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CHAPTER ONE


Claiming Disability


After synagogue one day, a visitor popped the question. “What’s wrong with you?” she asked, as her eyes flicked from my face to my wheels. I’ve been asked this question in an astounding array of inappropriate venues; I didn’t flinch. “I have a disability,” I said, though it was plain she’d already noticed. A firm stop follows that statement, though I know full well I didn’t answer her question. I’m more than willing to talk about disability, but I’m disinclined to do so while waiting in the buffet line for my salad.


In truth, my answer is something of a lie. What’s wrong with me has more to do with exclusion, objectification, pity, and disdain than with honest muscle and bone. Most folks I meet assume my disability is a medical story, that the place to start when we talk about disability is diagnosis. I take a different approach. A medical frame centers on bodies or minds that fail to measure up to certain expectations, focusing on symptoms, treatment, rehabilitation. I want to tell you a different kind of story: a story about social attitudes, architectural barriers, and cultural notions of normalcy that value certain modes of being over others. I want to tell you a story about power, about the thousand ways our cultures mark certain bodies and minds as normal, while designating others as deviant and defective. It’s a story about the way certain bodies and minds get shut out of public space, about the way we get discarded, shunted into care homes or locked up in prisons. It’s a story about the endless hours I’ve spent hunting wheelchair-accessible apartments, about the times strangers on the street have cut in on private conversations to tell me that they’ll pray for me. It’s a story about ableism, about the deep, entrenched structures of our society that presume it’s good and right and natural to live without a disability. It’s a story about violence, about harm that cuts against body, spirit, and bone.


It’s also a story about joy. I was in college when I first experienced disability community, when I forged my first disability kinships. Though I’d been disabled all my life, I had just experienced a sudden, significant disability change. I started using an electric mobility scooter, and soon after, I got my first wheelchair. I took my first disability studies class, where I led a collective mapping project that documented and analyzed inaccessibility on campus—an experience that finally gave me language to name and make tangible the structures of exclusion that have shaped my life. I fell into friendships with activists and artists, with political crips, disabled dissidents, and dreamers. I learned to dance, shedding the awkwardness I’d always felt on feet in favor of the whirl of wheels. Somewhere along the way, I claimed an uncanny kind of freedom: a recognition that my life, my body, my wheels were so far beyond the confines of the conventional that there was simply no point trying to press my bones into that facade.


Disability movements have brought together many who live brilliantly unconventional lives for activism, artistry, and passionate community. In these circles, disability isn’t a medical diagnosis, but a cultural movement. Approaching disability through the lens of culture allows us to recognize disability as a dimension of human diversity. This perspective has often been overlooked in religious circles. Religious communities have more often tended to treat disability as a problem to be solved than a perspective to be embraced. But I follow the lead of feminist, queer, womanist, and liberationist interpreters who have raised up the value of reading sacred texts through the prism of our own particularity. Reading the Bible through the lens of disability experience can transform the way we think about text and theology. Disability cracks open powerful new perspectives on spirit.


Before we go further, let me say a few words about how I use the term “disability.” I claim disability as a vital part of my own identity, as a meaningful way of naming and celebrating the intricate unfolding of my own skin and soul. Such a choice is surely a minority position in this world. Living in a profoundly ableist culture, in a world where disability still serves as a seemingly “natural” marker of inferiority, claiming disability as a significant dimension of self remains profoundly counter cultural. We’re often taught to “look past” disability, to not bring it up in polite conversation. But I reject both of those approaches. I want you to see my disability.


Disability is an ordinary fact of life and an essential part of my being. Like most identities, it’s a mixed bag: sometimes painful, sometimes frustrating, sometimes flush with exquisite, unexpected joy. If you want to know me, you’ve got to know my disability. It’s a core part of who I am, how I experience the world.


I was born with cerebral palsy, and when I walked as a child, my heel used to strike ground in its own distinctive rhythm. My gait was subject to scrutiny and no small disapproval. Everyone wanted to fix it. I was a very compliant child: I tried to “walk right.” I stretched the thick anchor of my heel cord. I practiced over and over the motion of heel before toe. But as I did my exercises, night after night, I also remember this. I remember listening to the off-beat of my limp and loving the sound of my own step. The way my foot struck ground, the distinctive rhythm of my walk? They were my signature, something that was purely my own.


This was the first spiritual insight I trace to disability experience, this decision to cherish something about myself that other people didn’t value. Maybe you know this insight too. Maybe you know what it’s like to say yes to yourself, even in the face of disapproval or disdain. As a kid who couldn’t walk right, now as a woman who rolls through the world, as someone whose heart never learned to conform—I trace my own truest sense of self to the decision to embrace those quirky qualities of soul that some folks wished to eradicate, to do everything I could to make sure they survived.


Growing up disabled, growing up queer, the stakes were stark. It was either kindle tenacious love for my self or swallow the world’s projections whole. And, so, I chose. I taught myself to trace the lines on the palms of my own hands, a contour of the sacred. I found and felt and claimed the holiness of my own bones. I said yes to my own heart, to my own soul. I had the brilliant audacity to call it good and know it whole.


