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“As a mom currently raising a child with disabilities, I found this book a 
comfort. As a pastor’s wife, seeking to serve people of all kinds and abili-
ties, I found this book a guide. As a follower of Jesus, looking at how Christ 
loved, helped, and healed people with disabilities, I found this book a 
gospel- rich resource. And finally, as a former student of Dr. Hulshof, having 
been a teenage new believer/fly on the wall back when he was grading my 
Bible verse tests and walking through the pain and uncertainty of his son’s 
diagnosis, I found this book a joy. Dr. Hulshof ’s book, Jesus and Disability, 
will be a blessing for parents and church leaders seeking to love and make 
disciples as Jesus did.”

—Scarlet Hiltibidal, speaker, and author of Afraid of All the Things: 
Tornadoes, Cancer, Adoption, and Other Stuff You Need the Gospel For

“What Chris Hulshof has accomplished in Jesus and Disability is head- 
turning! Engaging a subject that is generally treated topically, he rightfully 
places our response to disability where it truly belongs—in the character of 
Christ. The early chapters laid a methodical foundation for the outstanding 
‘wait for it’ practical applications at the end of the book. Jesus and Disability 
was solidly biblical, well researched, and incredibly useful. I will be recom-
mending this book for years to come.”

—Stephanie O. Hubach, research fellow in disability ministries, 
Covenant Theological Seminary, and author of Same Lake, 

Different Boat: Coming Alongside People Touched by Disability 

“There are many guides on how to make churches more inclusive for people 
with disabilities, but not all of them point us to our ultimate example—
Jesus. In Jesus and Disability, Chris shows us how Jesus interacted with the 
disabled throughout the Gospels. We see his care, concern, and compassion, 
and we also see his inclusion and empowerment. After their encounters with 
Christ, people with disabilities were welcomed into their faith communities 
and given a mission to fulfill. The same is true today—our churches can fol-
low his example by welcoming those who are often ostracized and empower 
them to use their gifts to build up the church. I’m so thankful for Chris’s 
work in this area and the example he provides for us through his research 
and experience.” 

—Sandra Peoples, special-needs ministry consultant, Southern 
Baptists of Texas Convention, and author of Unexpected Blessings: 

The Joys and Possibilities of Life in a Special-Needs Family
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INTRODUCTION

There is nothing like looking, if you want to find 
something. . . . You certainly usually find something, if you 
look, but it is not always quite the something you were after.

J. R. R. T!"#$%&, THE HOBBIT

I ’m not sure what you are looking for, but I am confident that you are 
looking for something. That’s the reason you picked up this book. Very 

few people are interested in disability-related literature purely for enjoyment 
reading. So, my guess is that you are hoping to find something or learn 
something about disability-inclusive leadership on the following pages. 

My interest in disabilities falls into three categories. Disability studies 
are of personal, academic, and professional concern to me. I am the father of 
an adolescent boy whose life is marked by disability. As such, I am familiar 
with the daily struggles of accessibility and acceptability when it comes to 
those who are disabled. 

I am also an ordained Baptist pastor. I love the church and want to see 
the church be better when it comes to the welcome and affirmation she 
extends to the disabled. As a teenager, I was deeply involved in my local 
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church. Some of the most meaningful relationships in my life at that time 
came from the church. However, the same cannot be said about my son’s 
involvement in our local church. To be sure, he enjoys going to church, and 
the volunteers do a great job looking out for him. Nevertheless, the most 
meaningful relationship that he has there is with the aide (or buddy) that he 
spends the hour with. He has virtually no peer-to-peer interaction. I want 
our church to do better. I want the global church to do better. It is my hope 
that this book helps pastors and church leaders be more aware of how to 
foster a disability-inclusive community of faith.

Disability literature and research is also an academic concern of mine. 
Indeed, most of what you will read on the following pages represents con-
tent that is drawn from my dissertation on disability-inclusive leadership. 
As I researched, read, and wrote for the dissertation, it became clear that 
there was a hole in the existing disability literature. While there seems to be 
no shortage of writers contributing content to the field of disability studies, 
most of what continues to be put out is more personal or experiential. It was 
my desire then (and still is now) to fill a little of that gap with an academic 
survey of primary biblical texts dealing with disability. More specifically, I 
want to show how Jesus’s involvement with the disabled can be instrumental 
in laying the foundation for disability-inclusive church leadership.

