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Editorial
In a previous role, when I was in contact with a large network of Anglican
churches, I embarked with some others upon a magnificent ideal: we would
help these churches become friendly to people with disability. Like most
idealists, we were woefully underprepared for what we found.
We surveyed these churches and found much well-meaning intentionalism. ‘Of course we’re friendly to people with disability,’ was a common
response, ‘because we’d welcome them if they came. But we never see any.’
‘Do you have a ramp out the front, so that they can get in? Do you have an
Auslan interpreter and a hearing loop, so that they can understand?’ ‘No,’
came the typical reply, ‘we don’t need all that, because we don’t have any
people with disability.’
Like good idealists, we attempted this ‘project’ with almost no resources
beyond high-minded charity; and, as I discovered to my humiliation, few
intellectual and theological resources either. I could barely even conceptualise
the fact that ‘people with disability’ encompassed many more than those in
need of ramps and loops.
At least during this process we discovered Luke 14, a knowledgeable
group who provide churches with practical manuals on making church plant
accessible; tips for welcomers; and materials that assist in shifting attitudes
within church communities. (In this volume, Louise Gosbell introduces
Luke 14 by way of a reexamination of that biblical chapter. She rejects later
spiritualisations of it, and shows how its firm footing in the experience
of first-century disability retains a call upon us today for hospitality and
welcome to all comers.)
Of course, we also found exceptions to the norm: churches where many
people with disability were simply other people at church, in buildings and
cultures designed to include them. But in general, the whole episode revealed
how far Christian communities have drifted from the reflex inclusivity of
the early Christian centuries, when marginalised people were drawn to
churches as their most obvious place of belonging.
This edition of St Mark’s Review is designed to help us begin again.
It seeks to regard people with disability from several perspectives, so that
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whoever you are, you can connect with others in new ways. If you are a
person with disability, we hope this edition of St Mark’s Review will equip
you better to communicate and translate your situation, and the self that
you inhabit. If you don’t yet have an obvious disability, we hope this edition
will enable you to reframe the way you engage with those who do. Finally,
may it help prepare you for the time when you, like almost all of us, will
experience disability in the years prior to your death.
The Old and New Testaments are shot through with powerful injunctions to embrace and assist those whom Jesus described as the ‘poor, the
crippled, the lame, the blind’ (Luke 14:13). Yet sustained theological thinking
about disability is a relatively recent phenomenon. Several contributors in
this volume challenge ‘ableist’ readings of the Bible, which degenerate into
forms of charity-paternalism toward—or the medicalisation of—people with
disability. Several contributors also take issue with a dominant alternative
to those models, the ‘social constructivist’ approach to disability, where the
able-bodied become in essence the ‘disablers’ of others, by propelling them
into the role of ‘the disabled’.
Whatever kernels of truth are contained in these ‘ableist’ and ‘medicalised’
models, none of them is properly theological. Several seminal articles here
wrestle theologically to discern whatever may be disclosed by God about the
being of people with disability. Two ‘poles’ turn out to recur in this discussion.
The L’Arche community of Jean Vanier is uniformly regarded as theologically exemplary in important respects. Nancy Eiesland’s influential ‘disabled
God’ theology, which gives due attention to the brokenness of Christ on the
cross and in the Eucharist, nonetheless attracts some robust engagement.
Amos Yong of Fuller Theological Seminary lays out some important
categories of discourse in disability, and then calls for a much more serious
account of the Spirit’s eschatological work to describe the restoration of
people in all our uniqueness—whether or not we regard ourselves as having
a disability—into the life of God. A rising young Australian theologian,
Jacqueline Clark, examines Eiesland and Yong’s accounts from the perspective
of classic Trinitarian theology, and invites us to consider how the fecundity
of God’s loving simplicity might be better news for people with disability
than the well-intentioned ‘conflations’ of economic and immanent Trinity
that she sees in the contemporary literature.
John Swinton of the University of Aberdeen reminds us that in the
particular disability of dementia, no properly theological account should
vi
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allow itself to be cornered into the conceit of the Lockean autobiographical
self, with its privileging of our cognitive and rational faculties. Despite our
‘hyper-cognitive society’, as Swinton puts it, ‘knowing God, like loving our
family … is something that we do with the whole of our bodies.’ Swinton
shows how easily this enfranchisement of the body is seen in New Testament
anthropology. There are peculiarly modern forms of exclusion in our failure
to regard the embodiment of others.
This burgeoning scholarship on the theology of disability coincides
with the introduction of Australia’s groundbreaking National Disability
Insurance Scheme (NDIS). Three significant articles unveil and engage
with the NDIS. These treatments orient us to the strengths of its operation,
to narratives around disability of which we should be aware, and to what
such a scheme can never achieve. An astute reading of these treatments
will enable Australian Christians to position themselves more effectively
in this new social landscape.
For economist Brendan Long, the NDIS is a ‘Good News’ story. Long
makes the case for the economic soundness of the NDIS. (He reminds us
how, even in this case where grassroots support and ethically motivated
goodwill carried the cause forward, it was finally a set of strong economic
arguments that warranted the scheme’s adoption.) For Jacqui Hiller-Broughton
and Geoff Broughton, of interest is the different narrative surrounding the
inception of the NDIS as compared to the unsuccessful attempt to implement
an equivalent in the 1970s. In the earlier case, the narrative was centralist
and bureaucratic; in the recent case, a more personalist narrative of care.
For all of these authors, the NDIS offers the opportunity for churches and
theologians to engage with care in new ways.
This opportunity, however, could easily be squandered, particularly
given the passivity of Australian Christians towards care once government
intervenes in a social space. A searching and deeply personal article by Shane
Clifton, who received a disabling injury as an adult, shows that the NDIS
actually speaks back to churches that which churches should, arguably, have
already known. For Clifton, ‘[i]t would certainly be an achievement if engaging
with disability caused the cultural values of individualism to be reframed by
notions of interdependence … [T]hese are themes that are (or should be)
central to the identity of the church, and it is precisely here that the church
has opportunity to speak to and even challenge and reframe the society of
which we are a part. Of course, this will only be possible if we model what
vii
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we preach.’ In this respect, Monica Short’s article reminds us that, from an
Australian social work perspective, there is not a great deal of intelligent and
supportive inclusion of people with disability on the Australian Anglican
landscape, even if some bright spots are evident.
Religions, it seems, change. We may be a long way from the glory days
of the early Jesus-movement, when apologists could slyly show up Romans
by pointing to the radical revaluation of individual humanity as practised
in myriad ways by Christians. This drift is the tenor of the contribution in
this edition by Brian Brock of the University of Aberdeen. Brock lays out
some important tropes in recent theological ethical discourse: that modern
conceptions of ‘bioethics’ do little service in upholding the matrices of care
that we have inherited, and how the theological emergence of human solidarity unpinned these matrices of care. His groundbreaking conclusions are,
first, that the existence of disabled people is not to be regarded as a special
epiphany, but as another straightforward aspect of human solidarity. People
with disability are, simply, us. Engaging the thought of Stanley Hauerwas
with that of John Vanier, he discerns that actually, the natural affection of
family toward people with disability remains a person’s best bet, rather than
the practices of the Church. Our Church may now have its textual tradition,
but no real practical tradition of caring.
This sad terminus returns me to the project above. It turns out that
we were discovering a church culture whose capacity in this regard had
reached a low ebb, despite its textual traditions and its well-intentioned
idealist aspirations. That is a conclusion echoed in these pages by Brock,
Clifton, Short, the Broughtons and Long.
It could be regarded as a difficult or depressing conclusion. However, a
problem can only begin to be solved once it has been accurately observed.
And, as in all things with the broken and spiritually disabled people of God,
the restoration of our careful inclusion of people with disability may begin
with some restoration of our selves, under the fecund God who gave us
Jesus Christ and still graciously gives the Spirit.
May these pages give back to us the beginnings of what we need to find:
new practices of connection with these several others, and they with us.
Andrew Cameron
Chair, Editorial Committee, St Mark’s Review
Director, St Mark’s National Theological Centre