This book unfolds at the intersection of several worlds. I am scholar of disability in Jewish and Christian traditions, with a specialty in classical Jewish texts. I am a rabbi and spiritual teacher, passionate about bringing queer, feminist, and disability culture into conversation with sacred scriptures. And I am a disability activist, committed to building a world where disabled people thrive. For more than a decade now, I’ve been speaking and teaching about the intersection of disability, the sacred, and Jewish texts—in synagogues and churches, in college lecture halls and community centers, in theater arts circles and dance studios. In all of those contexts, one of the most common questions I hear is this: What does the Bible say about disability?


The Bible is a complex text, one that opens up to infinite interpretations. So do the religions that draw inspiration from its pages. People often ask me about “the Jewish view” on disability, but to get a meaningful response, we have to complicate that question. Like all religious traditions, Judaism is a vast and complex terrain, a shifting landscape, not a static body. How would we begin to answer? Would we look to the Torah, the first five books of the Hebrew Bible that, according to Jewish lore, God gave to Moses at Mount Sinai? You could certainly make a case that those texts are central to the unfolding of Jewish tradition. The Torah is read every week in synagogue, and its teachings are a bedrock of Jewish life. But to hold these texts up as some sort of final word on Jewish meaning runs counter to the heart of Jewish experience. Virtually every verse and every word of Torah has sparked a robust line of discussion and exploration, giving rise to a dizzying amount of sacred text: the Talmud, which invites the reader into intricate debates and arguments among the ancient rabbis over Jewish law and lore; the myriad books of midrash, in which every word becomes a springboard for creative interpretation, for probing the possibilities of sacred story; the medieval and modern commentaries, in which scholars laid out their understandings of Torah, verse by verse, line by line. All of this is part of the living body of revelation that Jewish tradition claims as sacred. To read Torah is to enter into a conversation, to participate in a practice of examining and contesting meaning. Torah is never a fixed, final word.


In some Jewish communities today, certain texts have become widely accepted as the authoritative word on proper Jewish practice. Jewish tradition orients itself strongly around right action—around rituals, practices, and embodied ethical commitments that shape and ground Jewish identity. Jewish law, known as halakhah, is a complex body of thought that debates and articulates expectations for Jewish practice in virtually all spheres of life, from prayer to proper business ethics. Is a blind person permitted to recite the blessing a Jew says out of gratitude for the sun, or does that act require being able to physically see and benefit from the sun’s light? May a wheelchair user lead the congregation in the Amidah, the standing prayer? What is a Jewish community’s responsibility to provide equal access to the mikveh, the pool for ritual immersion? Does Jewish law support the redesign of a sanctuary to make sure that all congregants can come to recite the blessings before the reading of the Torah? In observant communities whose sense of Jewish identity is forged in relation to halakhah, these questions are crucial. They shape the texture of Jewish life and directly affect disabled Jews’ experience in community. But these aren’t the questions that are central to this book.


My purpose here is different. Rather than examine what Jewish or Christian traditions say about disability, I flip the question on its head. I ask how disability experience can shape our inner lives, how disability can offer insights into the textures and tenor of spiritual life. This book is rooted in the bedrock claim that disability can be a generative force, a goad to creativity, a source of embodied knowledge. For those of us immersed in disability culture, for those of us who take disability as an ethical call to resist and uproot the structures of stigma and violence that constrain so many disabled people’s lives? Disability is spiritual dissent. Disability politics are a provocative challenge to prevailing conceptions of human value, a refusal to swallow the lie that some bodies and minds deserve to be discarded or disdained. In this book, I bring disability wisdom into conversation with my own religious tradition, with spiritual practice, with questions of the heart. Diving deep into my own disability experience has led me to unexpected insights as a teacher of Jewish text and tradition. Everything I know about God comes through these disabled bones.


I won’t spend my time making a case that disabled people deserve a place within religious communities, or that we have an equal claim to divine love and regard. All too often, minoritized peoples get drawn into this trap. We end up asking for acceptance, pleading for recognition, marshaling the case for our own dignity. But none of us should have to argue in this way for our own inherent worth. It corrodes the heart. It saps the soul. I’m not much for pronouncements about God, or for making claims to divine truth. But if there’s one thing I know for sure, it’s that disabled lives have value. We are cherished. We are beloved. Full stop, no prooftexts needed.


There are many passages within the Bible that affirm the dignity and vitality of people with disabilities. The biblical command in Leviticus 19:14 to “not insult the deaf, or place a stumbling-block before the blind,” lays out an explicit obligation to treat people with disabilities with decency and respect. The biblical call to care for the orphan, widow, and stranger has long been a touchstone for Jews and Christians alike, anchoring a commitment to ensure the well-being of people who are vulnerable and at risk, those who might easily end up on the social margins. Stirring words in Genesis call us to recognize all people as created b’tselem elohim, in the image of God. And biblical sources offer a vigorous support for the principles of justice and repair of the world. Tsedek, tsedek tirdof, calls Deuteronomy 16. “Justice, justice shall you pursue.”1


But there are other passages that give me pause. There are traditions I find frustrating, principles I judge misguided, texts that feel like a slap against my tender places. In the pages that follow, I’ll invite you to explore some of that terrain, in part because I often end up tangling most deeply with the texts that have gotten under my skin. The choice to turn toward difficult parts of the tradition is a deliberate one, a strategy I learned from feminist interpreters who taught me the value of confronting pain and naming harm. Jewish feminist poet and cultural critic Adrienne Rich speaks powerfully of the urgency, the necessity of grappling with the full complexity of Jewish text and tradition. She writes, “To separate from parts of a legacy in a conscious, loving, and responsible way in order to say ‘This is frayed and needs repair; that no longer serves us; this is still viable and usable’ is not to spurn tradition, but to take it very seriously.”2 This is a book built of love and critique, a book in which I turn unflinchingly toward texts that have cut like razors against the softness of my life. This is a book that says yes, and also no. This is a book in which critique is itself an act of love.


