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T

he church I am leading worship in is
accessible to people of differing abilities.
It has a ramp, moveable furniture, an
accessible toilet, a hearing loop and
large print hymnbooks. So the church
is accessible, but how accessible is the
worship itself?
My son has Fragile X Syndrome, which is the most
common known cause of inherited learning disabilities.
It can cause a wide range of difficulties with learning,
as well as social, language, emotional, and behavioural
problems. I have found this a challenge as a person
of ideas and words who leads worship, and whose
preparation for ministry encouraged me in this. What
do I need to learn or rediscover about crafting acts
of worship that enable participation for the breath of
intellectual and emotional ability that is reflected in our
society and should be in our churches?
In July 2014, I shared in a Council for World Mission
(CWM) conference on persons with disabilities. I
confess to being a little uncomfortable there. Despite
its theme, “Building an Inclusive Community: Moving
beyond accommodation to affirmation”, a great deal
of emphasis in our discussions was put on physical
accessibility and less on allowing all people to enter
fully into worship.
It’s not that we should ignore accessibility, for this is
a matter of justice. In the UK we’re a little further down
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that road than some of our sister churches in other
parts of the world, and UK and EU law force us to take
the issue seriously. The matter is not fully resolved – as
those attuned to noticing barriers against inclusion
realise when visiting other settings – but a start has
been made.
So I do not deny the importance of the justice issue,
I think we miss something incredibly important when
we primarily focus on access and rights. They are the
concern of many around us in the world, people who
may not share our faith, and those of us who believe
all people are created in the image of God are surely
looking for more than what is merely right; we have to
ask: “What is it we need to learn from those made in a
divine image that can be regarded as weak or damaged
by some in our society?”
Our society holds up strength and independence as
the norm, seeing weakness and dependence aberrations
to be corrected. The theologian John Swinton
challenges this, asserting:
• We are dependent creatures.
• We are powerless before God.
• All that we have is a gift.

• The church, as a community, is the plac
where this truth is revealed and lived out.
This way of thinking leads us away from politics
to ecclesiology, and towards an understanding of
ourselves in community, as people who require others
in order to truly be ourselves. We need others not for
what we can do for them but what we can receive from
them. Christian communities are not only places where
we love others but also where we are loved by others.
We need to pay more attention to those things
that make it difficult for people with disabilities to
participate in the life of the Church, especially worship.
Some of these are physical, but when we adapt our
buildings to improve physical accessibility, do we also
make the changes that allow those with impairments
to take a full role in the offering of worship – including
leading, preaching and participation in communion,
both sharing and serving?
Others difficulties are rooted in theology and liturgy.
When the people of God, assemble before the face of
God they are shaped and their faith is expressed. When
we gather, does everyone feel that they are part of the
celebrating fellowship or do the words we use or the
(often unspoken) assumptions we make exclude some
and deny the value of others?
The Christian group Inclusive Church has said that
people with cognitive disabilities, such as autism and
dementia, are being excluded from church because
of wordy and cerebral content. It argues that worship
needs to be relevant for those who have conditions
that affect the brain, particularly as they get older, such
as dementia and Alzheimer’s. When our worship and
our church governance is wordy and primarily based
on intellectual ability, we are in danger of excluding
from our presence the very people we need to remind
us of some basic Christian truth. Jean Vanier, the
founder of L’Arche community, writing about Christian
communities being places of love, asserts: “To love
people is not first of all to do things for them but to
reveal something to them. It is to reveal that they have a
value, that they are beautiful and precious, that there is
meaning to their lives.”
The more I read and the more I reflect, the stronger
is my sense that I need to be part of a community where
those who may be regarded as weak or damaged, and
even worthless, by some in our society, are not only
enabled to be present but are essential participants. This
is not because they “deserve” to be there, nor because
it gives me the opportunity to do good to others, but
because I and my church are impoverished if they are
not there.
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Small group discussion questions
February 2015
Opening worship
Craig Bowman (p25)
1. Craig begins the article by talking about the physical accessibility of churches. What are the
kinds of difficulties churches face in trying to be accessible to all people? How accessible is
your own church?
2. In paragraph two, Craig talks about being “a person of ideas and words who leads
worship”. Thinking about worship in your own church, how much of it consists of words?
What other means of communication (for example music, pictures ) are part of the worship,
and how much time is given to them?
3. In paragraph five, Craig refers to what we are told in Genesis 1:27: “So God created
humankind in his image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created
them.” What difference does this idea make to our understanding of ability and disability?
4. How would you sum up the difference between the teaching of John Swinton that Craig
outlines in paragraph six, and the common view of our society?
5. In paragraph seven, Craig describes Christians as “people who require others in order to
be truly ourselves”. How do you understand this statement? Can you give examples of what
it might mean?
6. In paragraph eight, Craig suggests that changes are needed to our services in order to
“allow those with impairments to take a full role in the offering of worship”. How true do you
think this is of your church? What aspects of worship exclude people? What changes can
be made to allow a wider range of people to participate? What might the benefits of such
changes be?
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7. In paragraph nine nine, Craig asks if the words and assumptions of our worship might make
some people feel excluded or undervalued. Can think of any examples of this?
8. In the final paragraph, Craig says the Church needs to be a community where all kinds of
people are essential participants. Why is this important? What practical steps could your
church take to come closer to this goal?
For further reflection: “I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made. Wonderful are
your works; that I know very well.” Psalm 139:14
Prayer: God who sees immeasurable worth in each one of us your creatures, help us to see
ourselves as you see us. Help us to open our eyes and our ears to the worth of those around
us, and to make space for all. Amen.
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