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My family lives in a small town in Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, the type of place that has a 

Main Street where old-fashioned barbershop poles still turn, signifying that their places are 

open for business. One day, our younger son Timmy—who has Down syndrome—was at the 

barbershop receiving a trim. Only seven at the time, Timmy was hypersensitive to the feeling of 

dry hair touching his neck during a haircut. On this particular day, Timmy wiggled unexpectedly, 

and a huge chunk of his hair flew off onto the floor. After an awkward pause, the barber 

furrowed his brow, shrugged his shoulders, leaned Timmy's head forward and proceeded to 

give him a crew cut. That's when the "weeping and gnashing of teeth" started as Timmy began 

to wail. Sensing the barber's frustration when the ordeal was over, I paid the bill apologetically 

and quickly ushered Timmy out to the car.  

Apparently, the barber's trauma was far worse than Timmy's. After a month had elapsed, I 

called to schedule another appointment. When the barber answered the phone and heard my 

request, he quickly said, "Oh. I'm very, very sick, and I don't know if I'll be cutting hair—ever 

again." Shocked at this sudden turn of events, my boys and I stood around the phone together 

and prayed for the barber's recovery, which ultimately turned out to be, frankly, miraculous. In 

fact, each day as I drove down Main Street, I could see the pole in front of his barbershop 

turning. So, curiosity getting the best of me, one day I decided to stop in and see how sick the 

barber really was. After I parked my car, I peered through the window to see him laughing and 

gesturing with a customer as he cut the man's hair. My heart sank as I realized the truth. He had 

never been sick—he just didn't want to cut Timmy's hair. Though I couldn't know the motives of 

his heart, I suspected that he closed the door of his shop to us because Timmy's disabilities had 

caused him to feel incompetent.  

Sometimes, our church congregations behave more like that barber than like disciples in Jesus's 

Kingdom. Instead of saying, "I'm very, very sick, and I don't know if I'll be cutting hair—ever 

again,” we respond to opportunities to minister alongside people touched by disability by 

suggesting, "Oh, but church XYZ is much, much more able to handle your situation—down the 

street." Either way, the underlying message is the same: The door to our church is shut. In 

essence, the barbershop pole of the church is turning, signifying that we are open for Kingdom 

business, but not really open for everyone. 

One of the biggest barriers to churches embracing people with disabilities is the congregation's 

fear of feeling inadequate. Even congregations that express an interest in outreach often wring 

their hands and say, "Just show us what to do!" But before that can happen, there is a process 

of realizing, repenting, and reordering that needs to take place in our churches.  
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Realizing 

Thinking Biblically about Disability and Ourselves  

All of us carry a perspective on disability that is formed by our worldview. What is yours? Most 

of us, unconsciously, possess at least vestiges of a modernist view of disability that says, 

"Disability is an abnormal part of life in an otherwise normal world." It focuses almost 

exclusively on the functional aspects of disability—the "impairment," or the ways in which a part 

of the body doesn't work as we expect it to. For centuries, people with disabilities have, 

understandably, resented being labeled as "aberrations."  

As a result, with the advent of postmodernism, disability advocates began to promote an 

alternative view that focuses almost exclusively on the social aspects of disability—the ways in 

which attitudes can disable others further (often much further) than the impairment itself. This 

view promotes the corrective idea that "disability is a normal part of life in a normal world." A 

disability is often described as merely a "difference” that is not unlike having a different hair 

color. But this view is inherently dishonest. It diminishes the realities of the difficulties 

associated with an impairment and truncates the grieving process that occurs with the onset of 

disability. Even worse, it actually absolves others of any responsibility to neighbors who deal 

with disability. If a disability is indeed a difference that makes no difference, then what does 

that require of you or of me? 

Only a biblical perspective on disability addresses both the functional aspect (the impairment 

itself) and the social aspect (the attitudes that disable further) in a way that resonates with 

reality. Disability, from a Christian vantage point, is a "normal part of life in an abnormal world." 

It is a result of living in a fallen world where nothing is as it was originally intended to be—not 

the bodies we live in or the attitudes we possess. It is just a more noticeable form of the 

brokenness common to the human experience. In other words, disability opens up to us a 

gospel picture that mirrors the universal human condition back to us as individuals. For, if we 

don't recognize that it was our Triune God's compassion for our profound spiritual disabilities 

that caused Jesus to lay down his life in order to provide access to the Father on our behalf, 

then we don't really understand the gospel. And if Jesus can do that for us, how can we not do 

the same for our neighbors?  

Repenting 

Turning Away From the Idols of Our Hearts 

The reason we often don't do the same for our neighbors is because of the idols of our hearts. 

