our decision-making process needs to be within that context. Normalcy has 

many dimensions and facets. The concept of normalcy is not univocal but polyphonic. 

The problem is that we have taken normalcy and isolated the dialog. There is great 

danger in making normalcy a cognitive only exercise without considering the moral 



dimension. For then we call upon people to reason like we do within the dominant white 

male power structure and its normative definitions. 

Being concerned with an objective proof is problematic in religion because God is 

not an object. When normalcy becomes reduced to something we can quantify it loses 

some of its value. When we quantify a person we impose an objective set of criteria to 

which one does or does not measure up. Science is open to new questions, and religion 

should be also. Most of theology is outside of a technical model. Quantifying it does not 

allow the mystery or the humanity. Edward Farley in his book, Deep Symbols: Their 

Postmodern Eflacement and Reclamation, criticizes the loss of enchantment. He calls for 

a re-enchantment of our symbols, which he claims, have been absolutized. Symbols as 

ideals have become idols as they become fixed, "floating above the dramas of history." 20 

Normalcy seems to have fallen into Farley's ideals hictioning as idols. Rudolf 

Bultmann also expresses his concern on the subject of positivistic objectivism and calls 

for a rethinking of faith and myth. Appling faith to the resurrection of Christ, Bultmann 

"An Historical fact which involves a resurrection from the dead is utterly 
inconceivable! Yes indeed: the resurrection of Jesus cannot be a 
miraculous proof by which the skeptic might be compelled to believe in 
Christ. The difficulty is not simply the incredibility of a mythical event 
like the resuscitation of a dead person - for that is what the resurrection 
means, as is shown by the fact that the risen Lord is apprehended by the 
physical senses. Nor is it merely the impossibility of establishing the 
objective historicity of the resurrection no matter how many witnesses are 
cited, as though once it was established it might be believed beyond all 
question and faith might have its unimpeachable guarantee." 21 

20 Edward Farley, Deep Sj~mbols: Their Postmodern Effacement and Reclamation (Valley Forge, PA: 
Trinity Press International, 1996), 7. 

Rudolf Bultmann, Kerygma and Myth. ( N Y ,  N Y :  Harper and Row, 1961), 39-40. 
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Words do not function well in isolation of each other and neither do people, and 

yet, persons with disabilities often find themselves in that predicament. This is based on 

the modem concept of normalcy which defines who is in and who is not. This began in 

the industrialized world as machines were made to fit a standard. If one was outside the 

standard of the design of machine they were outside the work place. And if one were 

outside the work place, then they would be relegated outside certain social circles causing 

a void in creating a personal identity within a community. The Americans with 

Disabilities Act (ADA) of 1990 equates denying people with disabilities access to 

employment, buildings, public accommodations, transportation, or communication 

services with denying access to someone on the basis of race, religion, or gender.22 

On the whole, denominational support has lagged far behind the support given to 

blanket exemption from the social standards of civil rights instituted by the ADA. 

Churches at best, approach the matter with benevolence and goodwill rather than as a 

prerequisite for equality and the striving "for justice and peace among all people and 

respect the dignity of every human being."23 

The history of the church's interaction with persons with disabilities is at best 

ambiguous. The church more often has supported the social structures and attitudes, 

treating persons with disabilities with pity and paternalism. Paternalism is supported by 

stereotypes that regard disabilities as signs of weakness, helplessness and biological 

inferiority. If the church is a "city on a hill" then it is physically inaccessible and socially 

inhospitable. A new hermeneutic would call for the church to take a participatory role in 

22 Nancy L. Eisland, The Disabled God: Toward a Liberatory Theology of Disability (Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon Press, 1994), 19. 
23 Episcopal Church of the United States, The Book of Comnzon Prayer, 305. 
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promoting a full humanity, not placing the marginalized in crippling theological 

categories. The first step is for the church to claim its complicity in the marginalizing 

process. 24 

Architectural modification for access is not enough, but must be accompanied 

with a much broader view of access and acceptability. Often times the able-bodied 

majority consider peoples with disabilities as inferior and use environmental segregation 

by way of architectural barriers, as a means of keeping social and physical distance. For 

more than fifty years the primary focus has been on the disabled persons psychological 

process of adjustment. In this focus on the individual there is a denial of a community 

ethos that comes into play. Taken collectively, persons with disabilities are not seen as 

representing a social predicament or a political problem. Stigmas arise when persons are 

marked or segregated because of an attribute they possess. Stigmatized individuals 

assimilate the values of the dominant culture. The dominant culture tends to have a 

and normal they are seen as tainted and alien. People with disabilities are cast into roles 

that constrain their capacity to manage positive impressions of themselves. The majority 

subordinates the minority. 

The American Lutheran Church in 1980 promoted a theology of access with the 

statement, ccwholeness of the family of God demands not only compassion for the 

disabled but also their inclusion as fully committed members of the Body of Christ who 

are able to witness and minister. But in reality, by 1986, the (former) denomination's 

policies for ministerial qualification rejected many persons with disabilities as 

24 Eisland, The Disabled God: Toward a Liberatory Theology o f  Disability, 58-59. 



The church comes by this honestly as it reads a traditional hermeneutics on 

scripture that in turn forms widespread cultural attitudes regarding persons with 

disabilities. Leviticus 21 : 16-23 

"The Lord spoke to Moses, saying: Speak to Aaron and say: No one of 
your offspring throughout their generations who has a blemish may 
approach to offer the food of his God. For no one who has a blemish shall 
draw near, one who is blind or lame, or one who has a mutilated face or a 
limb too long, or one who has a broken foot or a broken hand, or a 
hunchback, or a dwarf, or a man with a blemish in his eyes or an itching 
disease or scabs or crushed testicles. No descendant of Aaron the priest 
who has a blemish shall come near to offer the food of his God. He may 
eat the food of his God, of the most holy as well as of the holy. But he 
shall not come near the curtain or approach the altar, because he has a 
blemish, that he may not profane my sanctuaries; for I am the Lord; I 
sanctify them." (NRSV) 

These and similar passages have been used to deny persons with disabilities from 

positions of ecclesiastical visibility and authority. While the specific physical standards 

of this passage may not be used as criteria for today's religious leadership, the implicit 

theology that represents disability as being linked to sin, marring the divine image of 

humans and preventing religious service still persists in church actions and attitudes. 25 

The New Testament also supports this theme of a link between sin and disability. 