viii

Disability, the human
condition, and the Spirit of
the eschatological long run
Toward a pneumatological theology of
disability1

Amos Yong

The task of developing a truly viable Christian theology of disability is still in
its infancy.2 The goal of this essay is threefold: first, to explain why we have
not made much progress toward a Christian theology of disability by explicating the dominant biblical motifs that have informed traditional Christian
views of disability; second, to describe how recent Christian approaches to
theology of disability such as Nancy Eiesland’s The Disabled God (1994) have
begun the important task of exploring new understandings of disability more
appropriate to our time; and third, to provide what I call a ‘pneumatological assist’ to Eiesland’s model that appreciates her contributions but also
retrieves, reappropriates, and revises neglected biblical themes, especially

Amos Yong is Professor of Theology & Mission and Director of the Center for Missiological
Research at Fuller Theological Seminary, Pasadena, California.
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those which concern the eschatological hope at the heart of Christian faith.
The three main sections that follow engage these objectives in order.

The Bible and disability: anticipating the biomedical and socio-moral
paradigms
While there has been a noticeable shift in the rhetoric and framework of
Christian theology of disability over the past generation from a biomedical
to a social understanding, I suggest that both models have deeply biblical
roots. In this section, I will explicate the scriptural underpinnings of both
approaches in order to situate the entire project of Christian theology of
disability at the beginning of the twenty-first century.
Up until recently, most Christian theologies of disability have been
framed predominantly by biomedical categories. At the heart of the biomedical paradigm is the notion that disability is a bodily affliction that is
part and parcel of life in a fallen and imperfect creation.3 In the Hebrew
Bible, the book of Job suggests that there are cosmological forces such as
ha satan (the accuser) which are responsible for our bodily ills (cf. also Mk.
3:22–26), and that enduring the suffering body is part of the fallen human
condition.4 Building on this, the New Testament contrasts the mortal body
of the present life with the immortal body of the afterlife. Whereas the
fallen human body is perishable, dishonorable, and weak, the resurrection
body is imperishable, glorious, and powerful (1 Corinthians 15:42–44). In
this framework, disability is a bodily aberration which calls forth a Job-like
response, albeit one that is now informed by the hope of the redemption
of the body:
So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer nature is
wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by
day. For this slight momentary affliction is preparing us for
an eternal weight of glory beyond all measure, because we
look not at what can be seen but at what cannot be seen;
for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannot be seen
is eternal. For we know that if the earthly tent we live in is
destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made
with hands, eternal in the heavens (2 Corinthians 4:16–5:1).5
The life and ministry of Jesus understood in its plainest sense does not
seem to question this biomedical understanding of disability. Central to the
2

