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There are many ways in which the language we use in church and in our everyday interactions can make assumptions about Deaf, disabled and neurodivergent people and be diminishing of their experience and personhood.  Language can easily convey the idea that being ‘able’ means being a valuable, contributing member of the community and wider society and being ‘disabled’ means being needy and dependant.  The emphasis in the Gospels on healing can make disabled people feel that they are somehow lacking in faith and as people because of their continuing illness or disability.  There are elements in our liturgy and worship that suggest that to fully participate we should be able to stand and hear and see and understand, making those who do not possess these qualities or skills feel marginalised and excluded.  So, thinking about the way language is used and what it will say and mean to disabled people is important.  Listen to what people tell you about the feelings that the language you use provokes and listen to their suggestions of how this can be changed.


	
Question

	Comment and action

	Do you think about the level of literacy and/or understanding that your services are demanding?
  
	

	
Note: Does your worship connect with people across the range of abilities that might be present?  Or are you expecting people to engage with a largely Cerebral, intellectual experience and leaving out those whose minds function differently.


	Have you thought about how appropriate your use of metaphor and illustration is for people who are not like you?  

	

	
Note: Many people think and understand very literally, tangential metaphor and illustration might easily confuse rather than aid understanding.


	
Do you think about how you use the language of disability in your encounters and conversations with disabled people?


	

	
Note: Use affirming language that values a person’s identity.  Never say: ‘I think you are amazing,’ or ‘I don’t know how you do that,’ or, ‘I could never live like you!’  Do not single out or praise people for doing just what is necessary.  Don’t ask about a person’s disability – ‘have you always been blind’ etc.  People have been asked these questions many times before and it just confirms that they are only being seen as a blind or Deaf or disabled person. Just value people as they are. Do not assume that you know what assistance people might need.  Ask, ‘how can I best help you.


	Do you think about the way you use the language of disability in liturgy and sermons?  Are you careful to make your language as inclusive as possible?

	

	

Note: It is very easy to use the language of disability negatively as it is often used in the Bible.  I.e. referring to being ‘spiritually blind,’ ‘Deaf to the Word of God,’ ‘having minds that do not understand’ or ‘ears that do not hear.’  All these have a negative impact on disabled people.
There is a debate about whether to use identity first or person first language – e.g. ‘disabled person’ or ‘person with a disability.’  In general identity first language (disabled person) reflects the social model of disability in which disability is an experience imposed upon a person as they try to function in a world designed primarily for those who regard themselves as able.  E.g. a wheelchair user is not disabled by not being able to walk but when a lack of step free access or wheelchair accessible environments restrict or prohibit their ability to fully function and participate and share their abilities – therefore they are disabled.  Importantly, ‘disability’ is not focused or located within a person’s body or mind but is an experience imposed on a person as they try to interact with the world with bodies or minds that are regarded as untypical or different.
It is important to find ways of using language that supports this understanding and affirms people in their disabled or neurodivergent identity as unique and precious children of God.


	Do you look at the language used in hymns and songs?  Often this can be negative or put an unhelpful emphasis on a connection between faith and disability/healing.

	

	Do you take care to use inclusive language in all your communications?


	

	
Note: See the ‘Making worship inclusive’ guidance for more information about the use of language in liturgy, preaching and hymns/songs.  
https://www.london.anglican.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Making-worship-inclusive-v2.pdf 