Luke: 5 18-26 has often been interpreted as a story of heroic helpers and a crippled 

One day, while he was teaching, Pharisees and teachers of the law were 
sitting near by (they had come from every village of Galilee and Judea and 
from Jerusalem); and the power of the Lord was with him to heal. Just 
then some men came, carrying a paralyzed man on a bed. They were 
trying to bring him in and lay him before Jesus; but finding no way to 
bring him in because of the crowd, they went up on the roof and let him 
down with his bed through the tiles into the middle of the crowd in front 
of Jesus. When he saw their faith, he said, "Friend, your sins are forgiven 
you." Then the scribes and the Pharisees began to question, "Who is this 
who is speaking blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone?" 
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When Jesus perceived their questionings, he answered them, "Why do you 
raise such questions in your hearts? Which is easier, to say, 'Your sins are 
forgiven you,' or to say, 'Stand up and walk'? But so that you may know 
that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins" - he said to 
the one who was paralyzed - "I say to you, stand up and take your bed 
and go to your home." Immediately he stood up before them, took what he 
had been lying on, and went to his home, glorifying God. Amazement 
seized all of them, and they glorified God and were filled with awe, 
saying, "We have seen strange things today." (NRSV) 

John 5: 14 tells the story of the man by a pool of Bethesda. After healing the man, 

Jesus said, "Do not sin any more, so that nothing worse happens to you." (NRSV). 

Passages such as these have been cited as proof that disability is a sign of moral 

imperfection or divine retribution for sin. 

John 9: 1-3 represents the sin-disability link, but this time Jesus has a different 

reply, indicating that the relationship between sin and impairment is both supported and 

contradicted by Jesus. 

As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. His disciples asked 
him, "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?" 
Jesus answered, "Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born 
blind so that God's works might be revealed in him." (NRSV) 

Jesus here poses an alternative to the commonly accepted notion of cause and 

effect by interpreting the man's impairment as an opportunity to manifest the healing 

power of God. Which does bring up a whole other set of problems related to 

impairments and the righteous submission to divine testing, as are encountered with Job 

and Lazarus. This can lead to a sanctioned acceptance of isolation among persons with 

disabilities and encourage our passivity.26 



It is worthy to note that the scripture gives us numerous accounts of where 

healings not only physically restored the person but also restored the person into social 

1 participation and religious inclusion as depicted in the healing story in Acts 3: 1-10. 
f 

1 One day Peter and John were going up to the temple at the how of prayer, 
o at three o'clock in the afternoon. And a man lame from birth was being 

Beautiful Gate so that he could ask for alms from those entering the 
Temple. When he saw Peter and John about to go into the temple, he 
asked them for alms. Peter said, "Look at us." And he fixed his attention 
on them, expecting to receive something from them. But Peter said, "I 
have no silver or gold, but what I have I give you; in the name of Jesus 
Christ of Nazareth, stand up and walk." And he took him by the right 
hand and raised him up; and immediately his feet and ankles were made 
strong. Jumping up, he stood and began to walk, and he entered the 
temple with them, walking and praising God, and they recognized him as 
the one who used to sit and ask for alms at the Beautif~~l Gate of the 
temple; and they were filled with wonder and amazement at what had 
happened to him. (NRSV) 

Historically, disability has been continually interpreted as loss, illustrating human 

tragedy. The stories about how Jesus healed persons with different disabilities are 

traditionally interpreted as acts of liberation, stories of how human beings receive 

possibilities to live a richer life. Yet the church still wrestles with how best to exercise an 

appropriate ministry for, to and with persons with disabilities. 

been dangerous to persons with disabilities. We continue to reinforce negative 

stereotypes, and support social and environmental segregation. While recent decades 

v 
@ been the case for persons with disabilities. In fact our experience of continued 'other' 

relegation of persons with disabilities has only served to support the biblical record. The 

uncritical hermeneutics of the Bible to address the concerns of people with disabilities 



perpetuates marginalization and discrimination in the name of church. The church must 

stop doing harm and energize their efforts to be a body of justice. This will only happen 

when attention is given to a theology of disability as an established feature of systematic 

theology.27 

A theology of disability needs to be a visible, integral and 'normal' part of the 

Christian life. Continuing the themes of sin-disability, or virtuous suffering will only 

serve to perpetuate impairments as a fate to be avoided, a tragedy to be explained or as a 

cause to be championed rather than a 'normal' life to be lived. A theology of disability 

can call the church into overcoming the very barriers that it helped to construct, and 

celebrate persons with disabilities who, like other minority groups, call the church to 

repentance and transformation. The alternative is the aforementioned example of the 

American Lutheran Church's marginalizing of and discrimination against people with 

disabilities. 

If normalcy is more an event than a statement of facts, it behooves the church to 

invite in as many voices as possible to the event. Normalcy should be defined by as 

many voices as possible, even from those who cannot speak. Knowledge being 

contextual, also leads one to conclude that the more open and inviting the context the 

more knowledge will be imparted. And as hermeneutic theory tends toward the new, 

each new conversation must take into consideration giving voice to those who have not 

been part of the past conversations. We are given a continual blessing of always re- 

evaluating the faith. The key in this is to make the 'we' as all encompassing as possible. 