Disability, the human condition, and the Spirit of the eschatological long run

gospel as announced and lived by Jesus is the healing of the human body
as a sign of the coming kingdom. In response to the disciples of John the
Baptist who were sent to ask if Jesus was the one to come, Jesus answered: ‘
“Go and tell John what you have seen and heard: the blind receive their sight,
the lame walk, the lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, the
poor have good news brought to them. And blessed is anyone who takes no
offence at me” ’ (Luke 7:22–23). Four comments are pertinent in this regard.
First, disabilities are bodily conditions suffered by individuals.6 Second, the
good news—the evangelion—is that persons with disabilities can experience healing, the redemption of their bodies. Third, read within the larger
context of Luke and the other synoptic gospels, Jesus’ healing of disabled
bodies is not only a sign of the in-breaking of the coming kingdom into the
present world, but also a sign of the fulfillment of the promised restoration
of Israel.7 This means that the ‘correction’ of bodily aberrations is not only
a mark of the life to come, but also to be expected wherever Jesus’ power is
active in the present life. Finally, then, the followers of Jesus who minister
in his name may also be expected to be conduits of the healing power of
God. So while we live in a fallen world characterised by the disabled body,
the gospel announces the arrival of the redeemed world characterised by
the restored body.
This restoration of Israel foretold by the prophets of old also included,
of course, the restoration of the disabled body. Ancient Israel was led to
expect that in the Day of the Lord, ‘the eyes of the blind shall be opened,
and the ears of the deaf unstopped; then the lame shall leap like a deer, and
the tongue of the speechless sing for joy. For waters shall break forth in the
wilderness, and streams in the desert’ (Isaiah 35:5–6). While some8 might
wish to argue that this and other passages like it throughout the Bible should
be read metaphorically rather than literally, Christian theologies of disability
that rely on the plain sense of the Bible would be less likely to adopt such
an interpretation given the association of disability with suffering; the New
Testament’s insistence that there will be no mourning, crying, or pain in the
world to come (cf. Revelation 21:4); and the uninterrogated ableist assumptions most readers bring to the text.
The convergence of these biblical motifs has resulted in a view of disability as an affliction located in the individual body. The proper able-bodied
Christian response is to pray for the healing of persons with disabilities,
and also to alleviate as much suffering as possible in anticipation of the
3
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eschatological healing of God.9 In modern times, medicine and medical
technology are gifts of God that mediate the healing of the disabled body.
Hence, I suggest that at least the modern religious or theological perspective which localizes disability as a biological and medical condition is but an
extension of the more ancient biblical idea of disability as a bodily affliction
characteristic of life in a fallen world.
More recently, social models of disability have arisen in prominence.10
In contrast to biomedical approaches that emphasise disability in individual
and bodily terms, social views of disability focus on how oppressive attitudes,
policies, and structures discriminate against persons who are constituted
by different physical and mental capacities. In other words, bodily impairments are only disabling within a wider social matrix. I suggest, however,
that contemporary social views of disability also have antecedents in the
world of the Bible wherein disabilities (more accurately: impairments) have
social implications and moral consequences.
To see how this is the case, consider first how persons with disabilities
were excluded from the social and religious institutions of Israel. Most
obvious and long-repeated in the history of Jewish and Christian thought
is the Levitical injunction against priests with disabilities serving the sacrificial offering:
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 Lord’s offerings by fire; since he has
a blemish, he shall not 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 (Leviticus 21:16–23).

4

Disability, the human condition, and the Spirit of the eschatological long run

It is important to note that persons with disabilities were not barred from
the priesthood or from eating the priestly meals, but only from offering the
sacrifices. Further, the rabbinic tradition interpreted this set of injunctions
in terms of disabilities either being so obvious or as causing behavioral
peculiarities such that the people are distracted from the solemnity of the
liturgy.11 Still, most important is the rationale that the altar of the Lord is
not to be profaned by the blemishes of persons with disabilities. Physical
impairments become one of the decisive criteria that prohibit entry into
YHWH’s holy presence.
Of course, this prohibition is but only one part of the Levitical purity
code. Persons with physical blemishes were not only a specially segregated
class in regard to the sacrificial offering, but were also subject to the laws
of uncleanness related to childbirth, contagious skin diseases, and bodily
discharges, all of which applied to everyone. Within the Levitical framework, then, physical impairments and blemishes become socially defining
and stigmatizing. At best, persons with disabilities were marginalised from
central aspects of ancient Israel’s social and religious activities; at worst,
they were excluded altogether.
But we have only begun. While disability was understood to be no
respecter of righteous persons (as in the case of Job), more often then not
disability was connected to the presence of sin in the life of the individual
or of his or her ancestors. Not only did YHWH promise to visit the sins of
the parents ‘the third and the fourth generation of those who reject me’ (Ex.
20:5; cf. Deut. 5:9), but the curses for disobedience clearly included incurable boils, ulcers, scurvy, blindness, mental illnesses, and many other kinds
of lasting afflictions, maladies, and impairing conditions (Deut. 28:20ff.).
In this way, the connections between preexistent sin, divine punishment,
and disability were made plain. This was, of course, the obvious diagnosis
of Job’s friends: that hidden sin had brought about his physical afflictions.
And although Jesus on one occasion denied that a man’s blindness was
due to preexistent sin (John 9:3), on another occasion he seemed to accept
the connections between a man’s lifelong invalidity and his sin (John 5:14).
Hence disability becomes a physical marker (a curse) that is religiously and
theologically significant (the punishment for sin).
In this context, disability also serves as a moral signifier. Persons with
disabilities were not only ritually unclean and socially stigmatized, but
they were also morally dubious. For ancient Israel, discourses of disability
5
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reflected social attitudes and practices regarding the separation of ‘insiders’
(the ritually clean and morally upright) from ‘outsiders’ (the unclean and
the malefactor). In many ways, these exclusionary discourses in the biblical
world foreshadow and even fuel the oppression of persons with disabilities
that contemporary social models of disability are calling attention to.
Put in contemporary parlance, then, I suggest that the dominant
rhetoric of disability in the Bible anticipates both biomedical definitions
that emphasise the curing of individual impairments on the one hand, and
social-constructivist models that highlight the socio-political oppression
produced by the discourses of disability on the other. There is certainly
overlap between these two biblical perspectives: one that descriptively
calls attention to various dysfunctionalities that plague the human condition (thereby occasioning the manifestation of God’s healing power) and
the other that equates disabilities with moral defectiveness or sinfulness
(thereby demarcating the holiness of YHWH from that which is unholy).
The questions today are manifold: Are these our only options for a contemporary theology of disability? Even if not, should these remain as the
primary framework around which to construct a contemporary theology of
disability? Or are there alternative biblical resources from which to rethink
theology of disability in our time?

