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This series is designed to help us develop a biblical framework for how we see, value, and build 
relationships with people with disabilities. Many followers of Christ say they want their churches to be 
welcoming and inclusive for extraordinary people. Why then do so many people with disabilities and 
their caregivers report having difficult and discouraging experiences in churches? I suggest it’s because 
there is a big difference between inclusion and belonging. 
 
“The idea of including people with disabilities does not go far enough in overcoming the alienation, 
stigmatization, and exclusion of those whom we choose to name ‘disabled.’ We need to move from 
ideas of inclusion to the practices of belonging.” – Dr. John Swinton 
 

• Inclusion serves to tolerate someone’s presence only so far as it does not threaten or affect the 
status quo. Inclusion says, “We are glad you’ve joined us, but we can’t adjust to you.” 

 
• Belonging serves to value the person’s presence by adapting the attitude, environment, and 

culture to accommodate the needs of people and their caregivers. Belonging says, “We need 
you and are less without you, and will adapt to accommodate you.” 

 
What is necessary to move us from simple inclusion to genuine belonging? 

 
1. Profound Kindness. - David asked, “Is there anyone still left of the house of Saul to whom I can show 
kindness for Jonathan’s sake?” “There is still a son of Jonathan; he is lame in both feet.” When 
Mephibosheth son of Jonathan, the son of Saul, came to David, he bowed down to pay him honor.  
 
David said, “Mephibosheth!” “At your service,” he replied. 7 “Don’t be afraid,” David said to him, “for I 
will surely show you kindness for the sake of your father Jonathan. I will restore to you all the land that 
belonged to your grandfather Saul, and you will always eat at my table.”   
 

• Kindness: Hesed – Unexpected, overwhelming grace shown to those in helpless situations, who 
often have no expectation of help. 

 
8 Mephibosheth bowed down and said, “What is your servant, that you should notice a dead dog like 
me?” 
 

• Hesed counters hatred. 
 
11So Mephibosheth ate at David’s table like one of the king’s sons. 13 And Mephibosheth lived in 
Jerusalem, because he always ate at the king’s table; he was lame in both feet. – 2 Samuel 9:1-13 
 

• Love not made real is not love at all. 
2. Creative Adaptation. – The main point in this text is Jesus is God. Yes! Through the lens of disability, 
however, there are additional considerations. 



 
A few days later, when Jesus again entered Capernaum, the people heard that he had come home. 2 
They gathered in such large numbers that there was no room left, not even outside the door, and he 
preached the word to them.  
 

• The setting was not accommodating.  
o The process of adapting or adjusting to someone or something. 
o Stigma, status, selfishness, etc... 

 
• It was a team effort.  3 Some men came, bringing to him a paralyzed man, carried by four of 

them.  
o This will be a team effort. Support is needed to care for the disabled and to care for 

those who care for the disabled. 
 

• Jesus commends their creativity as evidence of faith. - 4 Since they could not get him to Jesus 
because of the crowd, they made an opening in the roof above Jesus by digging through it and 
then lowered the mat the man was lying on.  
 
5 When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralyzed man, “Son, your sins are forgiven.” ... he 
said to the man, 11 “I tell you, get up, take your mat and go home.” 12 He got up, took his mat 
and walked out in full view of them all. This amazed everyone and they praised God, saying, 
“We have never seen anything like this!” – Mark 2:1-5, 11-12 

 
• One’s willingness to accommodate a disabled person’s need to belong is a demonstration of 

their faithfulness to Jesus.  
 

• While we were helpless, Jesus provided Hesed. When we were strangers and outsiders, Jesus 
accommodated us and gave us a way to belong. 

 
• You and I, as Christ-followers, will be held accountable for how we extend to others what we 

have been given. 
 
Theologian Michael Bird offered a perspective on Matthew 25:34-40 through the lens of disability; “I 
had Down Syndrome, and you prayed for me. I had Autism, and you celebrated my first job. I was a 
stranger with muscular dystrophy, and you invited me in. I was emotionally and spiritually parched 
from caregiving, and you refreshed me. I was the parent whose fear and doubt came to the surface, 
and you gave me a safe place to vent. I had cerebral palsy, and you took the time to listen and learn 
from me. I was paralyzed, and you carried me. I had dementia, and you remembered me when I 
couldn't remember you.  
 
Lord, when? The King will reply, 'Truly I tell you, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers 
and sisters of mine, you did for me. 
 
Resources: 



Video of John Swinton lecture on Disability and Belonging. 
https://digitalcommons.spu.edu/av_events/134/ 
 
Journal article: From Inclusion to Belonging: A Practical Theology of Community, Disability and 
Humanness 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/254374391_From_Inclusion_to_Belonging_A_Practical_Th
eology_of_Community_Disability_and_Humanness 
 
Questions 

• How would you explain the difference between inclusion and belonging in your own words?  

• Why do you think it’s easy to stop at inclusion? 
• Look through the passages from today’s message. Kevin shared some ways the text calls for 

belonging. What other ways can you find in the text? 
• How do the practices profound kindness and creative adaptability apply to the concerns and 

challenges Jamie expressed in the video?  
• Discuss the fact that Jesus commends the faith of the paralyzed man’s companions. What does 

this say about God’s heart toward those caring for people with disabilities? 
• Discuss Kevin’s statement, “One’s willingness to accommodate a disabled person’s need to 

belong is a demonstration of their faithfulness to Jesus.”  

• Do you belong to Jesus? Look at what he has done to express profound kindness and radical 
accommodation for you?  
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