In the opening portion of the Beatitudes, Jesus describes the posture of a Kingdom disciple: 

poverty of spirit, mourning over sin, and meekness (see Matt. 5:3-5). But, in our fallen state, 

those are hardly our natural qualities. Indeed, those characteristics are oppositional to our heart 

idols of self-reliance, self-protection, and self-promotion. An experience with disability, whether 

our own or someone else's, brings us face-to-face with these false saviors that actually serve as 
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barriers to loving interaction. 

Self-reliance insists that we can do things ourselves. This includes fixing what is broken or 

difficult. But, as a good friend of mine says, "Disability is not like cancer—you can't get to the 

other side of it.” There is a relentlessness to disability that defies fixing. There is also a need for 

the assistance of others that defies autonomy. So we run. We run from the endlessness of it, 

and we run from the interdependence of it. Except, of course, we can't. Ultimately we must live 

with the endlessness and the interdependence of it.  

Self-protection wants to hide from pain. There is a lot of pain in this world, and we find 

countless ways to avoid being emotionally exposed to it. In addition, we want to hide from the 

reality that every one of us is only one breath away from, or one car accident away from, or one 

bad delivery room experience away from a life-changing disability. Avoiding people with 

disabilities and their families allows us to perpetuate the illusion that we are in control.  

Self-promotion also helps perpetuates the illusion that we are in control. We bolster ourselves 

by saying, "This is my life: I can direct it as I choose. This is my family: I can plan it as I choose. 

This is our church: We are free to invite and to include whom we choose." But are any of those 

thoughts really true? 

Reordering 

Setting Priorities that Reflect Christ's Own  

Instead, Jesus offers us a wonderful gospel opportunity through our encounters with disability. 

As he so aptly pointed out to his disciples regarding the man born blind in John 9, disability is 

an opportunity to see "the works of God displayed" in our lives. By realizing that disability is a 

picture of the gospel story—our story—and repenting of all the ways in which we don't reflect 

the posture of Kingdom disciples, we can seek God's grace and power to reorder our lives and 

our congregations according to Jesus's priorities. In Matthew 23:23, Jesus admonished the 

Pharisees by saying,  

Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees. hypocrites! For you tithe mint and dill and cumin, and have 

neglected the weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness. These you ought 

to have done, without neglecting the others.  

Justice. Mercy. Faithfulness. These qualities reflect the character of Jesus, who is the image of 

God.  

Justice is the appropriate use of power to do what is right and fair. It is the restorative power of 

the gospel—the coming of the Kingdom—applied to the social dimension of disability. It is the 

healing of attitudes that disable further than the impairment itself. But often injustice is at work 

in our congregations. The most common type is passive injustice, the holding down of another 

through what is not done: the access ramp that isn't there, the Sunday school class that doesn't 

adapt for special needs, the youth leader who doesn't move toward the teenager with autism.  
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Mercy is the restorative power of the gospel applied to the functional aspect of disability. It 

enters into a situation by choice, engages with intentionality, and addresses the difficulty. St. 

Gregory of Nyssa once said, "Mercy is a voluntary sorrow which enjoins itself to the suffering of 

another." Mercy provides respite care to the tired parents of a child with autism. Mercy offers 

transportation to the man with Down syndrome who cannot drive. Mercy mourns with the 

person who has been diagnosed with the degenerative condition of multiple sclerosis (MS).  

Faithfulness brings the restorative power of the gospel to the relentless difficulty of disability. 

God's love for you and for me is a relentless love. It is faithful for the duration. Faithfulness does 

more than deliver a casserole for a day; it walks alongside someone for the journey. Faithfulness 

walks beside the family of a child with developmental disabilities over the span of a lifetime—

from diagnosis, to early intervention, to schooling, to the transition to adult living, to the aging 

of the parents, to the passing of the caregiver baton to the extended family, and eventually to 

the death of the individual with special needs. Faithfulness intentionally stays with the family 

whose wage earner has become a quadriplegic—through rehabilitation, through home 

renovation, and through the relentless "daily-ness" of all the irreversible changes that such 

dramatic loss of function brings to every member of the family.  

Special Needs Ministries 

Helping Churches Bring the Gospel to All  

Most churches have people on their rolls who have special needs but are living on the fringes 

of congregational life. In every neighborhood in every town in every state in the country, there 

are people with disabilities. These people live largely outside the influence of the gospel. One of 

our goals as Christians should be to reach them with that message of hope in whatever ways 

we can.  

I serve with MNA Special Needs Ministries, an outreach ministry of the PCA's Mission to North 

America. Our purpose is "making the gospel—the good news of the coming of the Kingdom—

accessible to all in word and deed." We offer a variety of resources and training opportunities 

to help local congregations fulfill that purpose as well. Disability ministry isn't a program. It's a 

relationship—one that makes the gospel accessible to another human being who needs it just 

as much as you and I do. If your church needs assistance in this vital area of Kingdom life, 

please contact us. Together, we can help to share the gift of God's redeeming grace with 

everyone. 
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