Nancy Eiesland’s The Disabled God: elements of a new liberatory theology of
disability
The operative question motivating this paper concerns the possibilities of
developing an alternative mode of theologising disability that includes but
is not limited by the aforementioned traditional readings of the biblical narrative. Prominent and helpful in the literature on religion and disability is
Nancy Eiesland’s model of Jesus Christ as the ‘disabled God’. In what follows
I will show how Eiesland creatively develops the social model in ways that
make a positive political difference for persons with disabilities, even as I
identify the omissions in her approach that will set up my own contribution
in the final section of this essay.
In contrast to social constructions of disability which are marginalising
and oppressive of persons with disabilities, Eiesland’s goal as a sociologist of
religion and theologian is an inclusive and ‘liberatory theology of disability’
(the subtitle of her book). Toward this end, Eiesland suggests, first, that any
theology of disability cannot only speak to persons with disabilities, but must
6
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also speak with them and, more specifically, learn from them. This means,
second, that the dominant biblical motif of disability as a bodily condition
is retrieved but revised at one crucial point: rather than understood primarily in terms of disability afflicting the body, disability becomes a bodily
site of alternative knowledge. Here, Eiesland draws not only on her lifelong
experience of disability (from a degenerative bone disease), but also from
the experiences of others as well—Diane DeVries, a congenital amputee, and
Nancy Mairs, who self-identifies as one crippled by multiple sclerosis.12 In
contrast to the traditional biomedical view of individuals with disabilities
as passive recipients of the charity of the able-bodied, Eiesland emphasizes
persons with disabilities are historical agents and producers of knowledge
in their own right.
This strategy also leads Eiesland to retrieve the traditional social
view of disabilities but revise it in the direction of being politically liberative. Because disabilities are socially and environmentally negotiated, the
experience of disability is never isolated but is always interpersonal and
institutionally situated. Hence Eiesland goes beyond describing the social
reality of disability to articulating a socio-political approach that transforms
our interpersonal and institutional lives into one of inclusion. Whereas both
society and church have been largely inaccessible to persons with disabilities,
a new kind of ‘body politics’ needs to be formulated that not only critiques
and resists the segregation, stigmatisation, and discrimination of the status
quo against persons with disabilities, but also frees up our communities,
institutions, and churches to become sites of healing for all persons.
Yet Eiesland’s project is not merely political, but is also deeply theological. She recognizes that apart from a revised theology of disability, reforms
of ecclesial politics and practices will remain largely ineffective. Hence an
inclusive ecclesiology cannot be content to merely revise the traditional
biblical theologies of disabilities since they are too deeply shaped by the
motifs of bodily affliction, sin and punishment, and exclusion emergent
from a plain-sense or ableist reading of scripture. So what we need is a new
theological paradigm, one which locates disability not only in human bodies
but also in the very life of God.
Eiesland’s proposal derives from the truth ‘embodied in the image of
Jesus Christ, the disabled God’.13 This image is informed along three lines
of christological reflection. First, the incarnation of the Son of God means
that Jesus ‘had to become like his brothers and sisters in every respect’
7
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(Heb. 2:17), without comeliness, despised and rejected, even to the point
of an ignominious death on the cross. This christologically defined imago
Dei would thus be inclusive rather than exclusive of the human experience
of disability. Second, and building on the first, Jesus’ resurrected body also
bore the marks of impairment left by the sword in his side and by the nails
in his hands and feet (Luke 24:39–40 and John 20:24–28). This subverts
any notion that the body is resurrected according to idealised notions of
human perfection. Finally, the perennial Christian celebration of the life,
death, and resurrection of Christ in the Eucharist also calls attention to
the brokenness of the body of ‘the disabled God.’ Christ’s broken body not
only unites the fragmented ecclesial body, but also heals the brokenness of
our individual bodies precisely through including each person around the
Eucharistic fellowship regardless of his or her in/ability.
The result is, contrary to the biomedical definition of disability derived
from the Bible, that persons with disabilities also bear the image of God
just as Jesus represents the fullness of that image and its restoration to
the human race. Further, contrary to social-constructions of disability in
ancient Israel, persons with disabilities can and should be fully included in
the redeemed community of God, not only as ‘weaker’ members, but also as
full participants who minister out of their ‘weaknesses’ even as Jesus saves
through the cross and resurrection. Finally, and perhaps most importantly,
Jesus Christ as the ‘disabled God’ has theological implications about divine
holiness as including rather than excluding impairing conditions. Persons
with physical and mental impairments are healed not only after they are
cured (as is suggested by the gospel pericopes and the visions of the Hebrew
prophets) but insofar as they included by Jesus in his parable of the eschatological banquet just as they are (cf. Luke 14:15–24).
The value of Eiesland’s model has been widely recognized. It may be less
helpful, however, with regard to the eschatological hope to which Christian
life and faith is oriented. In perhaps the only place in her book where she
expresses her eschatological views, Eiesland presents the following implicit
revisioning of the biblical scene of the throne in heaven (Revelation 4):
I had waited for a mighty revelation of God. But my epiphany
bore little resemblance to the God I was expecting or the
God of my dreams. I saw God in a sip-puff wheelchair, that
is, the chair used mostly by quadriplegics enabling them to

