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GETTING THE
MOST OUT OF
BELONGING


A while back my friend John and I shared a meal at one of my favorite hamburger joints. We discussed a variety of topics, but what I remember most revolved around the deep need we all have for a place of belonging.

John said, “The best thing to do when thinking about a Bible study or other group that includes those with disabilities is to make the person feel welcomed, that they belong and will be able to use their God-given gifts to make a contribution.”

John is highly intelligent and has the ability to focus intensely on a problem from every angle until he comes up with a solution. Being on the autism spectrum, he understands the barriers to belonging that can arise from having an invisible disability.

I’m not going out on a limb in thinking that everyone on the planet has experienced loneliness and a lack of belonging at some point. For those with either visible or invisible disabilities, however, this is often more than a passing phase and can affect us at a deep, spiritual level. It’s not just architecture that causes exclusion but also attitudes and ableism. While usually less discussed than racism or sexism, ableism similarly labels an entire group of people—those with disabilities—as less-than through disregard, devaluation, and discrimination.

Laura, who earned a degree in biochemistry from the University of California–Santa Cruz, was literally sitting in a tree outside her church one Sunday. When the worship music was uncharacteristically loud, she had to get to a quieter location. Laura also attended the 2018 Urbana Missions Conference with more than seventeen thousand others, and having a sensory lounge available there during the plenary sessions really helped. She had somewhere to go to be welcomed, belong, and still be in community.

As Tom Lin, president of InterVarsity Christian Fellowship/USA, explains, “Belonging is how God meant for us to live. We are wired for relationship—with him and each other. Connection and community are necessary conditions for healthy, thriving human life.”1 In my own faith journey and for many of us, friendship with Jesus starts and grows from being included in community.

But what about the 61 million adults (one in four) and 19 percent of college undergraduates in the United States who have a documented disability? Often they aren’t represented or able to find acceptance, community, and places to use their gifts in our churches, youth ministries, or campus groups.

One common hindrance to belonging is the attitude that those without disabilities assist and serve those with disabilities, but not vice versa—that it’s a one-way street. This is a dangerous assumption and simply not true; we are colaborers who serve one another. We all lose out when part of the body of Christ is missing and unable to use their spiritual gifts. God’s kingdom includes us all, and how wonderfully diverse it is!

My wonderful, athletic youngest son, Luke, needs a lot of support with daily living skills due to his disability, but don’t assume he doesn’t have his own faith in Jesus or spiritual gifts. Even though he can’t speak, he communicates, is smart, and gets his point across.

Luke and Noah became friends when Noah and his parents began assisting Luke in Sunday school through Masterpiece Ministry at Chapelstreet Church. They are alike in being fidgety and enjoying movement but also good at chilling out when the time is right. It’s a reciprocal relationship.

“Luke’s a good friend of mine and made me realize a lot of things about myself I never would have known or figured out if I didn’t meet him,” said Noah. His mom and dad speak the truth when they say Luke ministers to Noah. It’s kingdom work, and it works both ways.

May these nine Bible studies help us know the deep love and acceptance of our heavenly Father and as a result offer acceptance and love to one another. It’s my hope that this study helps you on the journey of accessibility. It can be used by accessible, integrated small groups or by groups or individuals who want to see how Jesus responds in love to those who are often marginalized and excluded. The goal is that we can follow in his footsteps and welcome people of all abilities.


SUGGESTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL STUDY

1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.

2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.

3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.

4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where, and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.

Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.

5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names, or places.

6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.

7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.




SUGGESTIONS FOR MEMBERS OF A GROUP STUDY

1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.

2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.

3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in in-depth study on equal ground.

4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.

When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.

5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.

6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.

7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.

8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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