This is a book that imagines disabled words and worlds where they were not built before. For most of Jewish history, Torah has been told by a nondisabled tongue. In Christian circles, the story is the same. Even when our sacred stories feature disabled characters, the texts themselves and the thinkers who interpret them almost always speak from a nondisabled perspective.


To shift this center, I have made a choice to deliberately disrupt the conventional rules for interpreting biblical text, to disrupt the canon of expected conversation partners. In the pages that follow, I dive deep into the worlds of traditional commentary on the Bible. But I also turn to the texts and teachings of disability activists and artists, to the writings of disabled poets and essayists, to disability studies scholarship and to disability memoir. Many of those voices are unabashedly secular. But I claim them as a crucial part of my own canon. The work of disabled artists, activists, scholars, and movement workers is driven by a commitment I hold sacred: the task of claiming the belovedness of bodies and minds that dominant culture all too often treats as disposable, as nothing more than trash.


Disability communities have honed a critical body of knowledge about what it means to practice interdependence, mutuality, love, and care. We know something vital about how to live on the underside of power, how to fight for lives that are often disregarded and disdained. Disability has taught me much about the potent spiritual subversiveness of being radically comfortable in my own skin, of daring to find the presence of God in this fierce and fragile flesh. Disability is a source of expertise, of insight. I mean not just the reality of living with an unconventional body-mind, but also the experience of contending with ableism, with the violent denial of disability as a source of value in this world. I teach Torah with that knowledge at the center of my heart. This is Torah, told slant. This is Torah, with a bold and brilliant limp. Unabashedly disabled.


Let me give you a glimpse of what I mean. During the holiday of Shavuot, Jewish communities around the world chant from the first chapter of the book of Ezekiel, reciting the Israelite prophet’s striking image of God. In those verses, Ezekiel describes how “the heavens opened” and he “saw visions of God”: a radiant fire borne on a vast chariot, lifted up by four angelic creatures with fused legs, lustrous wings, and great wheels. The wheels, Ezekiel says, “gleamed like beryl,” they were “wheels within wheels” and “the spirit of the creatures was in the wheels.”3


In Jewish tradition, Ezekiel’s wild, uncanny vision has been the site of much mystical speculation. In late antiquity, a group of Jewish mystics used these verses as a guide to spiritual practice, developing an intense regimen of fasting and prayer, to lead them closer and closer to the divine throne. I’ll confess: While the scholar in me finds that practice fascinating, I’ve never been tempted to follow their path. I don’t find Ezekiel particularly compelling as a model for my own spiritual life. But some years ago, sitting in synagogue on Shavuot morning, Ezekiel’s vision split open my own imagination. As I was reading that description of God’s divine chariot, I felt a jolt of recognition, an intimate familiarity, a whimsical sense of kinship. I thought: God has wheels.4


When I think of God on Wheels, I think of the delight I take in my own wheelchair, the satisfaction I take from a life lived on wheels. My wheels set me free and open up my spirit. I draw a powerful, sensual joy in tandem with my chair: the way her tires grip into asphalt or concrete, the way I lean into a curve and flow down a gentle grade, the way I feel the twinned vibration of earth and wheel through the soles of my shoes or the balls of my feet. My sense of Spirit is bound up with this bone-deep body knowledge: the way flesh flows into frame, into tire, into air. This is how the Holy moves through me, in the intricate interplay of muscle and spin, the exhilarating physicality of body and wheel.


This is the fierce joy that fuels my activism, the body knowledge that grounds my ethics, the wildness that runs like a live wire through my life. It is an ethics bound up with the concrete work of justice, with an activist sensibility, a sense of obligation, a call to recognize and resist violence and oppression, to put my own flesh, my mind, my heart, my fire in service of a world made generous and loving and whole. This body knowledge fuels my hunger for a different world. A world where there are no disposable lives. A world where disabled bodies, Black bodies, Brown bodies, fat bodies, slow bodies, women’s bodies, immigrant bodies, Muslim bodies, Jewish bodies, silent, stuttering, blind, and queer bodies, old bodies, trans bodies, homeless bodies are all safe on the streets of our cities.


I dream a world where this is the cornerstone obligation of our souls, the ground of our commitments: a world, as the Psalmist says, “where justice and peace will kiss.”5










CHAPTER TWO


Grappling with the Bible


Gender, Disability, and God


When the biblical prophet Isaiah proclaims the promise of a better world, he places disability at the center of his vision:


Then the eyes of the blind will be opened,


the ears of the deaf will be unstopped.


 


The lame will leap like a deer,


and the mute tongue will sing with joy.1


If those words sound familiar, it’s likely because they were lifted up in Handel’s Messiah, a centerpiece of the Christmas season and one of the most famous choral works of all time. Like Isaiah, Handel tells the story of a world made new: a world where nothing is impossible, where miracles are manifest, where hope comes even to the desperate, the destitute, and the despised.


It’s a promise built on the backs of disabled folk.