8
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maneuver by blowing and sucking on a strawlike device. Not
an omnipotent, self-sufficient God, but neither a pitiable,
suffering servant. In this moment, I beheld God as a survivor,
unpitying and forthright. I recognised the incarnate Christ
in the image of those judged ‘not feasible,’ ‘unemployable,’
with ‘questionable quality of life.’ Here was God for me.14
When combined with the biblical witness to the impairments on Jesus’
resurrected body, Eiesland’s model suggests (without requiring, necessarily)
that the bodily impairments of this present life may extend into the next.
On the one hand, this ‘carryover’ signifies both that God accepts human
beings just as they are, disabilities notwithstanding, and that redemption
means not the dissolution of our personal identities forged in this life but
their transformation. On the other hand, however, how comforting will it be
to individuals with disability that the marks of their impairment will follow
them even in the eschatological long-run?
Eiesland’s eschatological theology of disability may resonate with many
members in the disability community. But some persons with disabilities
continue to hold to fairly traditional eschatological notions that understand
salvation in terms of the resurrected body (which assumed the reconstitution of an able body), the beatific vision (which assumed sightedness in
some respect), and the communion of saints (which assumed full inclusion
of all participants), among other conceptualisations. Without denying the
need to rethink our eschatological symbols from generation to generation,
these images of the traditional eschatological hope have comforted persons
with disabilities throughout the centuries. Do not the Pauline images of the
resurrected body as imperishable, glorious, and powerful suggest a transformation of the disabled body in the eschaton? But such a redeemed body
not only takes into account the biblical witness, it also acknowledges the
hopes of persons with disabilities such as Diane DeVries, who believes that
God will heal her ‘in His own eternal time’.15 Finally, the redemption of the
body is not limited to Christian eschatology, but also infuses Jewish and
Islamic perspectives on the afterlife.16 These views are therefore important
for any attempt to develop an interfaith theology of disability, also called
for by Eiesland’s theological project.17
In the last part of this essay, then, I present what I call a ‘pneumatological
assist’ to Eiesland’s proposal, in order to accomplish several objectives. First,

9
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I wish to complement Eiesland’s christologically elaborated model with a
pneumatological perspective focused on the Holy Spirit as the dynamic and
redemptive power of God. The goal here is to forge a theology of disability
that is more fully trinitarian than heretofore attempted. Further, I hope to
extend Eiesland’s liberative theology of disability by providing her vision for
an inclusive ecclesiology with additional theological and pneumatological
grounding. In this way, we further rescue the traditionally understood social
model of disability and deepen its redemptive capacities. Finally, I believe
a dynamic and pneumatological paradigm can also inform Christian hope
in ways that not only rehabilitate traditional theologies of healing but also
complexify traditional notions of eschatological perfection. This move
enables a more sophisticated and critical eschatological viewpoint than is
currently available in critical theologies of disability.

