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The Meaning of Inclusion: Living Into Our Faith Traditions

By Milton Tyree
Inclusion. It's one of those things people notice if they don't have it but don't think much about when they do. Always to be offered, but never imposed, inclusion opens the door for relationships rooted in understanding, mutuality, reciprocity, and contribution. It builds on commonalities rather than emphasizing differences -- engaging positive ways for people to know one another who otherwise wouldn't.
Providing a response to those often finding themselves relegated to second-class citizenship and separated from typical features of everyday life, inclusion honors the spiritual impulse of personal identification and relationship. “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”  (1 Corinthians 12:27) “For… I was a stranger and you invited me in…” (Matthew 25:35) “Each of us should please his neighbor for his good, to build him up.” (Romans 15:2) Yet even though inclusion is consistent with Christian theology and traditions, our faith communities remain one of its final frontiers. 
So, what's included in inclusion?

Here's a concise definition recently discovered, quite by accident, on a corporate foundation web site: “Inclusion is an attitude and approach that ensures all people, regardless of ability or background, can meaningfully participate in all aspects of life. Inclusion is an approach, not a program. An attitude, not an activity. Inclusion is belonging!” (Mitsubishi Electric America Foundation) One aspect of this definition that’s bound to appeal to many is that inclusion is not a new program to implement. Nonetheless, it usually involves growing into unexplored ways of thinking and being. And because it often requires developing new responses, the work of inclusion may involve a small group within a congregation focusing attention on ways of translation. For example, what are things to consider when we invite Ralph to participate in the everyday life of our church?

Inclusion also means:

· Devoting time to know one person at a time, learning about interests and talents while developing an understanding of individual support needs.

· Offering personalized participation in everyday ministries or functions of the faith community – exploring ways these intersect with a person’s talents and interests, while providing adaptations or supports as needed. (There are typically many ways of doing the same things. Additionally, it’s not necessary to do everything within a role, to do something.)

· Providing opportunities for positive relationships with other faith community members who do not have disabilities, in the places where other faith community members are ordinarily involved.
What’s not inclusion? 

In the same way that it’s important to define what’s included in inclusion, it’s worth saying a bit about what inclusion is not:

· People with disabilities being physically present but not participating.

· Abandoning people with disabilities without suitable adaptations or supports.

· People with disabilities only with their paid support workers.

· Special classes, groups or worship only for people with disabilities.

· Reverse inclusion, or developing special classes, groups, or worship for people with disabilities, and then inviting non-disabled people to join.

Why is the idea of inclusion so often difficult to embrace?

Over the last thirty years, significant progress has been made regarding inclusion of people with disabilities. Even so, for the most part inclusion remains a counter-cultural way of life. Historically, with the exception of Deaf culture, separate ways and special groups have been created by others (by people who are not separated) and then learned and popularized throughout society. Nowadays these special approaches are overwhelmingly developed with good intentions. Because of their benevolent purpose, congregated and segregated practices will commonly be promoted and defended on the basis of their benefits, while the costs are rarely recognized. Even though unintended, these costs can be massive, including perpetuating beliefs that people with disabilities are alike, and fundamentally different from non-disabled people; all have the same needs, and all learn the same way, want to be together, and even should be together. People with disabilities may become accustomed to not being included and may even be said to “choose” the only thing they know. For all of these reasons, inclusion can be a touchy subject and one that requires great sensitivity, clarity, respect, and patience. 

What are some of the benefits of inclusion?

The good news is that inclusion has benefits for all. For the person with a disability there’s: a) a wider variety of experiences -- a menu of possibilities that’s richer and more expansive than could possibly be made available through special means; b) opportunities for meeting a wider range of people and forming balanced mutually satisfying relationships; c) more ways of exercising autonomy, authentic choice, freedom, and citizenship privileges; d) better opportunities for learning and competency development; and e) protection of a person’s welfare and safety. For the person’s family there’s a greater likelihood that the family will increase relationships with additional families and become better included themselves. For society there are advantages of:  a) upholding basic idealized socio-political values of equality and civic participation; b) broadening societal understanding; and c) a greater likelihood that the person will contribute to society. (Derived from Wolf Wolfensberger.)