Finally, as a professor, two of my regular teaching assignments are 
Inductive Bible Study and Theology of Suffering and Disability. I love 
teaching students how to study the Bible almost as much as I love helping 
them explore the practical and theological concerns of suffering and disabil-
ity. In some sense, this book represents both of these academic interests. The 
pages that follow provide a methodical survey of select healing miracles of 
Jesus. These miracles are examined using a biblically faithful hermeneutic.

Each semester I also have the opportunity to engage and encourage 
students with the truth of God’s Word as it relates to disability concerns. I 
have found that there is a generation of students who are eager to find ways 
to come alongside the disabled and provide meaningful physical, social, and 
spiritual assistance. Indeed, one reason I have hope that the future for those 
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who are disabled is brighter than the present is because of the students I 
meet every day.

Broadly speaking, the material found on the pages of this book was 
shaped by the classroom experience. There is a blend of Bible study tech-
nique and classroom discussion as it relates to disability-inclusive leadership. 
Christian leadership rests on the solid foundation of God’s Word. This is no 
less important when it comes to leadership focused on including those who 
are disabled.

I am not sure what it is you are looking for and why that lead you to 
this book. It is my hope that somewhere between the personal, academic, 
and professional content presented here, you will find the encouragement 
to lead like Jesus when it comes disability inclusion.
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1

Laying the Groundwork for 
Disability-Inclusive Leadership

I remember the day I found out a person could live life with half of a 
brain. My wife and I had just received the diagnosis that our son had 

infantile epilepsy. The diagnosis did not surprise us. For three months after 
he was born, we suspected that something was not right, and we were sure 
that he was having seizures. We tried to get his pediatrician to understand 
what we were seeing in our son’s behavior; however, she assured us that his 
“spasms” were reflexes common to newborns and that, as first-time parents, 
we were worrying too much. 

My wife had the brilliant idea of recording a day in our son’s life in 
hopes of capturing one of these spasmatic episodes. When she did, we felt 
we had more than enough evidence to show the pediatrician exactly what we 
were seeing. Armed with our video, we showed up for his next appointment 
ready to present our evidence that we were not overreacting first-timers and 
that there was something wrong with our son. However, no video would be 
needed during that visit. While we were in the appointment room with the 
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doctor, our son had one of his daily seizures. The pediatrician immediately 
recognized what was going on and sent us on to the emergency room.

The next months were filled with more doctor’s appointments, tests, 
and specialists’ consultations than seemed imaginable. The end result was 
a confirmation of what he had suspected since his birth—our son was an 
epileptic. The doctor assured us that there was a good part to this diagnosis 
in that all of the bad brain tissue was confined to one side of our son’s brain. 
This meant that if medicine couldn’t control the seizures then brain surgery, 
extensive brain surgery to remove half of his brain, should work.

The next two years were difficult on many levels. We tried medicine, 
diets, and a number of small brain surgeries in an effort to eliminate the bad 
brain tissue that was causing the epileptic seizures in our son. With all that 
modern science had available to us, we were never able to get his seizures 
under control. So, right around the time of his second birthday, our son 
went through a functional hemispherectomy. This procedure left him with 
half of a functioning brain.

Today, our teenage son lives with the residual effects from this surgery. 
He has developmental delays in the physical, mental, and social aspects of 
life. His condition has led to significant changes in the way that my wife and 
I do life. Our lives do not look like the lives of our friends and neighbors. 
While disability directly impacts one member of a family, it affects every 
member of the family. We have learned the value of getting our bearings 
before going into a new situation. Since some places are not equipped for 
the disabled and certain situations are not opportune for them, we know the 
need to be as strategic as possible in these encounters.

Sadly, one such place we discovered that seemed to be neither con-
cerned nor equipped for those who are disabled was the church. While I 
realize that this may not be true of your church, it has seemed to be a com-
mon theme with churches I have encountered over the past eighteen years. 
Marginal attention and resources are allotted to accommodate the disabled. 
Thus, when a disabled family decides to attend church, they have a better 
chance of finding a ministry that is “building the airplane as they are fly-
ing” rather than a church that has thought disability ministry through and 
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is waiting with open arms to welcome those who are disabled and their 
families. A church that is purposefully strategic in their approach to the 
disabled proudly proclaims, “We have been expecting you. We are so glad 
you are here!”

