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BETTER TOGETHER

Joanne Blair

As it is, there are many members, yet one body.  The eye cannot say to the hand, “I have no need of you,” nor again the head to the feet, “I have no need of you.” On the contrary, the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable… God has so arranged the body, giving the greater honor to the inferior member, that there may be no dissension within the body, but the members may have the same care for one another. (1 Cor 12:20-25/NRSV)

If we are honest, many (dare I say most?) of us began our journeys into inclusion ministry with the desire to minister to those with disabilities.  I must say that, for this writer at least, that was where it all began.  My intent was good, kind, noble.  And while I always had the strong desire to build relationships, in the beginning my mindset was still that of “me helping them.”  I was missing the whole point.
I have been involved with inclusion ministry in a church setting for over ten years, but I only believe I really started to understand it in the past six years.  I would love to say there was an “aha moment,” but I think it was more a slow and gradual process of growth and development on my part. We are better together.
Making the transformation from “doing inclusion” to “being inclusive” has been one of the greatest gifts of my life.  The reason I chose to write about this is that in the busy-ness of our days it is easy to slip back into the mechanics of doing, rather than being.  I am privileged to serve as one of the Inclusion Coordinators at our church, and in that role I have the opportunity to be honed and shaped and reminded of what Christ’s model of inclusion looks like by the people with whom I work.  The lessons are simple, but so easily forgotten.  We are better together.  We are all part of a great design.  We are created to live in relationship.  
One of the main responsibilities of my job is to recruit buddies and adapt curriculum so that our children with disabilities can be fully included in their Sunday school class.  It is a wonderful job and I really felt that I was making a difference in the children’s church experience.  What I had failed to recognize was the difference they were making in mine.  One of the children often had a hard time being in the Sanctuary and was frequently unable to maintain his composure until it was time to go to Sunday school.  We started with a visible schedule, and have now progressed to numbering the bulletin for him so that he can cross off each numbered item until it is time to leave.  We worked on responding to the call of worship, repeating the prayers, and singing.  Week after week for months and months we worked on following along in the hymnal and using our voices.  Now he sings!  And smiles while he’s singing!  It’s beautiful!  It’s such a gift to hear him use his voice and join in, but it wasn’t until a few weeks after he started singing that I 
realized the full extent of the gift.  He got me to sing!  I had always been told that I couldn’t carry a tune (and I can’t), so I had become very adept at lip-syncing.  Well I couldn’t very well ask him to sing if I wasn’t, and so while I was trying to get him to sing, he was actually getting me to sing.  Now we sing together with the rest of the congregation…parts of the whole.  Better together.  According to God’s design.
We each have gifts to share and as Christians it is not only our duty to share our gifts, it is our task to recognize and receive the gifts of others.  Only when we enter into relationship with each other are we able to do this.  Better together.
Gracious, steadfast, and loving God,

Thank you for your presence in all of our lives.  Thank you for our diversity- making us parts of the whole and not the whole.  May we continue to realize that, by your design, we are better together than we ever are on our own.  Amen. 

Joanne Blair currently serves as an Inclusion Coordinator at First Presbyterian Church, Birmingham, Michigan, where she works with children and youth on Sunday mornings, trains and recruits volunteers, and meets with families to learn what kinds of supports they need to be included in the life of the church. She is also a recent seminary graduate and a candidate for the ministry of Word and Sacrament. She can be reached at joanneblair@everybodyschurch.org
[image: image1.emf]