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ix

A Note on Language

Much ink has been spilled on whether we should use people- first 
language (“people with disabilities”) or identity- first language 
(“disabled people”) when talking about disability. I respect the 
various ways disabled people wish to be identified. Throughout 
the book, I use “disabled people.” For me, choosing this moniker 
is a way of shunning the shame often associated with disability 
and proclaiming that “disability” is not a bad word. I am not a 
euphemism or a metaphor. I am disabled.
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1

Disability Curatives

God told me to pray for you,” she says. Her words linger 
like cloying perfume in a claustrophobic space. “God 
wants to heal you!” She is undoubtedly thrilled with 

this opportunity.
I’ve been here before. It never ends well.
This woman does not know me. She doesn’t have the in-

timacy that prayer or accountability or sarcasm require. She 
simply interprets my cane as something that requires “fixing” 
and ropes God into her ableism, the belief that disabled people 
are less valuable or less human than our nondisabled counter-
parts.1 Internally, I make a swift calculation: endure the prayer 
to avoid squabble, or call her out on her benevolent eugenics 
and be branded a heretic again.

I used to play the game. Eavesdropping as they prayed for 
my broken body, trying to conceal my spasms lest they be 
confused for demonic convulsions. I thought if I could just 
assume a veneer of piety, it would inoculate me against their 

1. For a broader definition of ableism, check out the working definition by Talila A. 
Lewis: “Ableism 2020: An Updated Definition,” January 25, 2020, https://www .talila 
lewis .com /blog /ableism -2020 -an -    updated -    definition.
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patronizing prayers and invasive interrogations. I believed that 
I could perfect my way out of people demeaning disability, that 
somehow my patience would endow me with enough worth in 
their minds to be considered fully human. All it did was put me 
on a carousel of dehumanization that made me feel complicit 
in their toxic theology.

So I choose door B. “I don’t need prayer for healing. My 
body has already been sanctified and redeemed,” I choke out. I 
know it won’t be enough, but my dignity is not up for debate, 
particularly here, in God’s house. Only a second has passed, but 
there is a lifetime between us.

Bewildered, she blocks my path, grabbing my forearm so I 
can’t leave until I suffer her pontification. “You need to hear that 
God wants to heal you. If you stopped resisting, you would be 
free already.” Free. All I want to be free from is her. All I need 
to be liberated from is the notion that disability is inherently 
deviant and in need of eradication.

I am the embodiment of her worst- case scenario because I 
don’t need her to rescue me. I am what every athlete fears and 
what pregnant parents dread. I am the catalyst for losing faith 
and questioning God. Theodicy runs through my veins. I am 
every villain in every superhero movie ever made. People call 
my murderers “merciful” because I am a burden and a drain and 
a waste. I am disabled.

This woman is an echo of every prayerful perpetrator before 
her. They have many faces, but they always approach me with the 
same paternalistic confidence, eager to rid me of my wheelchair 
or cane. On repeat, they applaud the stories where Jesus healed a 
disabled outcast like me, without stopping to consider that cur-
ing bodies and healing lives are not the same thing. They are too 
hyped up on their divine intervention to realize they are not the 
savior in my story. A poor, brown- skinned refugee named Jesus is.

Flummoxed, the woman snaps that I have given up, that God 
wants more for me than life in a wheelchair. That Jesus’s divine 
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touch is waiting whenever I am willing to receive. The mark of 
her nails dissipates long before her words do.

They think they are being faithful; that much I want to be-
lieve. But some days it is hard to convince myself of their pure 
intentions because I am the only one who emerges singed by 
these encounters. This woman uses the prayer card to justify 
imposing her prejudice on a stranger she assumes despises being 
disabled. I am not confined to my wheelchair. I have not lost a 
battle to a disease. I am many things, but a tragic defeat is not 
one of them.