I was reminded of this reality while reading an unfortunate account for 
a family with a disabled child in the book Same Lake, Different Boat. In it, 
Stephanie O. Hubach tells the story of a friend who brought her disabled 
son to a small-town hospital emergency room. This child had suffered a 
seizure and injured his mouth and tongue. He was in need of immediate 
help. The emergency room physician looked over the child and determined 
there was nothing he could do. It was beyond his experience and expertise. 
However, he did not consult other staff or doctors. He did not even propose 
treatment at another hospital. He simply sent the mother and her son on 
their way. This lack of concern for proper health care resulted in the boy 
needing weeks of medical treatment in a different hospital for his damaged 
tongue and mouth. Hubach summarizes her response to this story:

When I first heard this tale, a myriad of emotions swelled up within 
me. The hospital’s response—so obviously inappropriate and 
 inhumane—engendered intense feelings of disbelief and indignation. 
“Isn’t a hospital supposed to be a refuge of hospitality, a place of wel-
coming care for everyone in need of medical attention? How could 
anyone possibly do that to another human being in such apparent 
need?” And then it struck me: This story is an ugly but accurate para-
ble of what we do—at times—in the church. Sometimes we forget 
that the church is not a country club for members but a hospital for 
sinners of all different stripes, with all different types of needs. And 
when we forget this, our response will probably be to shut the door: 
“Members Only. We can’t deal with this.”1

1 Stephanie O. Hubach, Same Lake, Different Boat: Coming Alongside People 
Touched by Disability (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2006), 152.
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Hubach’s observation is correct regarding those who are disabled. It is 
still too commonplace for Christians who suffer from impairment to find 
themselves marginalized within the church. 

This marginalization runs counter to the heart of God and his design 
for the church. The Scriptures establish God’s compassion for the disabled 
as well as his desire for their inclusion in the household of faith. The Old 
Testament demonstrates this compassion and desire through narrative and 
instruction. In the New Testament, the life and teaching of Jesus Christ dis-
plays his Father’s position on disabilities. This affirmation is primarily evi-
denced through his numerous encounters with the disabled. Furthermore, 
the apostles practiced the compassion and inclusion they learned from Jesus. 
One example of their practice is Peter’s interaction with the lame man in 
Acts 3:1–10. This biblical and theological trajectory for disabilities provides 
the impetus for the contemporary church to be a standard bearer of compas-
sion and inclusion. 

Sadly, church leaders have been ill-prepared for those with disabilities 
who are part of their congregation. This problematic oversight creates an 
ecclesiastical climate where leaders must self-educate on disabilities, dis-
ability ministry, and disability-inclusive leadership. Resources that address 
these concerns from a biblical perspective are scant. At best, the church 
pastor must investigate educational offerings on disability and attempt to 
modify the material so that it is suitable both personally and congrega-
tionally. These efforts point to the pastor’s desire to be a hospital for the 
hurting. At worst, the church leader deems the situation as awkward and 
the risk of embarrassment greater than the reward of potential inclusion. 
Thus, the marginalization of the disabled and the continued country club 
 mentality persist within his church. 

It is because of this country club mentality that I hope this book 
will meet a current need in church leadership and church ministry. 
It is my aim that this book addresses the biblical and theological need 
for disability- inclusive church leadership. For when a church is led by a 
disability- inclusive pastor, it will translate into a church where disability 
ministry is founded on the truth of Scripture and carried out with both the 
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Great Commission and the Great Commandment in mind. To that end, 
the material here represents a lexical, syntactical, structural, rhetorical, and 
theological survey of Jesus’s interaction with the disabled as recorded in the 
Gospels. These five tools of exegesis are the best way to “dig deeper” into 
God’s Word so that one can discover the timeless meaning of the text and 
then make timely application.

I believe that two implications will surface through this selective survey 
of Jesus’s encounters with those who are disabled. First, it will uncover what 
the Bible presents with regard to Jesus’s leadership style as he interacted with 
those who are disabled. Second, it will demonstrate how church leaders can 
incorporate the conclusions of this biblical survey into their own ministries 
as well as the body life of the churches they are serving.2 Thus, this book 
will have the earmarks of orthodoxy and orthopraxy. Generally speaking, 
orthodoxy referrers to what one believes, while orthopraxy refers to how one 
practices or lives out what they believe. 