What will be helpful when proceeding on the road to inclusion?

Begin with people interested, “inclusionees” and “inclusioners.” Maintain clarity about what inclusion includes. Plan with one person at a time. Seek good examples of inclusion while maintaining a clear vision about what’s desired. Believe it before you see it. Align yourself with inclusion allies in other areas of the community including education, home, and employment. Be gentle but persistent with advancing the cause. Pray. Seek spirit led ways. Act on all that’s feasible to support people with disabilities finding their rightful place within faith communities and the world. 

Acknowledgement: This article relies on a variety of ideas, insights, and theories related to inclusion -- none of which originated with the author. 

Inclusion Issues for Discussion

1. Think of a time in your life when you were concerned about being affiliated with someone because being seen or perceived as connected with this person could cause you to be rejected, or perhaps risk others making fun of you. 

a. Within the timeline of life, taking an age range from 3-years-old to 80-years-old, when are people more sensitive to these kinds of evaluations by other individuals or groups? 

b. Does or should our Christian identity make a difference in our thoughts and/or actions when faced with this kind of dilemma? (On the one hand, the affiliation may risk your status with people with whom you most identify. But on the other hand, to do nothing risks deepening the wound of rejection for the other person.) 

c. If deciding to offer some type of involvement with the rejected person, then what should be the nature of the relationship? For instance, should the relationship be based in: • reciprocity and mutuality? • helping the less fortunate? • commonality (in at least some facets of life, perhaps an interest)? d) seeing Jesus in the stranger? • charity? • pity? Which of these responses are most common? Which kinds of responses are most needed? Why?

2. Rejection and exclusion are common life experiences for many people who have disabilities. 

a. Can you identify an event in your life when you wanted to be included, but were excluded? (Perhaps you were not invited. Or maybe you were invited, but merely physically present, not involved, and felt like an outsider.) What did you learn from this? What or who could have been helpful to you? 

b. What if rejection and exclusion were everyday experiences rather than isolated or occasional? How would this impact your life (e.g., in terms of trying new things, your sense of personal significance, confidence, etc.)? 

3. Jo Massarelli, a proponent, teacher and practitioner of Wolfensberger's Social Role Valorization theory, has a saying about a needed response for people that have been rejected, isolated and separated from typical experiences of everyday life (such as joining a community of faith, becoming an employee for the first time, taking a Zumba class...). She says that what people really need is "a friendly guide in a foreign culture."  

a. What do you think she means by this? 

b. How might this relate to someone you know who’s been deprived of many typical life experiences?

4. Who were the outcasts during Jesus’ days on earth? What was his response to the people rejected and the rejecters? 

5. John O'Brien, a leader who gave us The Five Accomplishments as a framework for conceptualizing a positive future for people with disabilities, says there are "old stories" and "new stories" about people with disabilities and their rightful place in society. 

a. What do you think would be the ideas included in old stories? 

b. What would characterize new stories?

6. What do you think about the idea that people can learn, become socialized, and entrapped in limited ways of thinking about themselves, their potential, and place in the world -- perhaps even "choosing" congregation/segregation and their exclusion from typical functions of everyday life? 

a. Have you seen this happen to others? 

b. Have you ever felt something like this happening to you?

7. Wolf Wolfensberger, a true pioneer whose prophetic voice offered a transformational vision for the good life for socially devalued people, recognized the functional impact of disability (e.g., getting around, hearing, seeing, learning...) but said that the primary obstacles (wounds) are societally imposed. For example, one of the deeply rooted expressions of devaluation is that one socially devalued aspect of personal identity (in this case, disability) becomes life defining. 

a. Think of someone you know, or know of, who has a disability. To what degree does the person's disability, or even the name of his or her disability, define these aspects of the person's life: • Where does/did he or she attend school and with whom? • Where does he or she live and with whom? • Is he or she involved in recreational or sports activities, and if so, who are the others involved? • What about employment - the nature of the work and co-workers? 

b. Think about other similar life functions, others involved and their reasons for involvement in these groups or associations. And finally, what does involvement look like within her/his faith community, doing what, and with whom?

c. What could you and your congregation offer to someone who’s been entrapped in this way?
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