In Isaiah’s vision, disability is part and parcel of the world we long to leave behind. Deafness is nothing but impediment, blindness the tragic absence of sight. Until they feel the touch of God, the lame and the mute languish. Joy comes with disability transformed.


At the start of his prophecy, Isaiah proclaims that the land itself will mirror this radical reversal. “The arid desert will be glad,” he promises. “The wilderness will rejoice; it will blossom like a rose.”2 After he announces the transformation of human bodies, he returns to the restoration of the land. “Waters shall burst forth in the desert,” he concludes, “streams in the wilderness.”3 His words draw earth and flesh alike into a divine drama, a startling before-and-after scene. Wastelands are transformed, becoming lush and verdant. When it comes to bodies, the logic is the same. The undesirable becomes perfected, flush with keen perception and with pleasure.


For Isaiah, disability reversal becomes a sign of God’s great power. Like a river that bursts forth in the desert, divine healing is proof that even the most intractable realities of the present can change. Isaiah means these words to be good tidings, a promise that will lift the hearts of a weary, wounded people.


But it feels rather different, from where I sit.


In the prophet’s telling, disability becomes a sign and signal of a world still waiting for God’s touch. Deaf bodies, blind bodies, and bodies that cannot speak stand like sentinels, a silent backdrop of woe. My own lame and lovely leg gets conscripted, proof positive that the world is not yet as God dreams. Every eye is on me, watching for that perfect, agile leap. The slow sweep of my left foot? It becomes a symbol, a sorrow. A reminder that we’re all still here, in this land of stone and dust, limping toward Jerusalem.


I never asked to be a part of that story, one of the unnamed extras in Isaiah’s drama of salvation. For Isaiah, liberation happens through the erasure of disability. It requires the transformation of our bodies and minds so they match a nondisabled norm. But Isaiah’s dream is not my own.


It reminds me of a story I heard from Rabbi Margaret Moers Wening, about a Deaf child in her religious school. A teacher once promised that child, “One day, in the world to come, you’ll be able to hear.” And the child looked back and said, “No. In the world to come, God will sign.”4


That affirmation of Deaf belonging isn’t precisely laid plain by the ancient prophets. But there is a hint of it here, a handhold. The prophet Jeremiah lays out a different promise, a promise that God will bring marginalized peoples into the center of a restored and renewed community. He describes how God will bring the people in:


The blind and the lame, among them;


pregnant women and women with children, together.


They will return here as a great assembly . . .


on a level road, on which they shall not stumble.5


Jeremiah’s vision transforms architectures of exclusion. His future makes room for wheelchairs and walkers, for limpers and striders. The athletes and the slow ones all travel a road laid out in intentional, accessible design. My own dreams linger on that promise of a “level road,” a road on which no one stumbles. I like to think it’s God’s gift of access: a long, smooth ramp that cuts through once-inhospitable terrain, one that offers all of us a way back home.


I tell you these two prophet stories to give you a glimpse of how I read the Bible, and to tell you why I think it matters that disabled folks and those who love us grapple with biblical texts and traditions. Open the Bible, and disability is everywhere. Moses stutters and regards himself as unable to answer God’s call. Isaac’s blindness lets his wife trick him into bestowing his blessing on his younger son. Jacob wrestles with an angel and limps forever after. Jesus heals people who are sick or blind, paralyzed or possessed. For centuries, these stories have been told and retold by commentators who treat disability as misfortune, as a metaphor for spiritual incapacity, or a challenge to be overcome.


For Jewish and Christian readers, the stakes are probably clear. But even for those of us who aren’t religious, the Bible is a crucial book. It is a powerful force in American public policy, both at home and abroad. Its interpretation shapes the policies that guide medical research and insurance practices, prenatal testing and end-of-life care. Biblical themes shape the plots of blockbuster movies and Nobel Prize–winning novels. The Bible has been a mainstay in the art world for centuries, shaping our imaginations even when we barely know its stories.


For some readers, the Bible is a book of answers. But for me, it’s always been a book of haunting questions. Its characters are complex and often morally ambiguous. Its stories echo with unresolved emotion, with uncertainty, with uneasy endings. I first read the Bible in a sustained way in a high school English class, under the eye of a brilliant teacher who convinced me that it wasn’t just a book for believers. Fast forward a few decades and you can find me teaching these texts to students not unlike my younger self. I’m still a fractious reader, as likely to talk back to the text as I am to keep its counsel.


Over the years, I’ve found the Bible a compelling companion for wrestling with questions that matter, for coming to grips with the foibles and frailties of the human heart. But it isn’t the circumference of my spiritual life. To tell you that story, I have to start elsewhere. I have to tell you a story that’s anchored in the wide-open wildness of my childhood eye, a story that’s rooted in the thin trembling leaves of the willow I grew up with and the oak who spread her sturdy branches around my gangly limbs. It’s a story that’s grounded in the wonder of this world, in the dirt and in the daydreams, a story of trees and toads and breath and bone.


When I was maybe three years old, my father built a sandbox in the backyard of our Alabama home. My brother and I used to play together for hours, digging our toes into the sand, scooping out holes and fashioning castles, uncovering buried treasure. There was a lot I loved about that sandbox, but the best was this: I used to run my hands carefully beneath the plywood seats my father had built along the sides, into the shaded sand below. Some days, if I was lucky, I’d find a big, beautiful toad.