Afterward I replay the encounter in my mind, wondering 
what I should have said differently, knowing there will be a 
next time. I wish I was whole in their minds— enough to exist 
without needing a prayerful remedy to cast out my “demons,” a 
full human who has something to offer other than a miraculous 
narrative. I wish I could be more than my diagnosis, more than 
a problem in need of fixing, as if my disability is only valuable 
if converted into a cure. I wish prayerful perpetrators were free 
from the lie that I am worth less simply because my body works 
differently. In each of these encounters, I come away feeling 
like my stomach has just dropped out on a roller coaster. I am 
confused by the way people interpret my disability as in need of 
“fixing” without knowing anything else about me. I am troubled 
that my body becomes public property they feel they have the 
right to control. I am indignant that this takes place under the 
veil of Jesus- following, as though they are the bouncers to God’s 
table. I am hurt that I must justify my own existence at church. 
Belonging shouldn’t have the admission price of assimilation.

My story is not unique. Most of my disabled friends have 
their own stories of strangers approaching them to pray away 
their disabilities, sometimes at church, other times on public 
transport or at the grocery store. No place is safe from prayer-
ful perpetrators. It’s draining to endure, especially because the 
people who do this don’t intend to cause us harm. They just 
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haven’t considered how the assumption that disability needs 
“fixing” is dehumanizing.

Some of the irony is that my life isn’t disastrous or deficient 
at all. Most days, my disability isn’t the worst part of my day, or 
even what I need prayer for. To assume that my disability needs 
to be erased in order for me to live an abundant life is disturbing 
not only because of what it says about me but also because of 
what it reveals about people’s notions of God. I bear the image 
of the Alpha and the Omega. My disabled body is a temple for 
the Holy Spirit. I have the mind of Christ. There’s no caveat 
to those promises. I don’t have a junior holy spirit because I 
am disabled. To suggest that I am anything less than sanctified 
and redeemed is to suppress the image of God in my disabled 
body and to limit how God is already at work through my life. 
Maybe we need to be freed not from disability but from the 
notion that it limits my ability to showcase God’s radiance to 
the church. What we need to be freed from is ableism.

“If your hand causes you to sin, cut it off. It is better for 
you to enter life crippled than with two hands to go to hell, 
to the unquenchable fire. And if your foot causes you to sin, 
cut it off. It is better for you to enter life lame than with two 
feet to be thrown into hell. And if your eye causes you to sin, 
tear it out” (Mark 9:43–47 ESV). We get it, Jesus. It’s better 
to be lame, blind, and crippled than go to hell. It feels a little 
extreme to perform voluntary amputations to avoid sin. We’d 
have a lot more folks with amputations in our midst if we took 
this literally. Yet Jesus still claims that disability becomes a way 
to encounter God or a preventative remedy for sin, suggest-
ing that being nondisabled might enhance temptation. I am 
not trying to initiate a #CutItOff movement, but I wish the 
church could interpret my disabled body in this way: as a mark 
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of holy living, an antidote to sin, and a way to reveal God to the 
surrounding community. Churchgoers have been too hasty to 
dismiss passages of Scripture where disability is celebrated as a 
blessing or a prophetic witness, because it doesn’t fit their neat 
cultural narrative of disability making people uncomfortable. 
Imagine if prayerful perpetrators #CutItOff instead of trying 
to pray me away.

This isn’t the only time Jesus talks about disability as a 
teacher and a way to reveal God to nondisabled people. When 
Jesus encountered a man born blind in Jerusalem, “his dis-
ciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, 
that he was born blind?’ Jesus answered, ‘Neither this man 
nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works 
might be revealed in him’” ( John 9:2–3). Just like the prayer-
ful perpetrators who approach my wheelchair with head tilts 
and side- glances, the disciples interpret this man solely as his 
disability. They are so caught up in prescribing the cause of 
his disability that we don’t even learn his name. Do they even 
know it, I wonder? He’s known as the man formerly known as 
blind, which sounds like a dad joke about Prince. I hate that 
he is not given a name, as though he is unknown and forgot-
ten, not important enough to name. I know what it’s like to be 
reduced to a diagnosis, and I want this man to be given more 
humanity and dignity than that. So let’s call him Zechariah, 
which means “God remembers.” Zach is so much more than 
his blindness. “I am the man,” he confidently enlightens his 
neighbors, wanting them to know who he really is, in addition 
to his disability (v. 9). We also get a sense of his personality 
throughout the chapter: he’s not afraid to challenge author-
ity figures, and he’s feisty. He seems like someone who would 
use the eye- roll and face- palm emojis with regularity. (Who 
doesn’t?) Zach advocates for himself when confronted by his 
neighbors because he knows who he really is. Perhaps the dis-
ciples never initiated a conversation with him because in their 
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minds, Zach’s identity is his blindness—a blindness that they 
incorrectly conflate with sin.