After the fourth assembly of the World Council of Churches in 1968, the theme 

"The Unity of the Church and the Renewal of Humankind" emerged as a means of 

27 Ibid., 74-75. 



relating issues of church and society. At the assembly and afterwards intentional attempts 

were made to explore the church as a more inclusive community. A concern to address 

the inclusion of people with disabilities in the church emerged within the Faith and Order 

Commission, and gathered energy at the Louvain meeting of the Cominission in 1971. 

This first attempt to address the situation of persons with disabilities was a theological 

examination of service for the disabled in the light of the compassion of Christ. 

Eventually concern for persons with disabilities moved from theological reflection to 

practical questions of inclusiveness within churches. But often, this reflection and action 

in the churches treated persons with disabilities as objects rather than subjects of 

The appearance of EDAN (Ecumenical Disabilities Advocates Network), fo~~nded 

at the World Council of Churches 1998 assembly treated persons with disabilities as the 

subjects or actors of reflection or action. EDAN works in the eight regions of the world 

and serves as a network of encounter and support as persons with disabilities seek to 

address the specific issues and challenges in their own contexts. 

The World Council of Churches issued their interim statement in 2003 that contained 

eighty-nine points under the following subheadings. 

Persons with disabilities - commonalities and differences 

Hermeneutical issues 

Disabilities and healings 

Each human being a gift 

Challenges for theology 



Struggling with disabled people for their full realization 

Church for all: Community 

The Church of all and for all 

The brevity of this paper will not allow me at this time to go into detail of each 

heading, but the overall message is significant. I would like to include the portion under 

the heading, "Challenges for theology," to give the reader a broader understanding of the 

scope of this document. 

Challenges to theology 

56. The part of this statement that dealt with a theological understanding said no 
to any reductionist tendencies in our way of interpreting stories about healing 
miracles in the Gospels. It challenged us to make our theological understanding 
so broad, so spacious, that it could take into account every aspect of human life in 
relation to Christ's saving grace. Jesus came that we should have life and have it 
abundantly, (John 1 :lo) and in Him all things will be united (Eph 1 :lo). This 
vision of unity in Jesus Christ challenges us to say no to every form of 
reductionism and to view life in its full richness and complexity. All theology is 
theologia viatorum, a theology of the road, and that is why this statement can only 
be an interim statement. In relation to disability, theology is challenged to talk 
about God, faith and life in a way open to a God's future; that can surprise us all, 
and unite and transcend every human existence. A theological understanding of 
disability has to interpret this issue in the context ofthe unfinished history of 
God's salvation. 

57. People with disabilities, andparticularly people with learning disabilities, 
disturb and confuse the accepted order in many societies. Disabledpeople disturb 
human notions ofperfection, purpose, reward, success and status; they also 
disturb notions of a God who rewards virtue with health andprosperity. The 
responses to this disturbance can be pity as expressed by charitable works, or 
banishment (puttingpeople away out of sight and mind), andor fear. Whatever 
the basis of the response, disabledpeople are given no meaningfiul place in 

58. The presence of disability in our lives directly challenges fundamental 
assumptions and stereotypes acquired over time. We often cloak the reality of 
disability in a shroud of silence, or respond with demeaningpity, ridicule or hate. 
The way we respond to persons with disabilities is essential to the message ofthe 



59. As Christians, we worship a God who became flesh and hung motionless and 
utterly incapacitated on the Cross. Ours is a God of vulnerability and 
woundedness. Yet often, we choose to forego or forget the cruczj?ixion, preferring 
to turn directly to the resurrection. Christ roseporn the dead with His wounds. 
We too discover Him in our wounds, and we discern His presence in our 
vulnerability and in our courage to live the lives we have been given. 

60. For us Christians, the Cross of Jesus Christ is a symbol of life. When the 
Word became flesh (John 1:14), it was the broken flesh of humanity that was 
assumed. Even when Christ rose @om the dead, He did so with the wounds that 
He suffered on the Cross (Luke 24.36-39). And, when St Paul confessed his own 
thorn in the flesh, he received the revelation that God's strength is perfected in 
weakness (2 Cor 12: 7-8). Indeed, long before any of the Gospel miracles of 
healing, perhaps the earliest account of God's word being heard through 
disability is the example of Moses' speech impairment in Exodus (4:lO-17). Here 
is an example of aperson with aparticular disability being chosen by God - not 
simply in spite of his disability, but with his disability - to be a leader among the 
people of Israel. 

61. Finally, at the Last Supper and in our liturgies that recall that event, we 
repeat the words of Christ holding before us, for the life of the world, His own 
damaged and disabled body: Take, eat; this is my body, which is broken for you. 
(cJ: Mt 26:26) 

62. As Paul asserted: "we have this treasure in clay pots" (2 Cor 4: 7). The 
treasure is secreted in human bodies. God took dust, turned it into clay. The 
breath or spirit of God was contained in the clay vessel. Treasure is secreted in 
ordinariness, the image of God in ordinary human being. Paul's reference in the 
previous verse to God's creative word, "Let light shine out of darkness" reinforces 
the cross-reference to the creation narrative. The treasure is the divine light 
which has shone in our hearts to give us the knowledge of the glory of God in the 
face of Jesus Christ. 

63. Our ministry to children and adults with disabilities presents us with more 
than a chance to serve our neighbor. It presents us with a challenge to our culture 
where a worldly image (rather than God's image) is apriority, where ideal 
perfection is valued and weakness criticized, and where virtues alone are 
emphasized and failures are concealed. Ours is a witness to the centrality and 
visibility of the Cross in our lives. 

64. Another fundamental challenge to theology is the attitude that is challenged 
by the presence of disability in our lives, is our misguided understanding of 
forgiveness. Misconceptions of old, often affirmed in the Judaeo-Christian 
Scriptures and confirmed throughout Christian history, have led us at times to 
connect disability with shame, sin, or a lack of faith. This is a dzfzcult myth to 
dispel. When we are tempted to consider disability as punishment or testporn 
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God, we need to think differently. When families are weighed down by such 
feelings imposed on them by cultural attitudes, we must be swift to awaken them 
and ourselves to the reality taught by Christ. When asked about the man born 
with blindness, Christ responded: 

Neither those with disabilities nor their families have sinned. But the persons who 
have a disability are born into this world in order that GodS works might be 
revealed in them (John 9:3, paraphrase). 