I remember cradling just such a toad in my cupped hands. His skin was smooth and cool, his belly soft and languid. I remember the perfect moment when he opened his eye, when I realized he was alive.


My own spiritual life is grounded in that recognition of connection: that sense of an eye, opening up and looking back. When I write about spirituality, this is what I mean. I mean that moment of awareness, that visceral knowledge of another presence that opens a doorway, a path into wonder. I didn’t grow up in a religious home; not Jewish, not Christian either. But I had a vibrant, voracious spiritual life. I spent my time talking to trees and listening to the stones, inhabiting what philosopher of religion Charles Taylor calls an utterly “enchanted world.”6 My sense of spirit has always been bound up with the stuff of this world, with bread, and dirt, and dragonflies, with that tangible sense of presence alive against my skin, the toad in my hand its own entire universe.


If you and I were talking about the sacred, if we were sitting together over coffee or by candlelight, I wouldn’t start by asking you about the Bible. I wouldn’t start by asking about God. I’d invite you to tell me about a time you felt a sense of wonder, a time you felt connected to something larger than yourself. People tell me stories about the birth of a child, or the touch of a friend. They tell me about their connections to this world: the feel of the surf or the sight of the stars, that particular moment when sunlight shafted through a forest and tangled them in awe, the stillness that held them while they ghosted in a kayak at dawn across a lake.


I have a moment like that too, a moment when I felt God like a live wire down my spine. I was fourteen, standing on my grandparents’ balcony, letting the gravel stones slip through my fingers while I watched the sun sink into the trees. The sky was slowly turning purple, shot through with darkening gold. The wind was crisp and bright against my face, the rocks were humming in my hands and Presence flooded through me: ancient, alive, feminine, entire.7


That meeting is the center of my story, the way a stone drops into the surface of a lake and sends the water rippling out in slow, certain waves. In the years that followed, I came into Jewish community. I found myself caught and claimed and cradled by the luminous depth of Torah and Talmud. In graduate school, I dove deep into the study of Jewish sacred text. In rabbinical school, I committed myself to a life of sacred service. But I struggled with spiritual dissonance, torn between talking about God in ways that felt safe and giving voice to the God my own bones know. Decades later, I still remember how lonely it was, to keep my own heart’s truth shut tight inside my chest.


Dear reader, I don’t know if you think about God, or if you ever give that feeling language. I don’t know how the sacred unfolds in your own life, or the words you use to speak of what you cherish. I don’t know what memories you might offer if we had a chance to sit together, to speak with softness of the things we love. I don’t know the scars you carry, if someone turned their word of God against you like a knife. I don’t know what you’ve lost, or if you’ve been betrayed.


What I know is this: We need a way to speak more gently and more generously about the sacred, a way that gets us past the bludgeons and the bullhorns. So many of us have been taught to think of religion as a zero-sum game, where one truth triumphs and all the rest is heresy or foolishness. I want a different kind of conversation, one that holds a space for curiosity, for holy playfulness. I approach theology not as a fixed set of firm propositions and unwavering claims but as a field of possibilities. When I speak of God as She or when I tell you what it means to encounter God on Wheels, I don’t mean these are the only ways to name the Holy. I mean them as offerings, as invitations.


Religion is, to me, a grammar of the imagination. I want to build a world in which we learn each other’s sacred languages, where we strive to become multilingual. I want us to make room for difference. No, even more than that. I hope we seek it out. I hope we cherish it. Each way we speak of God offers a glimpse, a window to the Infinite. “God is like a mirror,” a Jewish midrash teaches. “The mirror never changes, but everyone who looks sees a different face.”8


It isn’t quite right to frame all this as a matter of individual choosing, to suggest that the grammar of divinity unfolds for each of us in some purely private key. We live in a world where power and authority are still bound to a particular kind of masculinity, a world shaped by white supremacy, a world that assumes the superiority of certain kinds of bodies and minds. It’s not surprising, then, that many of us grow up thinking of God as a thunderous father, with a beard and a throne and a propensity toward rage. Whiteness holds a kind of default setting when many of us imagine the divine, an aesthetic shaped not only by the way that whiteness is still privileged as the neutral position but also by the centering of a decidedly European artistic tradition. And the idea of God on Wheels? It’s a shock to expectations, maybe even an affront. To claim a disabled God overturns assumptions about divine power and prowess, about the desirability of certain kinds of bodies, certain ways of moving through this world.


It may well be that you’re thinking: I don’t think about God’s body. I don’t think about God’s gender. I don’t think about God’s race. Isn’t God beyond all that?


Contemporary Christian and Jewish thinkers largely steer clear of talking about God’s body. While Christian theology grapples with divine embodiment through the incarnation of Jesus, that interest in the flesh stops before it gets to God Eternal. Most Jews today likewise imagine God as a presence entirely without physicality or form. But classical Jewish sources embraced the notion of God’s body. Biblical texts speak without a blush about God’s face and extol the power of God’s right arm, a phrase that I’ll confess has always left me wondering about the unmentioned left. An ancient tradition of Jewish mysticism centers around the measurement of the divine limbs, giving an accounting of God’s vast, impossible lengths. The brilliant medieval philosopher Moses Maimonides argued passionately that all these biblical and rabbinic phrases were but idioms and metaphors, ways of drawing our limited human minds toward the divine presence.