It’s easy to dismiss the disciples as the villains here, but they 
surely think they are being faithful to common theology in-
herited from Leviticus. They aren’t excluding Zach for the sake 
of excluding, like Mean Girls, but want to remain faithful to 
their notions of who is in and who is out. In their minds, it’s 
much simpler if there’s a neat conflation of sin and disability. 
Much like prayerful perpetrators, the disciples understand the 
disabled body as public property they can control, interpret, 
and reject. No disabled person can sit with them.

Before you judge the disciples, you should know that a 2018 
poll found that 67 percent of people feel “uncomfortable” talk-
ing to a disabled person.2 Disabled people make up about 25 
percent of the US population, and 15 percent of the global 
population, yet we still make the majority of our neighbors 
uncomfortable, simply by existing.3 Any body who doesn’t fit in 
a tidy box of cured or “normal” makes other people feel out of 
place. It is no wonder the disciples don’t know anything about 
Zach other than his blindness. They don’t bother to get involved 
in his life because they think they are better than him.

Jesus is having none of it. Jesus inverts their idea of blind-
ness by showing the disciples that disability becomes a place 
of encounter with the glory of God. Jesus interacts with Zach 
directly, talking not just about him, but to him and with him. 
According to Jesus, Zach’s blindness didn’t result from his or 
his parents’ sin, but instead his blindness displays God. What a 
powerful, subversive statement: disability helps reveal the Light 

2. This statistic is according to the Scope report about attitudes and equality for dis-
abled people: Simon Dixon, Ceri Smith, and Anel Touchet, “The Disability Perception 
Gap: Policy Report,” Scope, May 2018, https://www .scope .org .uk /scope /media /files 
/campaigns /disability -    perception -    gap -    report .pdf.

3. For more statistics related to disability in the US population, check out Disability 
and Health Data System from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, http://
dhds .cdc .gov.
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of the World to people who think of themselves as holier than 
disabled people. Disability is no longer a symbol of sin but one 
of being open to revelation. Disability unveils God’s work to 
the community, if only people are willing to receive it.

Jesus returns to this messaging later, claiming that he’s come to 
the world “so that those who do not see may see, and those who 
do see may become blind” ( John 9:39). While this is directed 
at Jesus’s audience, it offers a lesson for modern Jesus followers. 
If our primary perception of ourselves is as people who can see, 
hear, or walk— over those who can’t do those things— the sin 
of stereotyping and excluding remains prevalent. According to 
Jesus, those who think of themselves as “able- bodied” may be in 
more need of healing than those who are disabled. “But that’s 
figurative,” you’re tempted to clap back. Paul, blinded on the road 
to Damascus, begs to differ. Figurative or not, the fact that a dis-
abled person makes two- thirds of us uncomfortable exposes the 
need for deeper healing. Instead of dismissing these statements as 
merely figurative, we should consider how to embrace disability 
as a mark of greater understanding about God. Disability acts 
as a method for revealing the living God to the community, not 
something that always needs to be prayed away to showcase 
God’s power. Imagine if the prayerful perpetrator approached 
my wheelchair with reverence and awe instead of condemnation 
and accusation. Maybe then they would be able to witness the 
glory of God revealed through my disabled body.