The Spirit, the Church, and the eschatological long run: toward a
p(new)matological theology of disability
The pneumatological assist I am proposing is informed in large part by the
recent renaissance in pneumatological theology in the academy.18 In my own
work, I have sought to rethink traditional doctrines concerning salvation and
the church, among other theological loci, from a pneumatological starting
point. Such efforts in pneumatological soteriology and a pneumatological
ecclesiology, as I have argued at length elsewhere, feature the Pentecost narrative’s vision of the Holy Spirit’s being ‘poured out on all flesh’ (Acts 2:17)
as central to the saving work of God and the constitution of the ecclesial
community.19 Three elements of this narrative are crucial for our purposes.
First, the outpouring of the Spirit not only invites but also liberates the many
tongues and languages of humankind to declare the wondrous works of
God (Acts 2:11). There remain no marginalized, oppressed, or unredeemed
voices in the new economy of the Holy Spirit. Second, and building on the
first, the gift of the Spirit establishes a new community constituted by difference. The multiplicity of tongues is preserved rather than erased (Acts
2:6) in the new community that also includes what the ancients considered
to be ‘non-persons’: daughters, youth, and men- and maidservants (Acts
2:17–18). Finally, the coming of the Spirit also inaugurates the ‘last days’
(Acts 2:17a), the ‘now-and-not-yet’ period during which God’s eternity
breaks into history, redeeming human bodies, transforming human lives,
reconciling human communities and relationships, and even sanctifying
10
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the cosmos (Acts 2:19–20). These elements combine to present a view of
the Holy Spirit as the dynamic healing power of God, understood more in
terms of reconstituting creaturely relationship than in terms of curing bodily
‘imperfections’ or ‘abnormalities.’
How such a pneumatological vision can enrich Eiesland’s ‘disabled God’
theology should be obvious from the preceding. Insofar as the diversity
of languages is redeemed for the glory of God, so are the witnesses of all
persons, including the Diane DeVrieses and Nancy Mairses of this world,
who are caught up in this ‘pentecostal’ economy of the Spirit.20 But insofar
as the diversity of languages is not homogenized, so also are the witnesses
of persons with disabilities preserved in all their differences. The miracle of
Pentecost is the redemption of ‘weak’ bodies and lives in all of their diversity,
not the creation of a new community according to able-bodied standards
of ‘normalcy’.21 Salvation in this scheme of things is not so much the curing
of biomedical afflictions, but the healing of human lives and relationships
so that each redeemed vessel can now witness to the saving work of God
uniquely in his or her language. Insofar as the gift of the Spirit empowers
such witness to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8), so are persons with disabilities are now also empowered as historical voices and agents. Insofar
as the gift of the Spirit also forms a new ‘body politic’ (the church), so also
is this new community one of righteousness, justice, and peace (cf. Isaiah
32:15–17). Insofar as the Spirit is no respecter of persons, so also is each
member of the community a medium for the many gifts of the Spirit. More
to the point, if in the incarnation and the Eucharist God identifies with the
broken bodies and broken lives of humankind, in and through Pentecost
God redeems such brokenness in ways that allow stammering tongues to
declare his glory; in ways that allow broken jars of clay to be conduits of the
life of God; in ways that allow all finite bodies to sufficiently mediate divine
power; in ways that allow what St. Paul calls the ‘less honorable members’
to be indispensable to the health and mission of the ecclesial body; and in
ways that empower the foolish, lowly, shameful, and despised of this world
to embody the saving works of God (cf. 1 Corinthians 1:26–31, 12:12–26,
and 2 Corinthians 12:7–10). Pneumatological perspectives hereby provide
further theological grounding for various aspects of Eiesland’s ‘body politics’
resulting in a more inclusive trinitarian theology of access.22
Notice then how such a pneumatological and trinitarian theology
of disability works with Eiesland’s ‘disabled God’ theology to retrieve and
11

St Mark’s Review, No. 232 July 2015 (2)