In some respects, I would agree. It seems to me quite extraordinary hubris to imagine that we know anything for sure about God, that we can somehow wrap our words around the sacred and pin it neatly into place. Ultimately, I suspect, in some realm far distant from our own, these qualities of gender, race, and body are insignificant. When I turn my mind toward the fullness of Ehiyeh Asher Ehiyeh—the ultimate divine force that will be whatever it will be—I suspect all these particulars and more are bound up and enfolded and exploded in the everything of God.9


But here and now? We live in a world in which the body matters. Name God as Goddess, and suddenly the presence of the pronoun She throws the implicit gendering of God into sharp relief. We live in a world that consistently devalues Black and Brown bodies, fat bodies and femme bodies, queer, trans, and disabled bodies. We live in a world where those bodies are too often held as incompatible with the sacred. A world where those bodies are imagined as the antithesis of God.


Theology requires a reckoning with politics. It requires that we confront the question of who has been afforded the power to name and claim our bodies as close kin to the divine. It requires that we consider how violent social systems have been rooted in religious assertions, how the infrastructure of domination is built and buttressed by religious language. It requires that we recognize how religious doctrine has been used to claim the inferiority of Black flesh, to prop up the architectures of enslavement, to justify the hand that held the lash. It requires that we recognize how the notion of God the Father has helped to make a world where (certain) fathers have the power of God.


At some point, when we’re talking about God, someone always asks about the real-deal Truth, about the ultimate big picture, about the final word. I’ll confess, I’m quite agnostic on these matters. Even though I’m a rabbi, even though I’ve devoted much of my life to teaching and writing about religion, I tend to leave aside such questions as way above my pay grade. I’m not much inclined toward declarations about the way God is, save for what I’ve sketched out here, which is more a testament to the ways God feels, the thousand ways that Presence breathes into our lives and lights us up in love.


When it comes to evaluation, when it comes to judging and assessing, I suppose my only measurement is this: Does it make you kinder? Does it open you to gentleness, to wonder, to pleasure and to joy? Does it tune you toward the heartbeat of the world? Does it help you tend the hurt inside your skin? Does it offer salve and balm? Does it draw you to the long slow work of justice—not only for yourself but for the ones who aren’t yet kin? This is the plumb line I bring to the measure of theology, the foundation stone I return to again and again: Tsedek, tsedek, tirdof. “Justice, justice you shall pursue.”10 Does it help us build a world where each one has enough, where everyone knows love, where we all are free?


Don’t get me wrong. I don’t mean to reduce God to a theory or a symbol, or turn Presence into nothing more than a utilitarian idea. For me, religion has relationship at heart: with God, if that’s your way, and with the world. With human bodies, the ones we sing with in synagogue and stand beside in mosque, the ones who gather at our kitchen tables, the ones with whom we share our food. And with other bodies, with trees and toads and the soft curl of a seed as it seeks its way above the soil.


But if you ask me how I know it, when it’s good and true?


I’m not one for judging by the book.


I came of age in a time and a place where the Bible was a whip and a lash, where grown men chanted God hates fags, where employers appealed to biblical precedent to fire people living with AIDS, where queer kids learned from Leviticus the cold press of a razor against skin. Because of that history, because of that memory, because of the way it curls like a fist in my soft places, I have never been comfortable with moral language that appeals to the Bible as its source of authority. It’s not because I think those teachings are supported by the text. The ancient scribes who set words upon the page could hardly have imagined me and my queer kin. The sex and power plays that they indicted are nothing like our present-day queer lives and love.11 And when it comes to God? I know that we are cherished, in my bones.


But because I know so viscerally the way the Bible can be weaponized, I cannot simply grant it power. It’s not enough for me to discount those hateful verses or to argue that they mean otherwise. There are two things at stake here, two things I need to lay down plain. The first is the power of interpretation, the role that readers play in shaping what religion means. When we approach a sacred text, the question we must ask is not what does it say, but how has it been understood? Our sacred texts speak to us, through us. What they mean is shaped in part by how we read, by what we underscore and what we emphasize, by what choose to see. We can work to peel back veils of history and culture, to ask what those texts meant when they were first composed. We can trace the way that they’ve been understood through long and winding centuries. We can read them now anew and draw forth offerings shaped by our experience, by our scholarship and by our yearning. Each of these are different enterprises. I’ll draw on all of them, at different times, throughout these pages.


But here is what I will not do: I won’t claim something I believe is right and true simply because the Bible tells me so. That’s the second thing at stake, the claim to authority that religious thinking often rests upon. Religious traditions that recognize and honor sacred texts almost always root their own sense of ethics, truth, or God within those scriptures. The practice is ubiquitous in Jewish thought, so common that we have a name for it. The prooftext is the biblical verse that buttresses a rabbinic claim, that links an otherwise unfounded assertion back to a recognized, sacred canon. In much the same way, contemporary Jewish thinkers also appeal to Torah and rabbinic texts, marshaling our sources to lend credence to our arguments, to show how the idea or claim we want to make is anchored in our sacred sources.


I, too, of course, will turn to text. In almost every chapter, on almost every page, I’ll tease out Torah texts and Talmud and midrash and set them alongside commentaries, modern or medieval. But there’s a difference here, a difference I want to lay bare. Torah and Talmud are for me a testimony of my ancestors, a witness to the sacred that I value and honor. There is something that I cherish about diving into these depths, even when we’re wrangling, even when we disagree. I’ve learned to tangle with text, to be changed by it, to be in conversation with it.


