Dis-abling the Body of Christ

Toward a Holistic Ecclesiology of Embodiment

When you think about “Disability and the Church,” what kind of topics come to mind?

When you think about the Church as the “body of Christ,” what images, ideas, or concepts come to mind?

How does “embodiment” relate to the Church’s identity, mission, and purpose?

“The body of Christ that is the church is no mere spiritual reconfiguration, representation, or remembrance of Jesus Christ. It is a new kind of community that is shaped into ways of relating to the world that reveal the kingdom that was proclaimed by Jesus Christ.”

“How does the description of ‘the body of Christ’ help Christians better understand what we must be in order to face the challenges of being Church?”

[Stanley Hauerwas, In Good Company: The Church as Polis]

How does the concept and experience of disability inform our ideas of being the Church?

“How does the description of ‘the body of Christ’ [now perceived as a disabled body] help Christians better understand what we must be in order to face the challenges of being Church?”

Habitus
Habitus is a mostly unconscious system of deeply embodied ways of comprehending and relating to the world that is acquired through social experiences that shape the stance we adopt in the world.

It is a particular habitual way of relating to the environment through the embodied experiences of everyday life. 

It shapes the way people relate to the world, the way they understand themselves and their identity, and their sense of “mission” or “purpose.”

“Disability” Habitus
What are some specific ways people with disabilities relate to the “able-bodied” world? 

How do these ways of relating shape the lived experience of people with disabilities?

“Ecclesial” Habitus
What is the ecclesial habitus and what role does it play in the church’s sense of identity and mission?

The most familiar habitus in the church is one of able-bodied dominance and privilege because the society in which the church is situated is “dominated by non-disabled bodies” and favors “the corporeal status of non-impaired people.” 

In what ways does this able-bodied habitus affect:

· the church’s identity as the body of Christ?

· its embodiment of Jesus’ life and ministry? 

· its ability to proclaim and reveal the kingdom of God?

Disability vs. Ecclesial Habitus
How can the disability habitus challenge and correct the “able-bodied habitus” which the church inhabits?

What would it mean for the church to understand itself as a disabled body?

Principles of an “Ecclesiology of Disability”
How might the context and embodied experience of disability inform and transform the church’s identity, sense of mission, and relationship to the world? 

Principle 1: Self-definition
How is “disability” often defined or identified?

“Disability” is often defined in contrast to “norms” that society considers acceptable:

· dys-function 

· ab-normality 

· in-ability

Corrective:

People with disabilities need to define themselves according to their own experiences rather than according to a set of objective standards for what is acceptable or appropriate or desirable.

At times, the church allows itself to be defined according to some set of societal norms, and allows its ecclesial habitus to be shaped by the values of society. 

Principle #1:

The church must define itself according to the norms of its own narrative—the gospel of Jesus Christ—rather than by any societal “norms” or narratives.

Principle 2: Fixing Brokenness
The medical model of disability: 

Problem: the individual’s dysfunctional body.

Solution: the individual must be “fixed.”

The social model of disability: 

Problem: society’s inability or unwillingness to accommodate or accept the value of people with disabilities.

It is a problem of social bodies
Solution: Unjust, oppressive, and discriminatory systems (and attitudes) must be fixed.

Churches have been led to believe that there is something broken about their ministry, worship, discipleship practices, or concept of mission that must be “fixed” to be acceptable.

Principle #2:

If the church’s teachings or practices do not meet society’s expectations or measure up to society’s values, it does not mean that the church needs to “fix” those things.

Principle #2a:

The church needs to recognize and accept the “dysfunction” in its relationship with other social bodies and the world as a whole.

Principle 3: Binaries
Physical disability is defined according to binary constructs:

· disability / able-bodied

· normal / abnormal

· functional / dysfunctional

Corrective:

Recognize the great variety of functionality in “disability” and the wide range of ability, even within one kind of disability.

The church and binaries:

· Christian / not Christian

· saved / unsaved

· worthy / unworthy

· sacred / profane

Corrective:

Christian formation and the Christian life is an ongoing process of re-entry into the pattern of living revealed in Jesus Christ.

Principle #3:

The church must reject binary categories that label, oppress, and stigmatize.

Principle 4: Interdependence
Independence is highly valued in society. However, full personal independence is not attainable for most people with disabilities.

Corrective:

Recognizing limitations and the need for interdependence.

The church sometimes seeks to exist independently of the world, in isolation or at least with minimal contact.

Principle #4:

The church must recognize its need for interdependence with the world, because the world is itself an ongoing revelation of God.

Principle 5: Perfection
Society values and idolizes “perfect” bodies. 

For people with disabilities, imperfection is simply an acceptable reality in which life is lived.

The ideal of “perfection” for the church is a “subtle vice” that demands strict adherence to “unassailable laws” or universalized dogma.

Principle #5:

The church must reject any need for perfection from or within the body of Christ.

“A Liturgy of Disability”
Churches must develop liturgical practices that authentically and intentionally reflect the “disability habitus.”

“An Ecclesiology of Disability”
The challenges that lie ahead:

· Applying these principles to specific faith traditions and to specific congregations.

· Expand these principles to include cognitive, mental, and emotional disabilities.

· Consider how these principles may be used to shape church organization, structure, and polity.

“An Ecclesiology of Disability”
“The best that can be hoped is that all churches can dis-able those beliefs and practices that keep them from embodying the new social reality of the gospel that challenges the values of other social bodies in the world.”
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