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In the 80s I used to enjoy hosting dinner parties. Of course, now that we live in the shadow of economic rationalism and zero‑base budgeting, dinner parties have to be self‑funding, and meet clearly‑defined and measurable outcomes, as specified in the mission statement and strategic plan. But back in the 80s, we had dinner parties because we wanted to connect with our friends, and drink wooded chardonnay.

Quite often after the guests had gone home, I would sit in a chair and be still. As i listened to the candlelight, and touched the unexpected silence, I would become aware of all the echoes of the dinner conversation, as they swirled and weaved near the ceiling; and the half‑formed ideas that we had passed around the dinner table would flit in and out of my caffeinated brain. And fairly soon, that dinner party was no longer a mere assembly of silver, and crystal, and flavours, but another enriching thread in the tapestry of my life.

The process of putting some form to my story so that I can present it this afternoon, has, in many ways, been like one of those "near dinner experiences" of candle‑lit reflection and integration, as I have tried to capture the memories, echoes, experiences, encounters and ideas that have shadowed me on my journey through the sometimes inhospitable land of spirituality.

When I first had the idea for this presentation, I was thinking of a more academic approach, with all the right jargon and satisfying theological and sociological constructs. But then I noticed that the conference organisers had tagged me as a "story elective". And as I thought about that, I realised that many ideas ‑ even in the disability field ‑ are born, live and die in the pages of books, and that many experiences are never shared because they are packaged in obscure language that no‑one really understands. My story is not, then, an exercise in systematic theology, and the ideas that I have tried to excavate from my story are not part of some post‑modern project. Rather, my story is my attempt to reconcile my belief that divine love is the only enriching and healing energy in the world, with my experience that it is all‑too‑often absent from our faith communities when I, as a blind person, want to enter them. I come from, and remain in, the Christian tradition, and so my experiences of faith communities have mainly arisen from my encounters with people who have been influenced by a Christian world‑view. It does seem to me, though, that my experiences and ideas could be generalised and applied to other spiritual traditions.

In 1994 I attended a conference in California, and I used the opportunity to visit the Crystal Cathedral in Garden Grove. I'm sure that many of you are aware that the Crystal Cathedral was built by Robert Schuller, who is one of the leading televangelists; his "Hour of Power" programme is regularly screened on Australian television, and is also available on the Internet. Probably his most well‑known phrase is "God loves you, and so do I". My visit to the Crystal Cathedral was a wonderful, energising and uplifting experience, and it prompted me to look more closely at Dr Schuller's ideas. Actually, there is quite a lot that we, as spiritually‑aware people with disabilities, would agree with: he emphasises the development of our human potential through a prayerful partnership with God, and he highlights the importance of individual advocacy with his "if it's going to be, it's up to me" aphorism.

Robert Schuller has written over 30 books, and I decided that I would like to read at least one of them. So I wrote to him asking if any were available in braille and suggesting that at least some of his books be produced in braille if they were not already available I received a reply saying that it would be too expensive to have braille produced, particularly as there are only a few people who would benefit. I must admit I was very disappointed, though perhaps not altogether surprised: here was someone at the head of an evangelistic ministry whose annual income is probably in the tens of millions, saying that it would be too expensive to spend a few thousand dollars on making his books accessible to braille readers. It felt like he was saying "God loves you, and so do I—just so long as you don't expect me to make an effort to include you".

Last year I discovered some music performed by an interdenominational group called Vinesong, who are based in the UK. The music struck me as more thoughtful and satisfying than much of the so‑called contemporary worship music, and so I thought I would find out more about them. I logged onto their website, and discovered that it had been designed in such a way that it was largely inaccessible to people who use braille or synthetic‑speech technology to access computers and the Internet. I don't have time this afternoon to discuss web accessibility: suffice to say that there are international guidelines for designing accessible websites, and Vinesong had not followed any of them.

Following my usual practice in such cases, I sent an email to the webmaster pointing out the problems, explaining how the guidelines could be obtained, and offering to help in making the site accessible. I received a reply the next day, and it began "WOW!!" My short‑lived flirtation with Vinesong went rapidly downhill from there: there was some email correspondence, which resulted in them making their website even more inaccessible than it had been before. Eventually, I told them that they were violating the spirit of disability discrimination legislation in every country where such legislation has been enacted, that their actions were not promoting the aims and ideals of the Christian gospel, and that if they established a similar website in Australia, I would lodge a complaint about it under the Disability Discrimination Act (I see a lot of merit in casting out the money-changers, you see). That was the last straw, because they then sent a reply saying that the issue had nothing to do with disability or access: it was quite obvious that I was "deeply troubled" within myself.

