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Foreword
This is one of a series of studies on Challenging Issues facing Christians today.  It is written
with the conviction that God's Word, the Bible, is relevant and needs to be studied and
applied sensitively.

Our hope is that this series will help Christians to think through these difficult issues in a
helpful and informative way.
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Disability

Introduction
Many disabled people seem to go through life excluded from so many experiences and
opportunities that others take for granted.  The purpose of this Bible study aid is to help
examine our attitudes towards disability and those who are affected by it and to examine
the guidance provided for us in the Scriptures.

Disability takes many forms and affects people in different ways.  The same underlying
condition can have little or no effect on one person’s life, while severely limiting another’s
ability to live independently.  It is clear that disability in one of its many forms has the
potential to touch the life of every family and many individuals very deeply.

No one likes to admit to treating disabled people as inferior or second class, yet the way
we behave towards them can give this message.  We can unwittingly assume that a disabled
person is less sensitive than others.  For example, when we address the person who is
pushing the wheelchair, rather than the person in the wheelchair, we devalue the occupant
by giving the impression he or she does not understand, or does not wish to answer for
themselves.  When we expect a wheelchair user to sit out in the aisle of our church, even
though we would never want to do the same, we seem to suggest that they are less sensitive
than we are, simply because they are disabled.  We are also implying, when we do this,
that they have less right to be treated in the same way as we would wish to be treated.

There are many reasons why disabled people are treated as being ‘different’.  Ignorance
may be a factor.  If you have never experienced disability you may simply not understand
what it is like not to be able to hold a fork properly, hear distinctly what is being said to you,
or pull up your zip, or whatever.

A fear of embarrassment can affect how we treat disabled people.  It is easier, and perhaps
less embarrassing, to talk over the head of a deaf person to their friend, than to make the
effort, or even display your own discomfort, by trying to communicate directly with them.
Our failure to do this, however, can be very demeaning to the person with a hearing loss.

In less enlightened times some mental and physical disabilities were believed to be a
punishment of God, or even the very presence of evil, and disabled people were treated
accordingly.  We have come a long way in our understanding of mental handicap, or
learning disability, but is that enlightenment genuinely reflected in the way we relate to
people?  How often do you see a person with Down’s Syndrome being humoured and
talked down to, suggesting that they are of less value and that they have little to contribute
to the lives of others?  The Bible provides a great deal of guidance and inspiration about
the purpose of life, about what it means to be made in the image of God and how we
should treat those who are disabled.
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The relevance of Christian faith to
disability

Our Christian faith gives direction for our attitudes and responses to people.  The same
principles apply to the person with a disability and to those relating to him or her.

The following questions and Biblical references can be used for discussion groups or personal
study.

a.  What does the Bible say about the meaning and purpose of our lives?
(1 Corinthians 10v31; Revelation 7v15-17)

b.  Is the meaning and purpose of the lives of people with a disability any different from that
of non-disabled people?

There are different forms of disability – some have been present since birth,
some come at later stages in life.  What is one form of disability which we all
have, and what are it’s identifying features? (Romans 8v22-23; Isaiah 59v2-3)
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Identify attitudes which cause hurt and reduce the quality of life of persons with
disability (e.g. of stereotyping, derogatory terminology, demeaning assumptions
etc).

a.  How does society rate “the worth” of people?

b.  What does the Bible tell us about the worth of people? (Genesis 1v27; John 3v16;
Matthew 10v28-31)

c.  In what practical ways can Christians show their appreciation of the value of people
including those with a disability?
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