But I do not trust it.


My first year in rabbinical school, my classmates and I learned a famous and oft-studied passage from the Babylonian Talmud that begins with the question: “How does one dance with the bride?”12 The discussion that follows centers on a debate between the students of Hillel and Shammai, two illustrious early rabbinic teachers whose disputes are famous for shaping Jewish law and practice. Both teachers recognize an obligation to celebrate with a bride during her wedding, but they differ in the question of how one should praise her. While Shammai asserts that one should praise “the bride as she is,” Hillel advocates the propriety of a stock phrase. “Praise her,” he says, as a “beautiful and graceful bride.”


There’s already plenty I object to. Hillel’s answer rests on the assumption that the most praiseworthy qualities of a woman are her appearance and her ease. It is a paradigmatic example of the way women’s virtues are commonly framed in aesthetic terms. But as the passage unfolds, the Talmud adds a disability twist. Shammai asks a question designed to scuttle Hillel’s argument, a question he assumes will turn Hillel’s praise into a blatant falsehood. “And if she is lame or blind?” Shammai asks. “Do you still say to her, ‘a beautiful and graceful bride?’ Does not the Torah say: Keep far from a lie?”13


I remember the first time I learned this passage. Working slowly and deliberately though the Hebrew, the breath sucked out of my body when the meaning snapped into place. Implicit in Shammai’s claim was assumption that a disabled woman was the very opposite of beautiful, that her bearing was the very opposite of grace, that any claim to such was obviously false on its face. That reading becomes all the more apparent when we consider the reception history of this text. Jewish interpreters through the ages have read this text as the classic legal discussion of whether it’s permissible, according to Jewish law, to tell a “white lie”—to tell an untruth in order to spare another pain.14


When Hillel and Shammai debate their question, Hillel counters Shammai’s forceful case for telling the truth by asking another question: “Say someone buys poor goods in the marketplace. When he shows it to you, do you praise it or diminish it in his eyes?” Hillel advocates praise, even false praise. Why? “Because we should always strive,” Hillel claims, “to be pleasant to one another other.”


Hillel has a long-standing reputation as a rabbinic nice guy. But his argument has not solved my problem with this text. Quite the contrary. Hillel’s response has made it worse. His is the saccharine sweet voice that praises everyone for any little thing, that swaddles disabled folks with kindness until we choke on false compliments. I don’t want Hillel’s niceness any more than I want Shammai’s brutal honesty. Neither man perceives the brilliant, shimmering, rock-your-world power, beauty, and difference of disabled women’s body-minds. Neither one of them can tell the truth about my life. Neither one knows how to properly praise.


This was one of the passages that made me realize I would never “fall in love” with Talmud in some uncomplicated way. No matter how much I honor the complexity, the brilliance, yes, even the beauty of Talmud, I will never trust it to know the truth of my own experience. I do not trust Jewish tradition to side with me, to speak with competence about my own life. I do not trust it to protect, to value the lives of those I hold most dear.


Feminist readers know this problem well, and those of us who remain committed to religious traditions despite their ethical failures have honed many interpretive tools for grappling with such conflicts. When a religious text runs counter to our cherished principles, when it fails to speak to the values we hold close, we often find ways to reinterpret the text. Sometimes we find other shades of potential within the words; sometimes we uncover historical and contextual factors that prompt a different meaning. Sometimes we challenge one text with another, tempering the apparent conclusions of one passage by appealing to deeper religious principles. These are powerful strategies, and they have brought brilliant Torah into the world. But I also want to name another truth, which I’ve come to realize over many years of building a spiritual life that speaks to my queer feminist disabled Jewish soul: I cannot always find what I need within the text.


There’s a famous piece of counsel that the ancient rabbinic sage Ben Bag-Bag gives to those who study Torah: “Turn it, turn it, for everything is in it.”15 Sometimes I believe it. But sometimes I am haunted by the enormity of absence, by a loneliness within the sea of Talmud, by the palpable weight of all the voices, all the worlds that are not there.


Every time I name that grief, someone tries to tell me how to solve the problem. Someone always jumps in to rescue the text, to explain all the ways that Torah and tradition can be read as kind or just or good. But those efforts to rescue the text leave the authority of text in place. They reinscribe the power of text as the true arbiter of worth and value. That, I will not do.


I refuse to pin my life or the lives of those I love to the finer points of historical analysis or hermeneutics. Of course there are ways to read Jewish tradition as life-giving for disabled people, for women, for communities of color, for trans and queer lives. Of course the work of drawing forward those traditions is vital, urgent, and necessary. But let me also tell you this: If we cannot confront the violence, if we cannot come to the edge, look into the abyss, and feel the loss that is there, the anger, the grief, the rage—then we will end up doing harm, most likely wrapped in pious good intentions.


As a passionate queer Jewish feminist, as a proud disabled Jew, as a white person committed to disrupting white supremacy and all the interlocked structures of inequality that drive our world and ways of being, I will not try to paper over the times that text and tradition have let me down. But I also won’t assume that there is nothing here for me. I claim this tradition and am claimed by it. I shape it and am shaped by it. I hold it close, and I am held.


