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A little over a year ago I was a seminary student at Drew University, who felt no particular call to minister to people with developmental disabilities.  As a person with a severe vision impairment, however, I realized that I needed to explore the world of disability and my own identity as a disabled person.  Everyone I spoke to kept telling me I needed to get in touch with Bill Gaventa, and before I knew it, I was signed up for a special unit of CPE, Clinical Pastoral Education, that placed students in settings with disabled persons.  I felt swept away in a current of circumstances that seemed beyond my control.  I had always planned on doing a unit of CPE, but I was going to do it the “normal” way, in a hospital.  Would working in an institution for persons with severe developmental disabilities prepare me for my future ministry?  It really wasn’t necessary for me to do it in order to complete my requirements for my master of divinity degree.  While I assumed it would be an experience of personal growth, I didn’t really know how it would connect to either my academic pursuits or my future vocation.
When I got to Matheny, a residential, medical and educational institution for children and adults with severe developmental disabilities, I felt like a fish out of water.  I didn’t know where to begin.  While my supervisor and CPE group were a tremendous help and resource to me, I quickly found out that the integration of my seminary courses held the key to successful ministry.  
I was taking an education class at the time, and even though disability was not part of the curriculum, I attempted to integrate the concepts and strategies we were learning by starting a Bible study at Matheny.  I threw out the canned curriculums I found for people with disabilities and instead decided to employ what I was learning about engaged pedagogy, using activities and questioning to facilitate the group’s discoveries, rather than pushing and lecturing them into a prescribed interpretation.

In one of our very first classes, we were talking about the Bible story of Mary and Martha.  This is an often told gospel story about two sisters who are visited by Jesus.  Martha spends her time cooking and preparing the home for the distinguished guest, while Mary spends her time at the feet of Jesus, listening and learning.  Martha gets really mad at her sister for not helping with the work, but Jesus says that Mary is doing the right thing in taking the time to listen to God’s word.  Anyone who has ever heard a sermon on this story knows the typical question that comes out of every preacher and teacher’s mouth:  Who in this story do you identify with.  When I asked my small group this question, including one man who used a pointing board rather than vocalized words for communication, I expected the room to split down the middle into the usual Mary and Martha way.  Instead, I was surprised when each person answered the question the same way.  They all said they identified with Jesus. Jesus?  I was surprised by this response.  I had never heard anyone say they identified with Jesus in this scripture.  When I asked them why, I was told, “Because we know what it feels like when people are too busy to listen to you.”  
My expected lesson plan went out the window, as we talked about what God must feel like.  And I listened.  I heard them struggling with the doctrine of God that I and my fellow seminarians had spent hours debating in our course on Systematic Theology.  As I sat in on that Bible study and joined the group as a fellow learner, as a fellow disciple, I saw new possibilities that had eluded me in the hallowed halls of academia.

My education class also pointed out that learning about the Bible doesn’t mean much if you aren’t able to put it into practice.  A few weeks later my Bible group was challenged by a scripture we were reading that told us to spread the word of God.  My group wanted to know how they could be disciples.  I went and got pink construction paper and cut out a bunch of hearts.  We decided to write messages of hope that they could hand out to people during the day.  All of the persons were severely physically disabled and could not actually write themselves and so my fellow teacher and I spent the hour taking down their dictation.  Even the young man with the pointing board let us know exactly what to write.  We inscribed personalized messages on dozens of hearts, and they all left with plenty of hopeful words to pass around.  Some of the hearts said things like, “Be strong and trust in God today” or “God loves my nurse” or “You make a difference in God’s world.”  As the day wore on, I saw little pink pieces of paper sticking out of front and back pockets.  For weeks, I would open drawers or charts and find the pink papers tucked carefully inside, evidence that the words were still reaching out and making a difference.  My group had moved into active ministry, uplifting the hearts and souls of those entrusted with caring for their bodies.

As the year went on, I was constantly bringing my Drew classes into Matheny and Matheny back into Drew.  It wasn’t just my education and theology classes that complemented my work, but soon I was seeing connections in all of my academic subjects.  One required class at Drew covers the connections between religion and social constructions that marginalize and oppress others.  My Matheny experience allowed me to take an important leadership role in discussing the church’s history in promoting ableism, but my position in the institution also allowed me to observe and reflect on the racial and class barriers that were erected between various members of the staff, such as personal care assistants, social workers, and teachers.  I had to confront my own issues that led me to sit at certain tables at lunch.  When a resident died and I noticed that only the white educated staff members seemed to be interested in talking to the chaplain, I began to look more carefully at the undercurrents that were part of everyday interactions between staff members.  Many of the workers without professional degrees, who were almost exclusively persons of color, were deeply religious. I had to examine what was creating a climate that did not make them feel comfortable in grieving with me.  I had to find a way to build genuine bridges of trust that would finally allow me to be chaplain to all.

But it wasn’t just Drew that was helping me to understand Matheny, I was also excited by the new perspective I was able to take from Matheny into my Drew classes.  After I was done with CPE, I took a course on the Book of Ruth.  My professor had us read many interpretations of this ancient Hebrew scripture from all kinds of different cultural contexts.  We read an Asian interpretation and one from South Africa.  We read feminist interpretations and talked about the immigrant perspective.  As a final project, I teamed up with a classmate who is the mother of two developmentally disabled boys.  We rewrote the Book of Ruth from the perspective of a disabled girl and her mother, Naomi who are trying to be part of a religious community.  We then distributed it to both Jewish and Christian parents of children with disabilities and had them comment on and share their own experiences with churches and synagogues through the lens of this ancient scripture. Our final step was to post our project online, complete with parental comments so that my classmates, future ministers, could read their thoughts. We got an A.

But my story doesn’t end there.  I feel committed to encouraging my fellow seminarians in ministering to and with this population.  I am in the process of writing a proposal for the academic committee at Drew that would support a trip to a L’Arche community, allowing it to fulfill a cross-cultural or theological requirement of the Master of Divinity program. 


This was a year of deep personal growth as well as challenging academic insight.  My experience at Matheny crystallized much of what I was learning in the classroom and I quickly realized that the deep truths I was encountering would be invaluable no matter where my ministry would take me.  I feel passionate about the possibilities for encountering divine truths when seminarians and congregations leave themselves open to truly inclusive community that identifies all persons as being made in the image of God.  
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