65. Each of us is born the way that we are, with the gifts that we each have, as 
well as with our inadequacies, in order that GodS works might be revealed in us. 
When we think of forgiveness, we most often think of guilt and redemption. Yet the 
contemporary Greek word for forgiveness is synchoresis. The word literally 
means 'Ifitting together" (syn-chore-sis), "sharing the same space" or 'lmaking 
space for all people': Perhaps such an understanding will help us to disassociate 
disability from sin and guilt. 

Within the Episcopal Church several groups have been designated to address the 

issue of inclusion in relation to persons with disabilities; Episcopal Conference of the 

Deaf, Episcopal Mental Illness Network, and The Episcopal Disability Network. Most of 

the statements and intentions of these groups are in line with those of the World Council 

of Churches. As much as is being done there is still so much more to do, not just in the 

area of accessibility but in that of acceptability as well. Looking back at where we've 

come as a society and church only confirms this mandate. 

We must constantly be aware of labels and the negative connotations they bring. 

Many people, once they are labeled as mentally retarded, have a difficult time integrating 

back into the community. History has shown us many faults that we do not need to 

repeat. Care for folks with disabilities is not about control and isolation, but about 

integration and innovative support. Personal limitations need to be seen as community 

challenges. Accessibility does not need to be seen as an add-on but integrated into our 

community ethos. 



By not just considering particular needs, but the unique gifts of all people in the 

community, every person, those with disabilities and those without, bring specific and 

special gifts and talents to the church. Full incorporation into the life of the church is the 

bottom-line. Once the architectural barriers are removed, social windows need to be 

built, and leadership doors need to be opened. This endeavor does not only involve an 

outreach mentality of doing 'for' but a collaborative effort of participating 'with.' 

It is in this challenge the church can reflects God's intention for humankind. The 

dialogue continues when we fully comprehend that our dependency on God is manifested 

in our dependency on each other. For our hope stems from the reality that we are all 

created in the image of God, we are all children of the same Father. 

Fifty years ago the majority of people with disabilities spent their days secluded at 

home, or housed in large institutions. Legislative reform over the last twenty years has 

eliminated many of the barriers to education, transportation, employment, and 

communication experienced by people with disabilities. However our churches still 

perpetuate an antiquated model. People with disabilities are for the most part not in 

attendance. They have been excluded fi-om full participation because of inaccessible 

buildings and programs, left out of the communication loop, and too often made to feel 

like inconvenient objects of pity. Sometimes being told they would "be happier 

elsewhere." For many the only way to escape condescending and paternalistic attitudes 

and retain their dignity has been to leave the church, a church where they never were 

really welcomed in the first place. Typically, when one person feels unwelcome and 

leaves, his or her whole extended family also leaves the church. This pattern means that 

many people of faith are without a community of believers to share their joys and 



struggles. It also means many congregations are impoverished, incomplete and 

inadequate. Our intentional or otherwise limiting of our understanding of God's 

hospitality and grace and what it means to be human threatens the very core of the Body 

of Christ. Acknowledging where we are, both theologically and in actuality will let us 

begin to work together for changes so that all may worship and be one in Christ. 

A prayerfiom the World Council of Churches - May we who are made in your 

image, 0 God, mirror your compassion, creativity and imagination as we work to 

reshape our society, our buildings, our programs, and our worship so that all may 

participate. In you we are no longer alone, but united in one body. Trusting in your 

wisdom and grace, we pray gratefully in Jesus' name. Amen 

Profaning the Sanctuaries "A Hermeneutic of Disabilities" 

In the religious world, hermeneutics refers to the process of scriptural 

interpretation. Hermeneutics is a philosophical technique concerned with the 

interpretation and understanding of texts. It can be described as the theory of the 

understanding and interpretation of a text on the basis of the text itself. But the concept 

of "text" may be extended beyond written documents to include speech, performances, 

works of art, and even events. The word hermeneutics is a term derived from the Greek 

word for interpreter, which is related to the name of the Greek god Hermes. Hermes was 

the messenger god, interpreting between the gods and humanity. Like many of the Greek 

gods he also plays the role of trickster. The Greek word has the basic meaning of one 

who makes the meaning clear, and yet let us not forget the element of surprise. "To his 

fellows Jesus seemed to be saying: whatever you hope for, whatever you want, whatever 



you think you should have - the kingdom is not that. It always comes as a surprise." 28 

For Dominic Crossan, the most interesting story is the one which best opens up the 

possibility of transcendental experience for the here and now. 29 

Throughout religious history scholars and students of religious texts have sougl-it 

to comprehend their meanings by developing a variety of different systems of 

hermeneutics. Philosophical hermeneutics can be seen as a development of scriptural 

hermeneutics, providing a theoretical backing for various interpretive projects. Thus, 

philosophical hermeneutics and scriptural hermeneutics can be seen as mutually 

reinforcing concepts. 

In sociology, hermeneutics is the understanding and interpretation of social events 

by analyzing their meanings to the human participants within their particular culture. The 

basic principle of hermeneutics is that it is only possible to grasp the meaning of an 

action or statement by relating it to the world-view from which it originates: for instance, 

putting a piece of paper on a windshield might be considered a meaningless action unless 

put in the context of a police officer issuing a ticket. In seeking to understand how one's 

position in the social structure relates to how one sees the world, hermeneutics must be 

seen in the context of such variables as social class, group and subgroup memberships. 

One's social class position determines one's view of the world and one's values and 

ideologies. We relate to each other and to the world largely based on our perceptions, 

rather than merely the objective features of a given situation. Our social relations help 

define who we are. 