redeem the traditional understandings of disability derived from more plain
sense or ableist readings of the biblical text presented above. The traditional
social view of disability framed by shame and exclusion is subverted in this
proposal, and that precisely by reclaiming and proclaiming how incarnation
and Pentecost inaugurate a new community that upsets the status quo, that
turns the marginalised into new centers of divine power, and that sees disability as central rather than peripheral to the saving works of God. Further,
the traditional biomedical view of disability framed by individualistic suffering is also subverted by reclaiming and proclaiming how incarnation and
Pentecost inaugurate a new social and relational salvation understood in
terms of reconciliation, healing, righteousness, justice, and peace. In short,
we have not rejected the scriptural witness but only certain (individualistic)
biomedical and (exclusionary) social readings of that witness in favor of a
pneumato–theological understanding of the gospel and the church as the
new people of God.
However, I have not forgotten that my primary criticism of Eiesland’s
‘disabled God’ model was its undeveloped eschatological perspective. Can
my ‘pneumatological assist’ provide an eschatology that says more than
what Eiesland has said on the one hand, but that does not relapse into a
simplistic biomedical view that sees persons with disabilities as secondclass citizens of the kingdom of God until or unless they are cured on the
other? I suggest that the key to any revised doctrine of afterlife reformulated in pneumatological perspective is a shift from a static to a dynamic
view of eternity. Throughout the biblical text, the Spirit is understood as
the elusive, shifting, and energetic wind (ruach or pneuma) of God, whose
ways we can neither fully discern nor anticipate (cf. John 3:8). Further, the
scriptures testify to the Spirit as the conduit and conveyer of the new and
unexpected works of God—for example, hovering or sweeping over the
new creation, empowering the resurrection to new life, ushering in the
forever anticipated year of the Lord, and serving the invitations to the New
Jerusalem. Together, these pneumatological characteristics suggest that life
in the Spirit is forever the ‘arrival’ of a new creation, the engaging of new
and ever-receding horizons, and the surprising transformation from glory
to glory into the new image of Jesus. In this life, Protestants and Catholics
have called this the process of sanctification, while Orthodox Christians
have used the language of deification (theosis).
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I suggest that there is no reason to see this pneumatological motif as terminating with the end of this life, and every reason to rethink our eschatology
within this dynamic frame of reference. Fortunately, those of us looking for
help with this idea can find it in the Christian tradition in Gregory of Nyssa’s
(d. 385–386) view of eternal life as the soul’s being forever drawn deeper and
deeper into the divine reality (epectasis).23 For Gregory, the afterlife is an
unending journey of the individual as he or she is transformed from perfection to perfection into the glorious and infinite goodness, knowledge, and
love of God. This conception assumes two Neoplatonic ideas in the background of fourth century Cappadocian theology: that of God understood
as infinite and unlimited, and that of the spiritual life as an ascent into the
infinite depths of the divine being. For Gregory, eternal life involves our
ever intensifying participation in the goodness of God without ever losing
our status as creatures. Further, there is perpetual growth in the knowledge
of God without ever becoming omniscient (an attribute of divinity alone).
Finally, if human experience reveals the possibility of ever-deepening love
tomorrow without deeming yesterday’s love as inferior, so also will be the
relationship of the soul in its eternal journey toward and with God.
What does a pneumatological approach add to Gregory’s vision of
epectasis and how does this impact a theology of disability considered in
the eschatological long run? Three comments can be made in this regard.
First, a pneumatological perspective broadens the more individualistic focus
in Gregory’s eschatology to include the more corporate conceptions of his
theological anthropology.24 The experience of salvation culminates in the
communion of the redeemed, the ‘fellowship of the Spirit,’ and the reconciliation of all creation with God. In this eschatological community, there
will be a healing of broken relationships, a vindication of the oppressed, the
exacting of justice on oppressors, the forgiveness of sin, and the reconciliation of all persons, including victims and victimisers.25 In this scenario,
of course, persons with disabilities are often the oppressed, but sometimes
they are also the victimizers of others. That all of these can be accomplished
together is impossible in human perspective, but may point to the unfathomable miracle of the gospel. When set in the more dynamic pneumatological
framework, however, I suggest that this eschatological reconciliation is better
conceived as an ongoing work of the Spirit which continually forms the new
‘body politic’ of individuals and communities who ever increasingly realise
and actualise the healing and saving grace of God in eternity.
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But second, a pneumatological approach does not neglect the redemption
of human bodies (Romans 8:23–25) amidst accomplishing the reconciliation of human persons. This is the eschatological hope anticipated by all
human beings, not only persons with disabilities. Yet the combination of
Eiesland’s theology of the resurrection body and Gregory’s theology of
epectasis suggests that the Spirit’s healing of the human body retains some
continuity with the present life even amidst its transformation. In reflecting
on the life of his sister, Macrina, Gregory suggests that she would bear the
scars of a healed tumor in her resurrection body since her cadaver retained
the scar visibly. This scar, in life, death, and eternal life, is ‘a memorial of the
divine intervention, the result and the occasion of perpetual turning toward
God through the action of grace’.26 Is it possible to conceive that the glory
and power of the resurrection body will derive not from some able-bodied
ideal of perfection but from its mediating the gracious activity of God? In
this case, might not the unending journey of the resurrection body also be
from glory to glory and from perfection to perfection?
Set in this dynamic pneumatological perspective, a number of traditional
theological conundrums regarding the nature of the resurrection body would
be resolved. Might we be permitted the following speculations? Deceased
infants—whether healthy, microencephalitic, or otherwise disabled, whether
dead from natural or other causes—would have a glorious and powerful
resurrection body not measured by Arnold Schwarznegger or Miss USA in
their prime, but measured by their nestedness in the communion of saints
and by the redemptive caregiving in the eschatological community.27 Hence
there is continuity and discontinuity with the resurrection body: on the
one hand, infants are recognizably infants in the eschaton, although, on
the other hand, their bodies are no longer subject to decay even as we are
unable to fully anticipate the mysterious transformation of the resurrection
body. But the work of the eschatological Spirit also means that infants do not
stay infants eternally, but also are unendingly transformed along with other
members of the eschatological community in and toward the triune God.28
Against this background, I further speculate that persons with intellectual or developmental disabilities—for example, those with Down syndrome
or triplicate chromosome 21—will also retain their phenotypical features
in their resurrection bodies. There will be sufficient continuity to ensure
not only recognizability, but also self-identity. So, the redemption of Down
syndrome, for example, would consist not in some magical fix of the 21st
14
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chromosome but in the recognition of their central roles both in the communion of saints and in the divine scheme of things. Of course, the ongoing