Well, you know, the more I reflected on these and similar experiences, the more deeply troubled I became. How is it that a multi‑million‑dollar organisation refuses to spend a tiny percentage of their income on implementing inclusive practices, while a smaller organisation refuses to implement inclusive practices that would cost nothing at all—except, perhaps, a mustard-seed of humility? Both of them proclaim a message of love, both claim to worship a God of justice, compassion, and action. Yet both demonstrate an attitude to disability that is completely untouched by notions of dignity,  empowerment, and social responsibility. Both teach that as humans we are created in the image of God—the Imago Dei, but both reject that image when it comes to them with eyes that don't see. What are we to make of this? What can we do about it (maybe the only thing we can do is reach for the wooded chardonnay).

Sometimes I sense the existence of an unbridgeable gulf between disabled and non‑disabled people (this generally happens after I've been reading books on disability rights for a while). At times like this, it seems inescapable that all non‑disabled people are equally willing and culpable participants in perpetuating the attitudes and social structures that continue to subvert true spirituality; perhaps the best I can do is to disconnect my energy circuits from the source of this subversion, and try to dismantle it from outside. After all, many first‑generation feminists felt the same as they reflected on the arrant patriarchy that held them captive.

There are two beacons of hope that illuminate the bleak contours of my thoughts at these times.

The first is the realisation that we, too—we, who have disabilities—are also perpetrators of the selfsame social structures. Some of the most personal and hurtful remarks I have heard have come from disability conventions. If I want the most extreme examples of prejudice and ignorance, all I have to do is attend a few forums where one disability group is discussing another. So it looks, then, as though I am part of the problem, too. Which is comforting in a way, because it means that I can also be part of the solution. One small piece of that solution, it seems to me, is that we need to put more energy into identifying with people other than ourselves; as we do so, we will probably begin to marvel at just how much like ourselves those others really are, and just how easy it is to craft meaningful connections that transform the presence of difference from an intimidation into an invitation.

For me, the second source of hope is to be found in the Christian creation myth. By "myth" I don't mean to suggest that the story in the first few chapters of the book of Genesis is not true in some sense; rather, I use the term "myth" to draw attention to the significant influence that this story has had on our culture and ideas. And yet, I believe we have largely overlooked the most emancipating aspect of this myth. Here's how the Revised Standard Version of the Bible translates the words of the Hebrew poet: "Then the lord God said, `it is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.` So out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the field, and every bird of the air, and brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called every living creature, that was its name. The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every beast of the field; but for the man, there was not found a helper fit for him".

Now let's pause here for a moment: we sometimes forget that the Old Testament was written in Hebrew, and assumed Hebrew ways of thinking and being on the part of its readers, and we need to try to look beyond the words of the literal translation to get at what is really being conveyed. As I read this story, I get the feeling that both God and Adam were becoming a bit impatient: God had created all these animals and birds and fish, but somehow Adam just wasn't happy—something was missing.

So God tried one last time: "So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh; and the rib which the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then the man said `this at last is bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called woman, because she was taken out of Man.`" (Gen.2:18‑24) Now, there are endless debates about whether this account is literal or metaphorical, but that isn't really the point. The Hebrew of this passage suggests much more than is conveyed by the English words. If the Hebrew poet were alive today, he would probably have adapted a line from a Shania Twain song, and Adam would have said, upon seeing Eve for the first time: "Man! She feels like a woman". Adam is overwhelmed by the presence of another human being. He doesn't say "now, let's check to make sure her eyes work, and she can hear properly, and she doesn't need a wheelchair". That wasn't Adam's focus: Adam felt the power and joy of being able to make a bond to another. By arguing about the length of a day, or evolution versus creationism, we completely miss what this story is telling us: that the connection between two humans—the communion of two minds and spirits—is a way of liberating the energy that we call divine love, and which produces the synchronicities, serendipities, moments of illumination and the celebration of life lived, that we call grace.

Of all the spiritual traditions, I think the one that emphasises this core importance of human connectedness is the Celtic. Celtic Christianity—that is, before it was largely supplanted by Catholicism—understood the liberation that is implied by the communion described in the creation myth. They saw God immanent in every particle of creation, and so naturally they saw God in the people around them. For them, connections across time were just as real as connections in space, and the concept of the Anamkhara or "soul friend" enabled them to feel a spiritual kinship with their ancestors and descendants. Inevitably, they experienced natural grace all around them, and they expressed it in their music and their mythology. The experience of grace—the flowing of divine love in the world—gave them the courage to sail into unknown waters: they saw grace in the sea, and grace in the storm, and grace in the birds that circled overhead. But, above all, they saw divine grace in each other, and in their collective appreciation of the sacredness inherent in their ordinary lives and relationships.