28 John Dominic Crossan, The Dark Interval: Towards A Theology of Story (Sonoma, CA: Polebridge 
Press, 1988), p. xiii. 

29 Ibid., 7. 





least among us through the means of a cultural hermeneutic; persons with disabilities are 

the primary text. 

One of the ways the church can become more inclusive and engaging is to re- 

evaluate its symbols. Much work in the arena has been done by the likes of Rudolf 

Bultmann, Edward Farley, John Dominic Crossan, Paul Ricoeur and William 

Countryman. While all five men give admirable attention to the difficulty of religious 

symbols having meaning in today's world, only Countryman speaks from the margin, 

doing a herrneneutic through the lens of human sexuality. And all but Ricoeur seem to 

long for the past, trying to bring it forth into the present, only to find the present is not 

where they left it. This causes them constantly to remain one step behind, unable fully to 

re-engage past symbols into a meaningful present and future. Ricoeur in his concept of a 

second nayvet6 seems to allow for a mystery and sense of wonder that could have a 

measure of success. 

Ricoeur speaks of recognizing the lived experience of persons within the 

Christian tradition. The next step will be to give persons with disabilities access to the 

symbols, acknowledging their contribution, and re-evaluating our complicity, and 

allowing their voice to be part of the hermeneutical process. This should continue as 

each part of the body of Christ continues to interact with the other, with the final goal of 

there being no 'other.' 

In 2006, I had the opportunity to develop a project applying Ricoeur's second 

nayvet6 in a practical application of a Bible study that exposed the church to a 

hermene~~tic through the eyes of the disabled. The outline follows. 

Rationale 
Narrative interpretation 



Story in community 
Second nayvet6 
How does this human narrative interact with my narrative? 
Oral tradition 
Simple truth-values 

To get the listeners to encounter this story with a heightened auditory and visual 

To create a non-rational encounter with the narrative 
To create a non-linear encounter with the narrative 
Embrace the story in new ways and in old ways 
Retell and share the experience of the story: individually and corporately 

Create an audiolvisual encounter with the narrative that calls on them to use the 

In the video component use visual representations that are non-traditional. The 
artists for the drawing are adults and children with mental and physical disabilities 
who had the creation stories read to them and then created pictures. 
Use "ice-breaking" exercises to get the listeners to be open to a different 

Create guiding questions to use for conversation starters 

A) Ice-breaker: crayons and paper, draw a picture that represents what you feel 
when you hear "In the beginning . . ." Share your drawing with one other 
person (not a spouse). 

B) Show the Genesis 1 video clip 
C) Silence for a few minutes 
D) Possible questions: 

1) What did you hear? See? Feel? What did you not hear? See? Feel? 
2) What is the story (hold them to what they heardlsaw)? 
3) Why this story? 
4) What do we learn of God in this story? 
5) What do we learn about humanity in this story? 
6) What do we learn about the relationship between God and humanity 

in the story? 
7) Where are you in this story? 
8) What does this story mean to the community? 

E) Watch clip again 



A) Ice breaker: In an open space have the class stand around k object that is 
supposed to represent God. Ask the class to position themselves around the 
object using their body to represent their current relationship with God and 
others. 

B) Follow Genesis 1 

Evaluation 

How spontaneous and lively was the dialogue? 
Did they explore new territory to them? 
Did they experience the story in a new way? 
Did they ask new questions of the story? 
Did they hear the story as their story? 

Evaluations by the participants were very revealing. It took a while for the 

participants to engage the story without the written text in front of them. There was a 

high level of discomfort and anxiety (more so with the men than the women). As the 

class progressed, the participants became more engaged with the pictures, many of which 

could be at best be described as crude or abstract. But the force of the images became 

evident as the discussion kept going long after the class was over. I found the project to 

be an intriguing way to engage openly a dialogue through symbols, allowing a 

marginalized voice to be the primary avenue of hermeneutics. It caused the class to re- 

evaluate preconceptions and to engage the text in a new manner. This exercise not only 

opened up new possibilities but also manifested the lack of and need for inclusion of 

other voices. As the text was seen in a new light so too were the people who drew the 

pictures. 

fi If tmth is more an event than a statement of facts, it behooves the church to invite 

in as many voices as possible to the event. For if truth is an event, so too is normalcy 

which also should be defined by as many voices as possible, even from those who can not 

speak. Knowledge being contextual, it also leads one to conclude that the more open and 



inviting the context, the more knowledge will be imparted. And as hermeneutic theory 

tends toward the new, each new conversation must take into consideration the giving of 

voice to those who have not been part of the past conversations. We are given a 

continual blessing of always re-evaluating the faith. The key in this is to make the 'we' 

as encompassing as possible. 

The church is not primarily an institution, but a gathering. As people of prayer 

we celebrate our life together with a liturgy that expresses a theology. In the words of 

Augustine, we "desire to see intellectually what (we) believe." Yet every theology is 

reactive. There is no such thing as balance; it is all-responsive. And all responses are 

partial. So as we do theology and liturgy we are called to be as time-filled as possible. 

All words call for a reflective experience that requires more than literal descriptions or 

one-dimensional comparisons. In the words of the great theologian and ethicist Dr. 

Joseph Monti, "In going out to make new combination of words - in creating a new and 

playful dialogue with words - metaphors reconstruct meaning, expand experience, and 

invite to a new relationship andpresence. ,131 

As we look to the manifestation of ow  theology though liturgy, we do so knowing 

that liturgy is inviting, and so it is dangerous. It opens the possibility of radical values 

; and chaos. Our sacraments become more of God than just being about God. Liturgy is 

humanity's attempt to effect what we are symbolizing, that is God through Christ, 

embodied by the Spirit to be among us. Thus being 'of God, liturgy is 'for' us. And so I 

would like to offer the idea of liturgy as a party. 

31 Joseph Monti, Metaphor; symbol, and sacrament: Re-presenting God and World (Sewanee, T N :  
unpublished paper, School of Theology, 1982), 4. 