Perhaps the biggest surprise in this passage is that receiving 
sight doesn’t magically improve everything (or anything?) for 
Zach. Quite the opposite, in fact. It amplifies the way he is os-
tracized by people who think they understand Scripture better 
than him. His neighbors fancy themselves detectives on Law & 
Order: Jerusalem, interrogating everyone to get to the truth of 
how and why and when he was first able to see. “They reviled 
him, saying, ‘You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses. 
We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we 
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do not know where he comes from. . . . You were born entirely 
in sins, and are you trying to teach us?’ And they drove him out” 
( John 9:28–29, 34). The neighbors are so suspicious of Zach’s 
miraculous story that they expel him, baptizing their actions in 
spiritual language to make them seem holy. Zach receives his sight 
on the Sabbath, which breaks the rules, and that matters to them 
above all else. “Make it make sense!” the neighbors seem to whine. 
But they don’t stop at curiosity or even confusion; they go straight 
for expulsion. The neighbors are every prayerful perpetrator, de-
manding answers to questions I am not asking (“Why are you 
disabled?” “What unconfessed sin is preventing you from getting 
up and walking?”); challenging me to ace their faith litmus tests; 
dismissing my body because of the fall. Religious neighbors then, 
as now, want disability to stop making them uncomfortable. In-
sert God here to make ableism seem holy.

Sermons on John 9 love to zoom in on the miracle and act as 
if nothing else in the chapter matters. So long as we don’t have 
to talk about disability, it’s all good. But the passage itself doesn’t 
read this way. Almost all of the chapter focuses on what happens 
after Zach receives sight. If it were just about the physical cure, 
the story would end after verse 7 when he reemerges from the 
pool, able to see. Yet the chapter continues for another thirty- 
five verses, focusing on how the neighbors retort and deport 
Zach. Jesus doesn’t even stick around to witness the results of 
this swim; he doesn’t come back until after the municipal inter-
rogations. Structurally, the focus is not on the physical but on 
something deeper and richer that Jesus offers to Zach. It is true 
that Jesus cured people’s bodies as part of his ministry, but this 
passage is often misinterpreted to perpetuate the notion that 
disabled people require physical modification to be complete.4 

4. I realize that our modern notion of disability is not the same as the notion 
common in antiquity. For more on this nuance, check out Amos Yong, Theology and 
Down Syndrome: Reimagining Disability in Late Modernity (Waco: Baylor University 
Press, 2017).
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Jesus’s ministry is not all about a physical cure but about holistic 
healing.

Today, we typically think of illness (and sometimes disabil-
ity) as biological, with Western medicine set up to find and 
cure disease directly. When Westerners go to the doctor, it’s 
usually to find a cure for whatever symptoms we’re experienc-
ing. I’m in pain: fix it, medicine. Folks in Jesus’s day thought 
about healing in much broader terms. They talked about healing 
as restoring relationships and integrating someone back into 
social and religious systems.5 The Greek word often used in 
Scripture for healing is sozo, which means “to make whole” or 
“to save.”6 It’s the same word used to talk about salvation. Je-
sus’s healing is not purely about a physical alteration but about 
reestablishing right relationship between humanity and God 
and, hopefully, between individuals and community.7 Healing 
allows people to flourish. Modern medicine still recognizes the 
difference between curing and healing. Curing is a physical pro-
cess; it’s individual, usually (fairly) rapid, and concentrates on 
eliminating disease. Healing is a sociocultural process. It focuses 
on restoring interpersonal, social, and spiritual dimensions. It’s 
lengthy and ongoing because it’s a process of becoming whole.

The difference might best be understood in trauma cases. 
If a soldier is shot, the bullet wounds can be sewn up, and 
infection from any lingering shrapnel can be treated with an-
tibiotics. That’s curing. It resets the body to its physical state 
before the trauma occurred. But true healing might not occur 
until much later, when the soldier has processed the event and 
waded through the emotional labor of the aftermath. Healing 

5. Bethany McKinney Fox, Disability and the Way of Jesus: Holistic Healing in the 
Gospels and the Church (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2019), 15–25.

6. John Wilkinson, The Bible and Healing: A Medical and Theological Commentary 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 5.

7. The Jewish Annotated New Testament, edited by Amy- Jill Levine and Marc Zvi 
Brettler (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), uses different words for “curing” and 
“healing” throughout the translation as well.
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is nonlinear. It takes time. One day you feel brighter, so you get 
out of bed. The next, you can’t lift your neck without slumping 
back on the pillow, like the air escaping from a balloon. The goal 
of healing isn’t fixing, but restoring. It’s a transformative process 
that seeks to make someone whole. Healing is not about erasing 
the experience of trauma (which I’m pretty sure is impossible) 
but about processing it and coming to terms with it, no matter 
how heavy it might be to carry.

