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Background 
In New Zealand, people with disabilities make up 20% of the population (New Zealand Census, 2001). The challenge for the church is that this group of people is generally not represented within its population. An overview of the Old and New Testaments demonstrates that this lack of inclusion of people with disabilities is not in line with the teachings and practices of Jesus. 
Introduction 
In a strong statement on the interface between the Bible and disability, Lausanne has published three key points on which the church should focus on, which we endorse.
 These state :- 
1. Kingdom Inclusion: - We believe that the church must remove physical, emotional and spiritual barriers in order to bring in people with disabilities and charge them through discipleship and training to use their spiritual gifts. 

2. The Glory of the Bride: - We believe that when the disabled, poor and marginalized are utilized in outreach of the Kingdom, the Bride of Christ more fully reflects the glory of the Bridegroom. 

3. Kingdom Empowerment: - We believe that the church fulfils scriptural mandates through training and equipping people with disabilities in order to help them exercise their God-given gifts in building the Body of Christ. 

It is a comprehensive set of affirmations which essentially charges the church with practical applications for ministry in this area. It also seeks to affirm the gifts and abilities that people with disabilities possess for use in the Kingdom of God. It implies a responsibility on their part to use their giftings. The scriptural foundations for these affirmations are unpacked below.

Disability in the Old Testament
One of the key theological concepts mentioned near the start of the Old Testament, is that people (including those with disabilities) are created in the image of God (Imago dei), (Gen. 1:27), and therefore all people are valuable to God. The related difficulty in this area is that people with disabilities often appear to embody physical ailments more usually associated with the Fall. There is an implication in this of an association between a person with a disability and their personal sin. When this perception is combined with the holiness codes in Leviticus preventing people with disabilities from participating in the religious life of Israel, a picture begins to emerge that people with disabilities are somehow reminders of the imperfection and distance from God associated with the Fall. This combination of factors can 
lead to the perception that people with disabilities embody a strong sense of otherness and difference, when compared to people without disabilities. 

However, a person's physical attributes do not form an entirely accurate depiction of what it means to be made in the image of God. Rather, what we know of God throughout the Old Testament speaks more on aspects of his character, and within the early Genesis narrative, especially his creative and relational nature. To be in relationship with others and to be creative is something all people have the ability to do, and responsibility to facilitate in others. Therefore whether a person has a disability or not is immaterial to their ability to be creative and to be in relationship with God and others. 
The issues surrounding the Fall together with the holiness codes and their relationship to sin and disability also need to be commented on. There is an association between the results of the Fall and disability in a general universal sense, as in the implications of the Fall effect everybody. However, what must be strongly rebutted is that as a consequence of the Fall, a person's disability is solely a result of their personal sin or that of their parents. This agrees with what Jesus says in John 9:1-3.
The holiness codes outlined in Leviticus (13-14) prevented people with disabilities from participating in the religious life of Israel and for this reason prove a little problematic. However as Lausanne comments of Leviticus 21:18-21: "This portion of Scripture has nothing to do with God's attitude toward disabled people; rather, it lists strict criteria for men entering the priesthood of Aaron. A priest had to be pure with no physical defects, because he was a physical symbol of a future spiritual reality - an important type of the coming Messiah."
 The point here is that even within the holiness codes of Leviticus we see God moving to reconcile people to himself through Jesus. 

It is in Isaiah 58 that we see an example of what truly holds people back from experiencing the blessings of God. In this chapter the Israelites, back from Babylonian exile, are complaining to God that even though they humble themselves in their fasting, he still does not listen to them. God replies that while on the one hand they fast, with the implication that they are seeking his favour, on the other hand they also exploit their workers on that same day. (Is. 58:3), In other words he reveals the intentions of their hearts in that they are not truly humbling themselves. God goes on to explain that to humble themselves truly, they must practically seek to help those who are oppressed. 

"Is not this the kind of fasting I have chosen: to loose the chains of injustice and untie the cords of the yoke, to set the oppressed free and break every yoke? Is it not to share your food with the hungry and to provide the poor wanderer with shelter- when you see the naked, to clothe him, and not to turn away from your own flesh and blood?" (Isaiah 58:6-7, NIV). 
Disability in the New Testament
As we move on to the New Testament and observe the work and ministry of Jesus, we see that he demonstrated a specific interest in people with disabilities. This is expressed strongly in his declaration on the occasion of his first public appearance (recorded in Luke 4:16-30). Jesus draws on Isaiah 61 primarily together with Isaiah 58 to encapsulate his ministry and mission on earth: 

"The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord's favor." (Luke 4:18-19, NRSV). 

Jesus, under the anointing of the Spirit, proclaimed a type of Jubilee Year release for all those under oppression. He goes on to demonstrate this holistically throughout the rest of Luke's Gospel in terms of release from economic, social, demonic and religious oppression. Jesus breaks religious and social taboos to form a counter-cultural community. In a paradox that the disciples only began to understand after his crucifixion and resurrection, the power expressed in the ministry of Jesus was allied to his servant attitude and sacrificial suffering. 

The ministry and mission of Jesus with people with disabilities needs to be placed in the context of his primary aim, the proclamation of the Kingdom of God. In Mark 1:32-39 Jesus is initially found curing the sick and exorcising demons late into the evening. The next morning, after seeking a quiet place to pray, Simon and his companions come looking for him with the implication that there are more sick people to be healed. Jesus responds (v.38): "Let us go on to the neighboring towns, so that I may proclaim the message there also; for that is what I came out to do."(NRSV). 