In order to go to the party, we first need to be invited. Invitations are more than 

just words on a card, but an expression of appreciation. An open invitation makes us feel 

a sense of self worth. We need to feel that the party just wouldn't be complete if we 

weren't there. The best parties are the ones where we know that our friends and 

neighbors will be there. It's not a secret; we all know that each of us has been invited. 

Next comes our preparation. We want to bring to the party the best of what we 

have to offer. The invitation says, "Come as you are; no gifts, please," but we still want 

to offer that which is most dear to us, that is, ourselves. Accessibility to the party is a 

given, but not necessarily acceptability. Being humans, we are going to enter the party 

looking for the familiar and comfortable. Of course, if we were throwing the party, 

everyone would look and act just like us. But, thank God, we are not the host, Jesus is. 

Being created in the image of God, our host has a way of appearing and appealing to each 

of us in the most effective way possible. But upon arriving our host does an odd thing. 

After greeting us he is intentional about introducing us to people who do not look like us, 

People whose invitation we would question. As we mix and mingle, we become more 

enthralled with the "guests" and their perspective on the host. Every encounter invites a 

deeper understanding of the host and a fonder consideration of the other guests. 

The party as liturgy is so extensive, that it will take a lifetime to get around to 

everyone. Upon seeing the banquet table, we notice a strange thing. People are eating 

from each other's plates, and sharing from a common cup. It's as if each bite and sip 

offered by another person is richer than the morsel previously tasted. In time we realize 

it's not the food that tastes so good, but the enthusiastic invitation to be in relationships. 

We approach the table with the ever-present words, "you have got to try this, this is to die 



for, and would you like to share some of my . . ." Again through God's banquet, more of 

the nature of its host is revealed. 

And lest we forget, no party is complete without music and dancing. Dancing is 

dangerous, for although the music is constant, how we hear and give expression to the 

music is risky. Those who are very sure of themselves try to avoid this part of the party, 

unless it's one of their favorite songs, one of those tunes passed down tlwough tradition, 

and yet there is always the chance the band might not get it quite right. For those who are 

unsure, their vulnerability becomes an invitation for others to show them a way of being 

incorporated and enjoying the music. 

While the party never ends, our ability to be open to all the myriad of nuances 

does, at least after the initial visit. Truly to embrace the party is to participate continually 

in its grace. By our continued participation we find ourselves participating as host, 

showing others around to the richness the kingdom of God has to offer. Sadly, some 

want only to get the words of the songs, these fundamentalists leave without even a 

goodbye. Instead of coming back they are more likely to start a new party that is a little 

more restrictive in its guest list. Others get caught up in the decorations and pageantry, 

again trying to leave with a sacramental part of the whole, only to set this up somewhere 

else as an idol. 

The humble are open to the entire experience, willing to serve and be served, 

They too will leave the party, but only to seek out those who have lost their invitation, 

and those who received the piece of paper of accessibility but not the assurance of 

acceptability. The humble receive a wonderful gift, for when they leave the party they 



find that the spirit of the host goes with them. In fact, it's this spirit that encourages them 

to keep spreading the invitations. They see the party as an infinite diversity and an equal 

inter-dependency. In a faithful party, "in faithful liturgy we are instructed and drawn 

forward by models that are always more ideal than the life we might experience day to 

day, including the life of a given congregation. It is in this sense that our sacrarnental- 

liturgical models are cast upon an eschatological horizon." 32 

Our present and future is defined by our understanding of what we are 

individually, and is M h e r  defined by all that we are in community, and still further 

defined by all that participate in the community. Limitations to the community create a 

self and community that is also lacking. The hermeneutics of persons with disabilities 

begins when all people are given accessibility and acceptability to the community. The 

hermeneutic continues through the inter-relationships that are established within the 

realization that we need each other. Our theology must take into an account that our God 

is a wounded God, a God with disabilities. A theology of access acknowledges that our 

commitment to inclusion is not because we are generous and good Christians, but 

because it is a gospel mandate.33 

The birth of the church was at Pentecost, when the people heard the good news in 

their own language. The Holy Spirit brings an element of the unexpected, and the yet to 

be revealed. This Holy Spirit paradigm of inclusiveness will once again find its voice in 

32 Neil Alexander, With Ever Joyful Hearts: Essays on Liturgy and Music Honoring Marion J I  Hatchett, 
(NY, N Y :  Church Publishing, 1999), 357-358. 

33 Jennie Weiss Block, Copious Hosting (NY, NY: The Continuum International Publishing Group Inc., 
2002), 122. 
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c a r e  of y o u r s e l v e s  a n d  get s o m e  r e s t ,  too. That's why lights o u t  f o r  staff 

n e e d s  to be r e s p e c t e d .  A n d  yes  if y o u  a r e  off d u t y  y o u  c a n  go to bed 
right  a f t e r  the staff meet ing .  

, H e r e  w e  d i s c u s s  a topic that is uncomfor t ab l e ,  s ens i t i ve  a n d  

embarrass ing .  It n e e d s  to be u n d e r s t o o d  that o u r  C a m p e r s  are s e x u a l  

c r e a t u r e s  u s t  as  m o s t  of the m e m b e r s  of the Staff a r e .  j 
r o r  the m o s t  part, the C a m p e r s  k n o w  wha t ' s  a p p r o p r i a t e  a n d  what ' s  

n o t ,  a n d  it's n o t  a problem.  B u t  the f e w  w h o  e i t h e r  d o n ' t  know o r  d o n ' t  

c a r e  a b o u t  a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s  c a n  still m a k e  things in te res t ing ,  s o m e t i m e s  in 

u n p l e a s a n t  ways .  S o m e  of this w e  c a n ' t  do much a b o u t .  B u t  h e r e  a r e  a 

f e w  h a n d y  hints .  