I also root my understanding and conviction in other sacred grounds. Vibrant engagement with Jewish practice and text inspires and undergirds my spiritual life, but it is not the sole circumference of my moral circle. My ethical sensibility owes as much to Adrienne Rich, Audre Lorde, Gloria Anzaldúa, Rachel Carson, and Michel Foucault as it does to the Mishnah. I bring to Jewish tradition a passionate rootedness in disability community, an interest in and commitment to disabled people’s lives. It’s with disabled friends and coconspirators that I have felt some of the most potent spiritual insights of Jewish tradition made flesh. My friend and colleague Rabbi Ruti Regan teaches it this way: “The Torah taught me that we are all created in the image of God. But it was disability communities that taught me how to mean it.”16


In Black Queer Ethics, Family, and Philosophical Imagination, Christian ethicist Thelathia Nikki Young argues that the life stories and lived experiences of Black queer people are sacred sources in their own right. These stories testify to the holy work of making family and fashioning relationships, of disrupting oppressive norms and challenging assumed hierarchies to create new ways of living together—what Young calls “the active infusion of queer possibilities into the material reality of family life.”17 I make a similar claim: that the experience of disability often results in powerful insight and expertise. I don’t just mean the raw physical fact of living with an unconventional body-mind. I mean the experience of living in a world not built to fit us. I mean the experience of contending with ableism, with the violent denial of disability as a source of value in this world.


Throughout these pages, I’ll bring critical testimony from disability communities into conversation with more conventional sources of Jewish sacred wisdom. I do so holding close the luminous words of Black novelist and Nobel laureate Toni Morrison, who refused to situate Black lives in the cracks and margins of white literary tradition. “It is no longer acceptable,” Morrison says, “merely to imagine us and imagine for us. We have always been imagining ourselves.”18










CHAPTER THREE


Hiddenness and Visibility


Passing and Presenting as Disabled


Before we turn more explicitly to the Bible, let us take the next two chapters to dive deeper into the world of disability. Disability is a broad umbrella category, one that encompasses a wide range of experiences. When I use the term “disability” in this book, I include physical and sensory disabilities, cognitive and intellectual disabilities, mental health disabilities, and long-term health conditions like chronic pain and chronic fatigue. The way I use disability doesn’t depend on having a diagnosis or demand that you offer up a doctor’s note. For some of us, diagnosis is a familiar part of our own disability stories. Some of us pursue diagnosis, while others flee from it. Some of us go for years without recognition from medical establishments.


Disabilities affect bodies and minds in a thousand different ways. Some are present at birth, while others are acquired over the course of a life. Some disabilities change over time, while others are fairly static. Some disabilities are obvious at first glance, but many more are not immediately apparent. I’m a wheelchair user, so my own disability is hyper-visible. The wheelchair is ubiquitous as a sign and signal of disability, so much so that it often crowds out other experiences of disability. Whether in popular media or in the international symbol of access that graces everything from barrier-free entrances to parking placards, contemporary culture has fashioned wheels into the standard marker of disability. Whenever I roll into a room, I often feel a frisson of awareness pass through the gathered group, a reminder of presence. It’s as if, through my wheels alone, disability has suddenly entered the building.


But that’s a lie. Statistically, the majority of disability experiences aren’t apparent at first glance. Diabetes, depression, hearing loss, arthritis, dyslexia—all these experiences fall within the category of disability, but they often pass without notice in casual encounters. Certain factors make disability more likely to register. A white cane or a hearing aid, a guide dog or an emotional support animal often serve as indicators of disability presence. Autistic experience becomes strikingly apparent when a person is facing sensory overwhelm, but in other situations, it may be recognizable only to friends and family or to other Autistic kin.


In disability circles, folks often distinguish between visible and invisible disabilities. It’s a useful shorthand for signaling some key differences in the way others register our disabilities. People with invisible disabilities often face dismissive attitudes toward their disabilities, while those of us with visible disabilities often contend with the consequences of being immediately marked as disabled by strangers and casual acquaintances. When I meet new people in the flesh, my disability is broadcast to all and sundry. It’s the first thing (sighted) people know about me, my most distinguishing characteristic. While there’s a burden to bearing the weight of other people’s disability baggage, there’s also a relief that comes from having my own disability be immediately legible.


Now let’s be clear: just because most passersby can see my disability, it doesn’t mean they make accurate assumptions about it. In fact, my life is full of encounters with folks who were outraged that my disability didn’t match their expectations. Like a significant number of wheelchair users, I have some ability to move my legs, and I can stand for a moment or two if I’m willing to pay in pain. I rarely do. It’s not just the physical cost that holds me back. Standing up from a wheelchair in a public place is a harrowing experience. People are aghast and often angry. I’ve been accused of “faking” it. I’ve had folks threaten to take my wheels away. I’ve heard them make jokes about miracles. Complete strangers get agitated if I move my legs. They assume that wheelchair users are paralyzed, and they get outraged if I don’t fit their parameters.1


I’m making light here, but it’s a brutal experience in the flesh—especially since nondisabled people are regularly in positions of power and authority over disabled people. Want the keys to the locked service elevator? You’ve got to first convince the gatekeeper who’s watching your every move, probing whether or not you deserve the lift. (I’m not sure why access is so closely guarded; it’s not like they pay by the ascent.) About to use a disability parking placard? Be prepared to face a gauntlet of vigilante enforcement officers judging your fitness and assessing your limp.2
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