Zach received a physical cure in the beginning of John 9 
when he emerged from the pool able to see, but his true heal-
ing does not occur until much later in the chapter, when he 
declares, “Lord, I believe,” and worships Jesus (9:38). That’s the 
moment he’s restored through a conversation with the living 
God and is finally able to reach the place of worship he’s been 
excluded from. Jesus is always tearing down the boundaries we 
put up, and here Jesus reveals the unnecessary barriers of king-
dom exclusion. Everyone is now welcome at the table! Zach 
can worship Jesus anywhere, even outside the temple, even on 
the Sabbath, even without the permission of the religious elite. 
That’s the moment he realizes who Jesus truly is: not some ran-
dom magician or prophet, but the Son of Man. That’s when 
he’s healed.

In the disability community, disability is often described as 
a social construct.8 This means people are not disabled because 
of bodily differences but because of systemic barriers in a society 

8. For more on the different models of disability, check out Angi English, “The Social 
Construction of Disability,” Medium, July 30, 2014, https://medium .com /homeland 
-    security /the -    social -    construction -    of -    disability -999114247359. This is just one model 
of disability; all models are incomplete, since disability is a broad constellation of em-
bodiments and experiences. Each model has something to teach us about the disability 
experience.
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built around nondisabled people. Those barriers include inac-
cessible buildings, hiring discrimination, paying disabled people 
sub–minimum wage (still legal in the US!), and a general at-
titude of belittling anything perceived as difference.9 A simi-
lar construct of disability occurs in some Indigenous cultures, 
which define disability “in relational rather than bodily terms. 
. . . Though individuals might experience impairment, disability 
would come only if or when a person was removed from or was 
unable to participate in community reciprocity.”10 This is not 
to suggest there are not medical issues connected to disabled 
embodiments. Disability encompasses a broad constellation of 
bodies, minds, and experiences, so the social construct cannot 
account for everyone, but it is a helpful framework for naming 
how the structures we have put in place often disable people 
more than individual bodies do.

Not all disabled people are in pain. (I am because I’m just 
lucky like that.) Not all suffer from our bodies, but all of us 
suffer from the way society mocks or limits those bodies. Yes, 
even you. In my case, it is not my inability to walk or stand that 
disables me. Rather, I am disabled by the fact that buildings are 
structured with stairs, narrow hallways, and curbs, making them 
difficult for me to access on wheels. The public space disables my 
body, but it could be restructured or reimagined in a way that 
includes wheelchair and cane users like me. If we had bothered 
to build ramps, moving around the world in a wheelchair would 
not be cumbersome; it would be freeing.

In this social model of disability, curing is often unneces-
sary because the social structures disabling people are healed. 

9. Sarah Kim, “The Truth of Disability Employment That No One Talks About,” 
Forbes, October 24, 2019, https://www .forbes .com /sites /sarahkim /2019 /10 /24 /sub 
-    minimum -    wages -    disability.

10. Indigenous scholars and activists Dorothy Lonewolf Miller (Blackfeet) and Jen-
nie R. Joe (Navajo), quoted in Kim Nielsen, A Disability History of the United States 
(Boston: Beacon, 2013), 3.
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Constructing buildings and communities with disabled people 
in mind from the outset produces a culture of belonging that 
does not discriminate against bodily difference. This model of 
disability is liberating, because it invites all of us— disabled and 
nondisabled people alike— to contribute to our neighbors’ in-
clusion and flourishing, regardless of physical differences. Per-
haps instead of trying to pray away the cane, prayerful perpetra-
tors should ensure that buildings are accessible to me. Perhaps 
instead of focusing on my body as the source of sin, prayerful 
perpetrators should repent for the ways the church perpetuates 
the sin of excluding disabled people. Perhaps instead of immedi-
ately dismissing my body as less valuable, prayerful perpetrators 
should wonder how my disabled body displays the image of 
God to our community. Perhaps instead of always attempting 
to cure, prayerful perpetrators should yearn for holistic healing.