Able. Do n o t  e n c o u r a g e  a n q  sort of flirtin-g re la t ionsh ip  b e t w e e n  a n q  

C a m p e r  a n d  a n y  C o u n s e l o r  

M a s t u r b a t i o n  is jus t  a fact of life f o r  s o m e  of these folks - b u t  n o t  in 

-tell the C - a m p e r  to stop if t h e u ~ r e  in publ ic ,  a n d  l eave  t h e m  a l o n e  if 
t h e y ' r e  in pr ivate .  

W h e n  y o u  h u g  a C a m p e r ,  g ive  t h e m  the Hip - a h u g  with o n e  arm f rom 

the side. Fu l l  f r o n t a l  hugs  a r e  n o t  a <ood idea. 



I 
1 NO o n e  k n o w s  w h e n  the G r o u p  Photo may come:  in the morning, o r  

like a thief in the night,  ear ly  in the w e e k  o r  late, th i s  is a c o m p l e t e  mystery  

to mere  mortals.  50 w e  m u s t  be e v e r  vigilant, o n  o u r  g u a r d  a n d  watchful,  

so that w h e n  the Big M o m e n t  c o m e s ,  it will f i n d  u s  r e a d y  to s q u i n t  u p  at  

T o m  Weis ho ld ing  the Official r . a m e r a  w h e n  he s a u s .  rrIf u o u  c a n ' t  see 

the qamera ,  the c a m e r a  can ' t  see you!" 

We d o n ' t  usually h a v e  a lot ot a d v a n c e  not ice ,  b u t  it is very impor t an t  

f o r  all the C a m p e r s  a n d  S ta f f  to be in the pic ture ,  so be r e a d y  to be 
p r e t t y  a t  a n y  moment .  

Mdcines - Nurses andM&ca/Clrre 

Most of o u r  C a m p e r s  take medicines.  S o m e  of t h e m  are the s a m e  as 

medic ines  y o u  probably  h a v e  in y o u r  h o m e  - T y l e n o l ,  T u m s ,  birth c o n t r o l  

pills - b u t  s o m e  of t h e m  are very s t r o n g  a n d  closely cont ro l led .  P o r  many 

of o u r  C a m p e r s ,  it is critically i m p o r t a n t  that they rece ive  t h e i r  medicines.  

The medic ines  will normally be given  o u t  a t  meals  o r  a t  Tiki T i m e .  O u r  

n u r s e s  will h a v e  it all w o r k e d  o u t  in a n  e l a b o r a t e  s c h e d u l e  -theyJll f ind  y o u .  

5 
A f t e r  a c o u p l e  of days it'll all be part of the rout ine .  

I All med ica t ions  f o r  C a m p e r s  a n d  C o u n s e l o r s  a r e  to be kept in the 

Infirmary a n d  d i s p e n s e d  by o n e  of o u r  nu r ses .  We c a n n o t  h a v e  a n y  

medicine, p re sc r ip t ion  o r  over- the-counter ,  in the cab ins .  A C o u n s e l o r  

t ak ing  medicine will n e e d  to get it w h e n  the C a m p e r s  get theirs .  

If y o u  o r  a C a m p e r  n e e d s  medical a t t e n t i o n ,  please do  n o t  hesitate to 

F f ind  o n e  of the n u r s e s  o r  the d i r ec to r .  ach s i tua t ion  will be d i f f e ren t ,  

a n d  we,ll r e s p o n d  accord ingly .  If w e  c o m e  u p  a g a i n s t  s o m e t h i n g  w e  c a n ' t  

handle,  we'll take the p e r s o n  to a hospital. 



s e s s i o n  at all. b u t  o t h e r s  may h a v e  a se izure ,  a n d  o u r  5ta4-i- n e e d s  to 

know w h a t  to do a n d  h o w  to resr>ond.  

I S e i z u r e s  are uncon t ro l l ed  electr ic i ty  r e l e a s e d  in the bra in  a n d  body. 
T h e r e  a r e  m o r e  t h a n  o n e  kind of se izure :  the m o s t  common  a r e  De t i tma /  

a n d g r a n d m a l  petit malse i zu res  a r e  small, m o r e  like a brown-out  t h a n  a 

black-out,  o f t e n  l a s t i ng  only a f e w  s e c o n d s .  A p e r s o n  s i t t i ng  n e x t  to y o u  

might h a v e  a pe t i tma / se i zu re  w i thou t  y o u  not ic ing  it. G r a n d m a l s e i z u r e s  

involve a n  involuntary f lexing of ma o r  muscle  g r o u p s :  shaking ,  o f t e n  with a j 
loss of c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  This sort of se i zu re  may last longer ,  a n d  c a n  be 

e very tiring. 
:: 

5 If a C a m p e r  has a se izure ,  his o r  h e r  C o u n s e l o r  n e e d s  to be s u r e  that 

he o r  she is comfor t ab le ,  with s o m e t h i n g  soft u n d e r  the head. It's best if 
the p e r s o n  lay ing  down ,  o n  the side if possible. Do n o t  t r y  to p u t  

P 
a n y t h i n g  in the p e r s o n ' s  mouth ,  o r  to re s t r i c t  t h e i r  movements .  O t h e r  

I 
k 
t S taff  members  n e e d  to diver t  the a t t e n t i o n  of people a r o u n d  so that the 

p e r s o n  having  a se i zu re  d o e s n ' t  c o m e  o u t  of it i n t o  a gawking  c rowd .  

o u r  folks, th is  is rout ine ,  b u t  f o r  o t h e r s  it c a n  be a c a u s e  f o r  c o n c e r n .  



