T Child

TWho Changed

of the church?” asked the
young parents. “He was baptized
as an infant but we have gotten
mixed messages about whether he
can actually be a member of the
church.” They had asked three
different clergy and had received
conflicting responses.

Powell had a severe stroke
shortly after birth and suffered
catastrophic brain injury. His
intellectual ability is very limited
and his verbal expressions consist
of meaningless sounds. He cannot
walk, and control of motor and
other bodily functions is minimal.
His ability to understand and
communicate with the outside
world is unknown but obviously
severely limited.

Powell cannot mentally grasp
and verbally express abstract con-
cepts, such as church creeds and
membership vows. He cannot
intellectually understand what it
means to accept Jesus Christ as his
Lord and Savior and membership
vows are impossible for him to affirm. Can he be a full, contributing
member of the church, or is he to be relegated to the margins where
he will receive at best the church’s charity and sympathy or at worst
be rejected, neglected or ignored?

One pastor told the parents that since he could not take the vows
of church membership Powell could not be confirmed as a full
member. He quoted the 1988 Book of Discipline: “When the per-
sons have taken the appropriate vows....” The mother, who is an
attorney, pushed the issue. “As a baptized person he is now a
‘preparatory member.” What happens when he becomes eighteen
and has not been confirmed?” she asked. “According to the
Discipline, he is added to the constituency roll,” the pastor accu-
rately responded. When asked what “constituency
roll” is, someone described it as “the dog pound of

an Powell be confirmed
and become a full member
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church membership.”Are persons
whose disabilities prevent them
from intellectually understanding
and verbally affirming the doc-
trines and vows of the church
confined to second-class member-
ship where they are either ignored
or merely the objects of sympa-
thy?

I assured Powell’s mother and
father that I would indeed con-
firm Powell. Yet his parents want-
ed membership for someone like
Powell to be a matter of right and
not a matter of an individual pas-
tor’s discretion. They wanted to
change the Book of Discipline in
order to remove any doubt about
eligibility for church membership.
Therefore, that local church
Administrative Board presented a
petition to the 1992 General
Conference to insert the follow-
ing in the paragraph defining
church membership: (In the case
of persons whose disabilities pre-
vent them from assuming the
vows, their legal guardian (s),
themselves in full covenant rela-
tionship with God and the Church, the community of faith, may
recite the appropriate vows on their behalf.) [See Paragraph 214,
The Book of Discipline, 2000]

‘Deeper Questions

"The issue of Powell’s relationship to the church goes far deeper
than legislative permission. It goes to the very heart of the gospel
and the nature and mission of the church.

* Is incorporation into church membership dependent upon an
individual’s verbal and intellectual ability to respond to church
doctrine, beliefs, and vows?

* Is a conscious mental decision by the individual the primary

requirement for membership in the visible body of

Christ, the church?
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Where to Learn More

Southeastern United Methodist Rehabilitation, Inc., has a helpful website at
www.semar-umc.org. Click on “Downloads” to find links to useful resources,
such as a sample worship service for Disability Awareness Week and “How to

Conduct an Accessibility Audit in a Local Church.”

For information about existing laws or proposed legislation related to dis-
abilities, check the website of the General Board of Church and Society at
www.umc-gbcs.org. Search under “disabilities.”

* Isitpossible for a person with severe men-
tal, physical, and verbal limitations to be
contributing members of Christ’s body?

® What is the role of the community in
relationship with persons such as Powell?
Can the community actually assume the
vows for one of its own?

® What is the relationship between the
sacrament and covenant of baptism and
the process for church membership?

These are among the profound theologi-
cal and ecclesiological questions raised by
Powell and the thousands of similar persons
in our United Methodist churches.

I suspect that the majority of parents of
children and youth with similar or even
less severe limitations as Powell assume
that full church membership is impossi-
ble. They have merely accepted that the
church is one more place where their
loved one is relegated to the margins and
treated as less than a contributing child of
God.. Some of those parents have them-
selves given up on the church and
assumed an inactive status because there is
no place for their child who is “different.”
They become hidden and forgotten, lost
sheep for whom no one searches.

Although legislation now exists that pro-
vides a means for Powell to become a full
member of the church, the theological and
ecclesiologcal questions raised by his situa-
tion have largely gone unaddressed. Many
other disabled persons continue to be
ignored or even rejected by some churches
and countless families assume the church
has no place for their special needs children.

Even though Powell can be made a full
member of the church, how is he to fulfill
his membership vows? What service can he
render? He will never serve an office, teach
a class, work on a mission project, keep the
nursery, make a financial pledge, usher, or
do anything we normally associate with sup-
porting the church with our gifts and our
service. Does that mean his membership

16

status remains less than those who can do
those things needed to add to the institu-
tion’s strength and activity?

Powell began to change his local church
the Sunday he joined simply by being who
he is. My last Sunday as the pastor of
Church Street Church in Knoxville,
Tennessee, August 1992, was chosen as the
day to confirm Powell. At the appointed
time in the service, members of the congre-
gation carried Powell to the high altar, phys-
ically bearing him up before God and the
community. The parents and entire congre-
gation responded to the examination and
vows. As I and the other pastors laid our
hands on him, the Choir began sponta-
neously to sing “Jesus Loves Me.” Powell
mysteriously responds to music with move-
ment. He began to move in time with the
music, as though deep within he knows its
message. Following the singing of the clos-
ing hymn, “God of Grace and God of
Glory,” the music to which Powell moved
with vigor and enthusiasm, the congrega-
don filed by and welcomed Powell with
hugs and tears.