We are tempted to think a magic trick is what we want, but 
we wouldn’t worship a magician.11 We might pay money to go 
to a magician’s show, or we might follow one on Instagram, 
but we wouldn’t dedicate our lives to worshiping one. Sorry, 
Penn and Teller. There are no magic pills, quick fixes, or wish- 
granting genies when it comes to holistic healing. There’s Jesus, 
who wants to be with us: Emmanuel. When we focus too much 
on curing instead of healing, we reduce the gospel to “good vibes 
only” merchandise that can be marketed to produce specific, 
physical results. We’re no better than a tacky dietary supplement 
promising a quick fix. True healing cannot be commodified, 
no matter what prayerful perpetrators claim. Capitalism likes 
to attach products to warm and fuzzy feelings to dupe us into 
believing that we can charge our happiness to a credit card. But 
healing is not a product that can be bought or sold.

As we learn with Zach in John 9, curing his blindness only 
worsened his problems. He might be cured, but he is cast out 

11. I learned this example from a dear friend, teacher, and pastor: Cori Esperanza.
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of the community that should bring healing. Curing his blind-
ness doesn’t change the social aspects of his disability: exclu-
sion from worship inside the temple, inaccurate perceptions 
of his sin, and segregation from the broader community. The 
neighbors still think he was “born entirely in sins” even after 
Zach is given sight (9:34). True healing would remedy those 
social aspects of disability instead of abandoning him in social 
isolation. Healing would remove the stigma of his disability 
rather than focusing on its physical aspects. Zach goes through 
a healing process that moves from not knowing who Jesus is, to 
thinking Jesus is a prophet who can work wonders, to finally 
realizing Jesus is the Son of Man. His physical cure is the catalyst 
for this transformation, but it’s not the thing that heals him. To 
focus on his physical journey is to miss what the remainder of 
the passage teaches us about the social facets of healing.

Whether we like it or not, this passage of Scripture is much 
more invested in Zach’s healing than in his cure. It doesn’t offer 
a magic trick or a solely physical model of disability but reveals 
disability’s deeper social constructs. But of course healing is 
time- consuming, difficult work, whereas curing is hasty. No 
wonder prayerful perpetrators would rather demand a quick fix 
than investigate the way society needs healing when it comes to 
disability inclusion. As prophet Rachel Held Evans notes, “there 
is a difference between curing and healing, and the church is 
called to the slow and difficult work of healing. We are called to 
enter into one another’s pain, anoint the sick, and stick around, 
no matter the outcome,” even when it makes us uncomfortable.12 
Instead of desperately trying to cure all disabilities, the church 
should do the slow and difficult work of healing the surround-
ing society by tearing down spaces, practices, and mindsets that 
are inaccessible to disabled people, even when those spaces are 

12. Rachel Held Evans, Searching for Sunday: Loving, Leaving, and Finding the Church 
(Nashville: Nelson, 2015), 208.
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inside the church itself. The church should follow Jesus by heal-
ing instead of curing.

There’s this look that people get when they talk to me about 
my body. Dewy eyes, cocked head, like they are trying to tender-
ize a piece of meat. “How are you doooooooooooing?” They 
trail off, hyperextending the vowel in discomfort. Extended 
vowels always signal awkwardness. As if adding a few syllables 
will make you forget I’m disabled. They don’t know where to 
look, what to do with their hands. They think they are the first 
to recommend a remedy to cure my disability. I’ve heard every-
thing from “put garlic in your socks” to “drink pickle juice” 
to “go to a sauna and sweat it out,” but my favorite disability 
remedy from a stranger continues to be “hit your other leg with 
a hammer.” Somehow, I am still disabled.

So many people want to cure me when I’ve already experi-
enced such rich healing in various forms. My mobility scooter 
(named “Diana, Princess of the My- Scooter” because I believe 
that I am Wonder Woman), my royal blue cane named Eileen 
(get what I did there?), and my stumbling gait all proclaim my 
disability to the world, inviting a scrutinizing gaze that casts my 
body as public property. “Sleep with soap,” they suggest. “Bathe 
with Epsom salts,” she recommends. “Have you tried rubbing 
herbs on your feet? It helped my cousin . . .” they trail off. People 
accost me at the grocery store, in Target parking lots, and even 
in the middle of church, as if everyone has a right to know the 
intimate details of my medical history whenever they choose. 
As if my body is a topic of discussion for everyone to share an 
opinion about. As if I am a problem to be fixed.