It isn't much of a quantum leap from the Celtic awareness of the immanence of God to the ideas of process theology, which sees God not as some remote, absolute being frozen in a dimension beyond space and time, but as a dynamic, growing being who participates with us in our experience of life—a being who "becomes", rather than a being who just "is". God has been described as "disabled" in the sense that God shares with us, and is in some mysterious way changed by, the experience of disability. I want to suggest, however, that God is disabled in another sense: the disabling of God results from our failure, both individually, and collectively through our churches and faith communities, and in our worship spaces, to see the grace in each other, and to nurture that grace through our connections and communions with others. By excluding people with disabilities in so many subtle and not‑so‑subtle ways from a collective sharing of the sacred, we quench the flow of divine energy, and so stifle the growth of a spirituality that will nourish and transform us.

As people with disabilities, I think there is much we can gain from a rediscovery of Celtic spirituality, not just in the context of spiritual awareness, but also in our roles as advocates and activists, and as we seek to live enabled lives. The Anamkhara beckons us toward an outflowing of grace.

When we begin to look at life through grace‑coloured glasses, the simple acts of the ordinary people around us come to us on ripples of divine energy that transforms them into revelations of the sacred through the profane. In the third drawer of my desk at home, I have a little cardboard map of India. It was made for me by a Sunday‑school teacher when I was about 7. She used a pin to make a raised outline of the coast. The cardboard is a bit worn by now, but the grace that she showed through this simple act burns as brightly as ever. Expressing it in terms of the theme of this conference, my Sunday‑school teacher was practising embrace, not exclusion. Yet, she wasn't a theologian; she wasn't a fundamentalist, or an evangelical, or a charismatic; she'd probably never heard of the social model of disability, and she had probably never thought about the need for a re‑symbolisation of our worship. But she saw me as an ordinary kid in her Sunday‑school class, and it never occurred to her that I should be excluded. To paraphrase an age‑old question: how much grace can dance on the point of a pin? Well, enough to stay with me for over 35 years, and to nourish me in my times of loving and hating, laughing and crying, and just being ordinary. I don't remember her name, I don't know what course her life followed, but I know that she allowed God's energy to flow through her, and she saw the grace in a 7‑year‑old blind kid; and, as Robert Frost would say, that has made all the difference.

It is to India that I turn for the final chapter of my story this afternoon. With our western minds, we think of the body as a system of systems. Our bodies are like cars: we can treat each system as a separate unit, and what we do with one system will have little or no effect on what happens with the others. But in the Hindu, Buddhist, and Taoist views, our bodies have 7 energy centres called chakras. Within the various Eastern traditions, the Chakras are conceptualised in different ways. For the purposes of my discussion, I will adopt the approach that regards the chakras as being grounded in the physical body. Each chakra is located in a particular area of the body, and we can think of them as computer disks or data banks that store information about our life experiences and contain different qualities of energy. The 7 chakras are located from the base of the spine to the top of the head. In the Hindu and Buddhist understanding, the chakras represent points of connection between the body and spirit. The flow of energy through the chakras can become blocked, and such blockages have physical and spiritual effects, both on the individual and society.

Each chakra has a different form or manifestation of energy associated with it. The first chakra is the location of the vital "life energy" of body and spirit. This energy is pictured as being coiled like a serpent, and the techniques for "uncoiling the serpent" to release this energy are embodied in Kundalini yoga.

Each chakra "disk" stores a different type of information. The first chakra is imprinted with our belief patterns associated with our families and the social groups or tribes to which we belong. At the other extreme, the seventh chakra energy draws us toward the divine, allowing us to be channels through which grace can flow, giving us hope and faith. The path to physical well-being and spiritual awareness requires us to open up the chakras and balance the energy they release.

When we uncoil the serpent that is first chakra energy, we accept personal responsibility for our beliefs and attitudes. The way our faith communities generally respond to disability shows that they are still ruled by tribalism, superstition and prejudice. Both the experiences I described earlier show such prejudice at its most rampant. I offer the thought that responses such as this, where the needs of the individual are submerged by a tribal way of looking at things, leads to a spirituality that is more disabling than any disability we can think of. It is a spirituality that disempowers God by its refusal to see the grace that is manifest in all of us, and which is channelled through the living and loving connections that we establish.

Yet our spiritual traditions also show images of the uncoiled serpent--of first chakra energy flowing and empowering: Jesus' life and death, and the Buddha's search for enlightened truth, both show that we do have a choice: we can choose to uncoil the serpent, and move toward a more liberated and empowered level of thinking, responding, and being. Our faith communities can move from exclusion to embrace only if they grow beyond enslavement by tradition, and superstition, and prejudice: only if, in other words, they, with our help, uncoil the serpent to empower the God that we have disabled.
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