The disciples (and other followers of Jesus) are taught and commissioned through the ministry of Jesus to carry on this task, again with healing forming part of the declaration and demonstration of the breaking in of the Kingdom of God (e.g. Luke 10:8-9). The same link between miracles of healing and missionary declaration is seen in the book of Acts, where the healing of illness and disability occurs principally in the context of mission (e.g. Acts 3:1-4:22; 9:32-35, 36-42; 14:8-18; 16:16-18; 19:11-12; 28:7-10). 
There are, however, some examples of healing in the regular life of the church (e.g. Acts  20:7-12; the healings in 9:32-35, 36-42 could also be placed in this category, although they had missional outcomes; "gifts of healing" are mentioned in 1 Corinthians 12:9). Prayer for healing is encouraged as the appropriate response to illness (James 5:14-16). Yet the New Testament makes it clear that healing was not always given, and illness was part of the experience of life for Paul and some of his friends and co-workers. Epaphroditus was "ill and nearly died" (Philippians 2:25-30); Timothy suffered from "frequent ailments" (1 Timothy 5:23); Trophimus was too ill to travel and had to be left behind in Miletus (2 Timothy 4:20). Like the New Testament writers we need to be open and unembarrassed about accepting that for many, healing is not given, even if it has been earnestly asked for, and the Christian community must embrace them and stand with them in the reality of their illness. (The true meaning of the word “compassion” is to “suffer with
The apostle Paul himself in 2 Corinthians 12:9 records the reply of Jesus to his request to remove the thorn from his flesh: "but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.' So, I will boast all the more gladly of my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me" (NRSV). This means having to step beyond the view that we can live independently of other people and especially of God. Here is this paradox again! Paul came to see that the reversing of human ideas of power is a distinguishing characteristic of God's activity. In fact he calls on Christians to recognize and embrace their weaknesses and find the source of their life in Christ rather than their own abilities (1 Corinthians 1:26-31). This is one of the valuable lessons that people with disabilities remind the wider community of, that each person ultimately has strengths and weaknesses. It is therefore in our weaknesses that we learn to rely on Jesus and others to assist us. 

Through all of this we are reminded, as in the Gospels, that we are to minister to people out of both our strengths and our weaknesses, as Christ did for us. Philippians 2:5-8 says: "Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death- even death on a cross." (NRSV). 

In this way we recognize our own dependency on God in our weaknesses. Note, that we are also to take on an attitude of humility, as Christ did. This could mean for us to associate and spend time with people whom the world marginalizes. (See also Rom. 12:15-16). 

Again, we have an illustration in Paul's own experience (Galatians 4:13-15). He seems to have had eye trouble. At any rate he had been unable to fulfill his original plans and found himself apparently limited by his physical condition. This very circumstance, however, became the reason that he was able to take the gospel to people in Galatia (possibly where he went for treatment). In addition, his illness gave an opportunity for them to express care for Paul and a rich relationship grew between them. 

In relation to this line of thought it is often people with disabilities who radically define what it means to have the hope that all Christians have in Christ. The apostle Paul goes on in Romans 5:3-4: "And not only that, but we also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope" (NRSV). Often it is the people who overcome the most extraordinary levels of the perceived limitations of suffering or disability that provide the greatest source of inspiration. It is a sharp reminder that strength of character speaks louder than perceived ability or disability. 

Paul talks about suffering as an intrinsic part of life in a fallen, suffering world (Romans 8:18-26). Christians are not promised exemption from that. What they have is the help of the Holy Spirit now (Romans 8:26-27) and the assurance that the ultimate destiny of God's redeemed people and his world is utterly secure (Romans 8:31-34), and that no form of suffering can separate them from the love of God given in Christ (Romans 8:35-39). 

What Paul says about the body is relevant here. On the one hand, our bodies matter to God. He redeems them (1 Corinthians 6:20), the Holy Spirit dwells in them (1 Corinthians 6:19), and they are to be offered to God in worship (Romans 12:1-2). On the other hand, no matter what degree of "ability" or "disability" our bodies exhibit, they are always imperfect in this life and will remain so until they are "sown in weakness" and "raised in power" (1 Corinthians 15:42-54). The body we have now is like a rough tent that is wearing out, in contrast to the permanent building that God is preparing for us in heaven (2 Corinthians 4:16-5:5). People with more obvious disabilities help the people of God to keep a Biblical perspective on the present life and to look ahead to the "not yet" of our salvation hope. 

Conclusion 

For much of the biblical narrative, people with disabilities are portrayed as recipients of God’s mercy. However, Jesus sought to free the marginalised (of which people with disabilities were a significant part) from all those things that would otherwise suppress their full inclusion and involvement in the Kingdom of God. Jesus passed on this mission and ministry to his disciples, and will hold us as the body of Christ responsible for it at the end of time.
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Christian Organizations working with People with Disabilities
(LOP no.35b). 

Christian Ministries with Disabled Trust, New Zealand
Email: 

 HYPERLINK "mailto:cmwdt@clear.net.nz" 
click here
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Joni and Friends (USA) 
Website: http://www.joniandfriends.org/ 

Through the Roof (UK)
International Fellowship for the Handicapped
Christian Blind Mission International (CMBI) - (USA)
Website: www.chrisitianity.com/cbmi 

World Vision
Website: http://www.worldvision.org/ 

International Secular Organizations working with People with Disabilities 

(LOP no.35b). 

United Nations Global Programme on Disability
Website: www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/unpgm.htm
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Disabled Peoples' International
Website: http://www.dpi.org/ 

Mobility International, USA
Website: http://www.miusa.org/ 

World Institute on Disability
Website: http://www.wid.org/ 

International Disability and Development Consortium
If you wish to explore disability and theology issues at a deeper level, the following theologians and authors are recommended: 

Robert Anderson
Marva Dawn
Nancy Eiesland
Stanley Hauerwas
Roy McCloughry
Brett Webb-Mitchell
John Swinton
Jean Vanier 
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