This is what it is like to be disabled in an ableist world. We are 
erased from a society that never wanted us around and continues 
to use extreme measures to cure us instead of accepting us as 
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we are. I have come to expect this from the medical- industrial 
complex, because the people caught up in it only know me as 
medical case file #162742 and not as a human being. Western 
medicine is set up to treat me as the “before” picture in an elabo-
rate medicinal makeover (working title: Extreme Makeover: 
Disabled Edition). But I refuse to accept this from the body of 
Christ, whose members are invited to value the diversity of God’s 
creation instead of erasing it. They push cures down my throat 
without wondering how God is at work through my disability. 
These moments are always bewildering because they center the 
experience of the nondisabled person, pitying my disability with-
out knowing anything else about me. I am not waiting for a cure 
to live an abundant life, and if folks would take the time to get 
to know me as more than a diagnosis, they would know that.

After each of these “curative” encounters, I find myself won-
dering what people think would change if I were miraculously 
cured tomorrow and leaped out of my mobility scooter as the 
theme song from Chariots of Fire blared in the background. 
Would it make me worship with greater fervor? Would it so-
lidify what I say I believe? Would it give me opportunities that I 
don’t already have to testify to God’s love? How would it change 
my spiritual life— pragmatically? I’m not convinced it would in 
any meaningful way other than highlighting my physical cure in 
the much larger story about the transformative healing that Jesus 
brings. I think it would only cause my body to be the center of my 
praise, instead of prompting me to worship God for who God is.

When strangers desperately covet a cure for my disability, it 
reveals a deeper discontent about their lack of control over their 
bodies and lives. After all, Jesus tells us that those who think 
they can see are the ones who really need healing. Disability is 
a method of understanding Jesus’s ministry and transformative 
power that is inaccessible to those who are nondisabled. Perhaps 
this is because disability is a gift, a teacher, and a blessing in Scrip-
ture and in life. When we are young and nondisabled, it’s easy 

_Kenny_MyBodyIsNotAPrayerRequest_ES_wo.indd   27_Kenny_MyBodyIsNotAPrayerRequest_ES_wo.indd   27 1/20/22   1:29 PM1/20/22   1:29 PM

Amy Kenny, My Body Is Not a Prayer Request 
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



My Body Is Not a Prayer Request  

16

to buy into the myth that we are in control of our bodies, even 
though we know deep down that we are not. Subconsciously, we 
realize that everyone’s physical ability is a temporary situation, 
and that frightens us. I suspect that prayerful perpetrators act 
out of that fear, projecting onto me their anxiety over a lack of 
control. Curing offers the illusion of time travel. It promises a 
ticket to some magical before- time when the fall hadn’t “cursed” 
my body. Cure guarantees fixing— but I don’t feel broken.

But cure also offers them a ticket to travel away from this mo-
ment where they are confronted by lingering questions about 
theodicy and God’s will. Or worse. What if they become dis-
abled? By either age or accident, most people will experience 
some form of disability in their lives. Those of us who already 
live in its company know how to welcome it, how to learn from 
it, how to witness God at work in it. We, the disabled, bear 
prophetic witness about what is true about the fragile human 
condition. If only the church would listen to us.

Throughout Scripture, we encounter disabled people at the 
forefront of the work that God chooses to do with humanity. 
Isaac became blind. Jacob walks with a limp. Leah has “weak 
eyes” (Gen. 29:17 NIV). Moses has a speech disorder. Elijah 
feels depressed and suicidal. Timothy has stomach issues and 
“frequent ailments” (1 Tim. 5:23). Paul has the thorn in the 
flesh (2 Cor. 12:7). And who can forget Mephibosheth’s two 
lame feet? The Good Shepherd brings abundant life, with and 
without our bodies being “able” or cured. God’s healing is not 
contingent on our physical state. And according to John 9, it is 
Zach’s blindness that displays God to the community, not his 
miraculous sight. Perhaps if we started to consider disability as 
a way to reveal the living God, prayerful perpetrators wouldn’t 
accost me at church with their magician theology.