But there is more to the story. Powell was
welcomed into the youth group and became
a regular member of the Sunday School
class. The youth assigned one of their own
to be Powells “shepherd.” The “shep-
herd’s” responsibility was to give Powell
special attention as needed. His presence in
that congregation and with the youth group
changed the church’s understanding of
themselves, the meaning of covenant com-
munity, what it means to receive the gifts of
‘the least of these,” and sensitized them to
agape love.

In May of 2002, the graduating seniors
were given special recognition during a
morning worship service. Since Powell has
been a part of the group that was graduat-
ing, class members insisted that he be part of
the service. He led the processional bearing
the Cross in his wheelchair and being

pushed by the Director of Youth. The sen-

ior who spoke to the congregation focused
on the contribution Powell had made to her
and the youth of that church. Here is some
of what she said:

[Powell] has taught me not through
words or actions but by just being the per-
son he is. . . . Powell is to me the epitome of
a true child of God.

He has not been exposed to the corrup-
tion this world has experienced in the same
way most of us have, and he is definitely the
least judgmental person I know. God has
blessed so many [with Powel]. He has
helped my family grow in their faith. He has
helped many students ... grow accustomed
to and accept people who are different, and
God through Powell, has helped our youth
group by enriching our lives. Powell might
not be able to sing with the choir but he is
here almost every Sunday sitting on the back
row supporting his peers by smiling and
dancing.

Yes, if we really open our hearts, our
minds, and our doors to others we are truly
doing God’s work and in turn we will God’s
blessing.

I talked recently with a mother whose
child is autistic. One of her pastors had
called to invite her son to become part of
the confirmaton class. The mother broke
down and wept. She had assumed that since
he could not understand the creeds, doc-
trines, and vows, he would never be able to
join the church. Fortunately, her pastor
knew otherwise. The perceived inability to
have her son be fully a part of the Christian
community had caused her and her family to
distance themselves from the church.
However, when the church reached out to
receive the gifts of her son, the entire family
joined the church. She said to me, “I have no
doubt that my son will be welcomed with
open arms by God. I just want him to be so
welcomed by the church.”

Not only will her son be welcomed into
the eternal kingdom, but the rest of us and
the church itself will surely be judged by
whether we welcome him. 0

Kenneth L. Carder is
bishop of the
Mississippi Area.
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Effective Small Churches in the 21st
Century, by Carl S. Dudley. In this revised
edition of Making the Small Church
Effective, Dudley explores the key
components that contribute to a small
congregation’s sense of unity and motivate
its members to live out their faith.

UI1-0687090903. $17.00

Abingdon Old Testament Commentary
Series: Psalms 1-72, by Richard J.
Clifford. In his unique view of the Psalms,
Clifford focuses on their inner dramatic
logic and helps readers see the pattern and
progression within the Psalms, while at
the same time attending to the richness
of their words and imagery.

UI1-068702711X. $28.00

The Bible and the Historian: Breaking
the Silence About God in Biblical
Studies, by Paul S. Minear. After more
than 50 years of teaching and research,
Dr. Minear’s message remains simple:
biblical theology must pay attention to
the emphases of the biblical writers.
This book reintroduces contemporary students to
Bible study with God at its heart.

U11-0687030439. $30.00

Preaching: An Essential Guide,

- | by Rondld J. Allen. In this new addition
FEEALTINGE 0 the Essential Guides series, Allen uses
.t an inductive method to answer basic
questions about preaching. In other words,
he starts with a sermon and illustrates the
process of moving from the first thoughts
about what to say to the actual delivery of the sermon.
UI1-0687045169. $16.00

Fonl | Allen

= ii=:t] Fragile Hope: Your Church in 2020,

by Thomas G. Bandy. In this innovative
book, Bandy explains how congregations
can leave behind their preoccupation with
a false harmony and follow Jesus into the
mission field of contemporary North
American culture.

UI1-068702708X. $15.00

Call or visit your local Cokesbury store
1-800-672-1789 ¢ www.cokesbury.com

Satisfaction Guaranteed!

Cokesbury

¥, Retal Division of the United Methodist Publishing House
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Staying the Course: Supporting the

Hiayim
e Church’s Position on Homosexuality,
e by Maxie D. Dunnam and H. Newton
Maloney. Insisting that gays and lesbians

are persons of sacred worth, the authors

B WL M

contend that Scripture and Christian

* mmes Habaaily

tradition reject homosexuality as a viable
Christian lifestyle.
UI1-0687045347. $18.00

Discover Your Windows: Lining Up
With God’s Vision, by Kent R. Hunter.
After conducting nearly 15,000
interviews with church members,
Hunter has discovered the underlying
perspectives that prevent churches
from becoming the centers of witness
and ministry. In his new book, he summarizes what
he has learned.

UI1-0687021545. $14.00

Teaching Today’s Teachers to Teach,
[.:E“l - by Donald L. Griggs. This revision of a
]’1}? standard resource is a basic, comprehensive
i HT& manual offering practical guidance to
In help teachers learn the art and science
TEACH of effective teaching.

UI1-0687049547. $18.00

The Works of John Wesley, Vol. 24:
Journal and Diaries VII (1787-1791),
edited by W. Reginald Ward & Richard P.
.+~ | Heitzenrater. Volume 24 concludes
Wesley’s Jowrnal and Diaries and includes
~ ' | acomplete index to the seven volumes

that cover them.

UI1-0687033497. $55.00
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