work of the eschatological Spirit means that persons with Down syndrome
will also make continual increase in goodness, knowledge, and love, both
vis-à-vis the communion of saints and the triune God, all of which will have
implications for bodily transformation as well. Similar speculations would
apply for all persons—from the young to the elderly—along with their differing bodily afflictions and conditions, whether that be the wide range of
intellectual or developmental disabilities, Alzheimer’s, chronic illness, polio,
multiple sclerosis, Lou Gehrig’s disease, congenital amputees, and so on.29
Yet my proposal also invigorates Christian hope: even if there will be
continuities between our present embodiment and the resurrected body,
there will also be unfathomable discontinuities when we are transformed in
the eschaton. If the continuities enable both self- and other-identification,
the discontinuities reflect our hope in the redeeming grace and transforming power of God. To be sure, as previously noted, persons with disabilities
have their place at the eschatological banquet (Luke 14:12–23), and there are
other strands of the Hebrew prophets that indicate eunuchs will be accepted
in the Day of YHWH (Isaiah 56:3–5), as will be the blind, lame, and others
with physical impairments (Jeremiah 31:8, Micah 4:6, Zephaniah 3:19).30
This is not to imply, however, that persons with disabilities will stay merely
blind, lame, and crippled, etc., in the eschatological long run. Eschatological
salvation means not only that there will be no more oppression, marginalisation, or discrimination because of physical or mental impairments, but also
that there will be unexpected transformations—both suddenly and in the
eschatological long run—that are now inconceivable to us.31
As important, in the case of every individual life, our healing will cut
across the many dimensions of our lives. Our embodiment; our affections;
our moral selves; our interpersonal relationships with family and friends;
our biological, political and structural relationships with preceding and succeeding generations and with all others whose lives are impacted directly or
indirectly by our actions and vice-versa because of the interconnected web
of relations within which humans live, move, and have their being; and our
relationship with the triune God—each of these domains will be transformed
over the eschatological long run. Hence for every life, each ‘impaired’ in its
own way, there will be increasing growth in goodness, knowledge and love
mediated by the resurrected and transformed body, with each individual
15
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experiencing the paradox of full salvation with the communion of saints
in the presence of God on the one hand, but yet being ‘on the way’ in fully
realising and actualising the many dimensions of God’s transforming power
on the other hand. Hence a pneumatologically conceived eschatology
emphasizes the wholeness of the redeemed community (rather than the
mere healing of our bodies), both the continuity and the discontinuity of
our resurrected bodies (enabling recognition of self- and other-identity, but
resisting our images of how things should or must be according to either
ableist or disabled assumptions), and the eternal (rather than once-for-all)
transformation of our lives in the eschatological long run.
I need to clarify, however, that this eschatological vision does not
mean that there will be hierarchies in ‘heaven.’ Here Gregory’s Neoplatonic
metaphysics of ascent is misleading because it implies that those higher
up are closer to God than those lower down. But what if we worked with a
participatory metaphysics of true infinity wherein the actual infinite contains
all within ‘itself ’ even as it is impossible for us to ‘reach’ that infinitude by
mere counting? In this metaphysical framework, no matter how high up the
‘ladder’ one ‘climbs,’ there remains an equal distance between all rungs on
the ‘ladder’ and the infinite gloriousness of the divine nature. Nevertheless,
two caveats are important. First, that all rungs of the ‘ladder’ are equally
distant from the unlimited nature of the divine does not mean that all
persons are indistinct and that individual differences are effaced in the
afterlife. Rather, individual characteristics are preserved precisely as each
person perpetually engages others and the divine life in varying degrees of
depth and intensity at each level.32 Second, the epectasis is not self-defeating
and hence completely unlike Sisyphus (who was condemned to endlessly
pushing a boulder up to the summit only for it to tumble back down and
have to begin again) because, paradoxically, individuals at each rung of the
‘ladder’ participate in the glory of God to the full extent of their capacity
as creatures at that level, even as the divine gift of their self-transcending
nature also ensures that their desires for God will always respond to the
divine lure which in turn deepens their experience of God at the next level.
In short, differences are preserved in the eschatological long run even as
there is no ‘room’ in the eschatological ‘body politics’ of God for hierarchical
relationships of oppression.
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Transitional conclusions
My proposal has been to complement Eiesland’s ‘disabled God’ model with
that of the Spirit as the ‘dynamic healing power of God.’ A pneumatologically informed theology begins with the Spirit of God as orchestrator of a
new community and as bringer of new things from the old. Such a model, I
suggest, is able to appreciate and even rehabilitate the biblical discourses of
disability related to healing and the construction of communal identity. On
the one hand, the Spirit imparts miraculous gifts of healing and wholeness
that empowers a quality life even amidst adverse circumstances. On the
other hand, because the Spirit both diversifies and empowers the contributions of all of the ‘weak’ (including persons with and without disabilities)
to the body of Christ, the social, political, and religious meanings of bodily
impairments are effectively redefined (accepted) within an ecclesial community that is being transformed into the image of God. Precisely because
we cannot simply conflate contemporary understandings of disability with
ancient viewpoints, we must carefully work to retrieve biblical themes and
understand them afresh in our time.
However, the Spirit is the dynamic healing power of God not only
in the present life but also in the life to come. As such a pneumatological
theology emphasizes the eschaton in dynamic terms, I suggest that the
Spirit continues transforming the communion of saints in the eschatological long-run so that the people of God always approach the gloriousness of
the infinite God even while never actually fully attaining to that glory—that
is what distinguishes creatures from the creator. In this perspective, individuals will also be transformed both in relationship to one another and to
God, and the simplistic dichotomy between ‘disabled’ and ‘non-disabled’ is
overcome, not because the marks of impairment disappear but because all
creatures face, paradoxically, an equally infinite journey toward the triune
God through Christ by the power of the Spirit. More important, since our
eschatological visions often have very palpable consequences in the ways
that they inform and shape our this-worldly political structures and relationships, the pneumato-eschatological theology of disability I am proposing has
concrete implications for the ways in which we envision both church and
society in the here and now. Put pointedly, individuals and the particularities of their personal identities are both (again, paradoxically) accepted and
transformed, even as the communion of saints is itself enriched by the many
gifts of its diversely constituted members. Hence, a pneumatological theology
17
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of disability framed by the Spirit as the dynamic healing power of God is
able to acknowledge both biomedical and social approaches to disability,
but also has the potential to transform, even redeem, these perspectives
within a broader theological and eschatological framework.
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