We need to disentangle ourselves from any system that claims 
there is a hierarchy of bodies and minds. We already have a 
context for this in the rest of creation. We expect there to be 
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variety when it comes to trees, flowers, and animals, just not 
humans. There are sixty thousand types of trees, three thousand 
varieties of tulips, and four hundred kinds of sharks. No one 
claims fringed tulips are better or worse than cup- shaped tulips. 
They are both beautiful in their distinctiveness.

We need to start thinking about bodies in the same way we 
think about tulips. No body is better or worse than another 
body because it is fringed or cupped. Variety isn’t just the spice 
of life; it sustains life. Variation allows organisms to survive. 
Instead of eradicating difference, we should celebrate it.

Imagine if you never compared your body to others’. Wouldn’t 
that be liberating? To embrace your body for what it can do 
and how unique it is rather than admonish it for not being tall 
enough, thin enough, strong enough, fast enough, smart enough 
(or whatever your “enough” is). Imagine how healing it would 
be if you celebrated yourself as a fringed tulip and stopped try-
ing to become a cup- shaped tulip, without belittling either one.

My disabled body is beautiful in its distinctiveness. My body 
might be more crooked than yours, but it has earned its spiky 
edges. My leg might be blue from lack of circulation, but it 
sparkles like sapphires. My nerves are on fire, but it is fire that 
releases the sequoia cones that germinate the forest. My spasms 
are as sharp as ice, but ice is what regulates the ocean’s tide. My 
disabled body is made of the same stuff as stars.

It is time for us to experience the world as a sea of three 
thousand different tulips and embrace the radiance and beauty 
of all tulips shining beneath the same sun.

REFLECTION AND RESPONSE

 $ Reflect. What is your initial response to disabled people? 
Do you try to cure us, pity us, or condescend to us? Are you 
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open to the ways disabled people might teach you? Reflect 
on how your own relationship to disability might make you 
defensive as you absorb the stories and lessons of this book. 
Discuss your reflections with a friend, small group, or some-
one in your community to develop mutual accountability.

 $ Take the Harvard Implicit Association Test for disability: 
https://implicit .harvard .edu /implicit /selectatest .html. It 
takes about eight to ten minutes to complete.

Reflect on your result or share it with trusted people in 
your community. We learn about our implicit bias not to 
blame or shame ourselves but to name the bias that we might 
have absorbed from the culture in which we are immersed. 
Instead of using the test as a destination, use it as a point of 
departure from which to grow and learn, making sure that 
you don’t let any bias ossify.

 $ Do an inventory of your church or group’s gathering space 
and etiquette toward disabled people. Is it accessible, includ-
ing bathrooms, parking, and preaching spaces? Does the lit-
urgy allow for different physical and sensory needs (includ-
ing the needs of those who are blind or low vision, d/Deaf, 
wheelchair users, and autistic)? Is the song choice, exegesis, 
and theology inclusive to disabled people? Does your church 
encourage and mentor disabled people to lead? If your inven-
tory reveals the need for growth, commit to changing these 
aspects to allow your church to embody the 2 Corinthians 
church where all members of the body are valued.
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TOP TEN  

Recommended Remedies

Strangers recommend these “treatments” for my 
disability.

	10. Sleep with a bar of soap.

	 9. Put garlic in your socks.

	 8. Get more sun. Avoid the sun. Become a 
vampire and never see the sun again.

	 7. Put a heat lamp on your leg. Put ice packs 
on your leg.

	 6. Bathe with Epsom salts. This will draw out 
the disability.

	 5. Take vitamin C, magnesium, iron, or some-
times all three at once, just for fun.

	 4. Drink bone broth or pickle juice. (But not to-
gether. Never together.)

	 3. Try to relax.

	 2. Try jogging. After a while, your legs will re-
member how to walk.

	 1. Hit your other leg with a hammer to take 
your mind off the pain.
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