At s o m e  p o i n t  in the T r a i n i n g  S e s s i o n ,  the Holy S p i r i t  will move o n e  

o r  more  members  of the A d u l t  S taff  to v o l u n t e e r  to do the laundry ,  

w h e r e u p o n  the r y o i c i n g  will be g r e a t  in heaven .  These kind a n d  fai thful  

s o u l s  will be richly a w a r d e d  in H e a v e n ,  b u t  b e f o r e  that r eward  c a n  be 
claimed, they h a v e  a n a s t y  ob to do. j 

If y o u r  C a m p e r  n e e d s  s o m e t h i n g  w a s h e d ,  please p u t  t hem in a plastic 

g a r b a g e  bag a n d  p u t  the Carnpeis n a m e  o n  the o u t s i d e  with the n a m e  of 
y o u r  cab in .  L e a v e  the bag o u t s i d e  of Kit's office. C o u n s e l o r s  n e e d  to 

remember  w h a t  is b e i n g  w a s h e d ,  a n d  to make  s u r e  t h e i r  C a m p e r s  get all 

t h e i r  s t u f f  back. O u r  v o l u n t e e r  l aundry  people, dea r ly  B e l o v e d  of God, 
will pick t h e m  up ,  run  t h e m  t h r o u g h  the w a s h e r s  a n d  d rye r s ,  a n d  b r ing  them 

back f o r  y o u  to pick t h e m  u p  w h e r e  y o u  left them.  The smellier the 

laundry ,  the b r i g h t e r  the ewe l s  will s h i n e  in t h e i r  heavenly  c rowns .  j 

n e e d s  to do s o m e  laundry ,  please talk to the d i r ec to r .  

fiwarh 
O n  the last n ight  of C a m p ,  the d i r e c t o r  will h a n d  o u t  a w a r d s  to each 

C a m p e r ,  t h i n g s  like [ [F isherman of the y e a r , '  [[Happy Feet D a n c e  

A w a r d , '  a n d  " B i n g o  Q u e e n . "  These a w a r d s  will be m a d e  by the Staff  

so be th ink ine  ear ly  a n d  o f t e n  a b o u t  w h a t  a w a r d  y o u r  C a m p e r  s h o u l d  

I! receive. The  C _ o u n s e l o r s  will also rece ive  a w a r d s ,  which a r e  a lmos t  all 

m e a n t  to be f u n n y .  

A w a r d s  a r e  jus t  f o r  f u n ,  a n d  s o m e  them s e e m  trivial, b u t  f o r  many of 

f r iends ,  s o m e t h i n g  they c a n  h a n g  o n  the wall to help them r e m e m b e r  a time 

when they w e r e  t r e a t e d  like s o m e b o d y  special. 



Also, if y o u  know of a n  a w a r d  f o r  a C o u n s e l o r  that would  be smart-  

alecky a n d  f u n ,  a n d  if y o u ' r e  willing to r a t  o u t  y o u r  f r iend ,  please s h a r e  it 

with the d i r ec to r .  

When the Camper$ h v e  

T h u r s d a y  will be h e r e  b e f o r e  y o u  know it, a n d  it'll be t ime for u s  to go 

home.  This is a n o t h e r  c o n f u s i n g  day of confl ic t ing emot ions ,  like the day 
the C a m p e r s  arr ived.  We'll h a v e  a c los ing  E u c h a r i s t  a n d  r e c e p t i o n  at  

9 3 0  a.m. (all family members  a n d  dr ivers  a r e  invited). r o r  many of the 

C a m p e r s  they can ' t  wai t  to see t h e i r  family members ,  as  well as i n t r o d u c e  

y o u  to them.  The r e c e p t i o n  is d e s i g n e d  to p rov ide  a place to s h a r e  with 

the p a r e n t s  all of the wonderFu1 t imes  y o u  a n d  t h e i r  C a m p e r  had this  

week.  A f t e r  a while we'll start p a c k i n g  people in t h e i r  c a r s  a n d  v a n s  a n d  

s a y i n g  goodbye. A f t e r  y o u r  C a m p e r s  a r e  g o n e ,  y o u  are f r e e  to go as 

well. Please r e m e m b e r  to g a t h e r  all of y o u r  be long ings  a n d  get y o u r  T o y  
S t o r y  c a t a l o g u e .  

The Toy C a t a l o g u e  s e r v e s  as  a memory book that inc ludes  e-mail 

a d d r e s s e s  f o r  all C a m p e r s  a n d  S t a f f  



Section 6 - Campable.org 

An interregna1 portion of this project was working on a website for 
Camp Able. Working with web mistress Helen McMullan from The Mouse 
pad we secured the name Campable.org. The website is vital in producing 
up to date information about Camp Able. In talking with parents of some of 
the campers, it's their favorite site to visit in order to view the pictures. 

It was my desire from the beginning to have a site that was hlly able 
to accept applications and financial support on-line. This was not available 
in previous camps I participated in. Many hours were and continue to be 
dedicated to the creation and updating of the site. It is my hope the readers 
will take an in depth look at the site, Campable.org 

Section 7 -Appendix 

Appendix A - Tri-fold 







Appendix B - Cover Letter 

I would like to introduce you to a new ministry opportunity for the good people of 
the Diocese of Southwest Florida. Camp Able will begin its inaugural camping session at 
Dayspring on June 17-21 for campers - June 15-22 for staff. This camp is being co- 
sponsored this year by the diocese and St. Mark's Episcopal Church on Marco Island. 

This camp is for persons with disabilities ages 12-21. We are planning to have 
between 24-36 campers and at least as many staff for the first year. We expect Camp 
Able to fill quickly, but we need your help in spreading the word. Enclosed in this packet 
are camper, counselor and adult forms. These can also be found on the Campable.org 

Please take a moment to look at the material and then find the best vehicle in your church 
or school to display and get the word out. Please make copies as you need. 

If you have interested campers, counselors (completed grades 9-12) or adult staff, 
please fill out the proper forms. Or if you would like to contribute to the scholarships any 
contributions will be graciously welcomed. Your participation in getting the word out 
will help ensure this ministry gets off to a good start. If you have any questions please 
call Kyle at 239-394-7242 or email at Kyle@,stmarksmarco.org 

Thank you and God bless, 

The Rev. Kyle Bennett 






