2 Body life: “that warm fellowship of Christian with Christian which the New 
Testament calls koinonia, and which was an essential part of early Christianity.” Ray 
C. Stedman, Body Life (Grand Rapids: Discovery House, 1972, 2017), chap. 10.

The church is not a business establishment, where those who are hired to work 
in it and for it are assigned tasks based on what they are good at or what they bring 
to the table. In such a scenario, value is tied to one’s skill and performance. Instead, 
the church is a body, with Christ as its head (Rom 12:4–6a; Eph 4:1–13). Each 
member of this body is valuable not because of his or her skills or performance but 
because of who all the members belong to—Christ, the head of the body. Stedman 
put it this way: “When Paul speaks of the church as a body; he makes it clear that no 
one joins that body except by a new birth, through faith in Jesus Christ. There is no 
other way into this body. Once a person becomes a part of that body, every member 
has a contribution to make. As each member works at the task God has given him 
to do, the whole body functions as intended.” Stedman, chap. 7.

Thus, there are no spectators, sideliners, or benchwarmers in the body of 
Christ. Each member has been gifted by God to make a needed and valuable con-
tribution to the body of Christ and to warmly interact with other members of the 
body. In this way, members are a part of the body of Christ and participate fully in 
the life of this body.
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Why Study the Scriptures with an Eye 
toward Disability-Inclusive Leadership?

There are four reasons for undertaking a study of the Scriptures that investi-
gates disability concerns and leadership as they are addressed in God’s Word. 
First, the number of people who have been diagnosed with a disability con-
tinues to increase. Brault presents some staggering statistics about disability 
in the United States. In 2010 approximately 56.7 million people were listed 
as having a disability. Of this number, 38 million people have been diag-
nosed as having a severe disability. Further, there are 12.3 million people 
who are six years old or older that will need assistance with at least one of 
their daily activities because of a disability. When it comes to children, the 
statistics are equally overwhelming. There are 5.2 million children under 
the age of fifteen who have been diagnosed with a disability. For 1.7 million 
of these children, the disability has been classified as intellectual or devel-
opmental. These numbers also translate into a great educational need. The 
“1.6 million children who reported receiving special education services” 
underscore this educational need.3 

Second, those with disabilities are often excluded from the church or 
marginalized by the church. The ostracism of the disabled by the church 
is something noted by Bill Amstutz, president of the disability ministry 
known as Shepherds Ministry. In an interview with Mission Network News, 
Amstutz asserts that while the church may have changed its architecture, it 
often has not altered its attitude. As a result of this attitudinal barrier, oppor-
tunities for the disabled to hear the gospel are much slower to develop.4 

Third, much that is expressed on inclusion and leadership is writ-
ten with two areas in mind. The first area that is commonly addressed is 

3 Matthew W. Brault, “Americans with Disabilities: 2010,” Current Population 
Reports, P70–131 (July 2012): 4–13, https://www2.census.gov/library / publications 
/2012 /demo/p70-131.pdf.

4 David Ranish, “Church Still Has Work to Do with Unreached People 
Group,” Mission New Network, March 30, 2011, https://www.mnnonline.org 
/ news /church -still-has-work-to-do-with-unreached-people-group/.
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educational inclusion. Studies of this variety often emphasize disability 
inclusion as it relates to the classroom. As such, the focus tends to be on 
practices or strategies of inclusion that will enable a person with disabilities 
to successfully navigate the content of the class in a meaningful and produc-
tive manner. Additionally, most inclusive education is attempted in public 
schools rather than Christian schools. Leadership at Christian schools may 
have the desire to implement inclusive education, however, they often lack 
the funding needed to support a viable program for inclusive education. 
Consequently, the strategies and practices, as well as the environment, pres-
ent an adaptive hurdle for the church leader.

The second area that is frequently targeted for inclusion studies is cor-
porate leadership. Approaches derived from this type of study often focus 
on diversity across geography, gender, and generation. The hope of this type 
of study is to create a business environment where the leader or a leader-
ship team is well represented in each of these three areas. Thus, inclusion is 
a corporate tactic designed to craft a diverse leadership team for the benefit 
of business acumen.

It would be a mistake to assume that inclusive studies related to edu-
cation and corporation would generate little by way of useful informa-
tion for church ministry. Research in each of these areas can contribute 
ideas, principles, methods, and skills that could be adapted to address the 
current need for disability concern within the church. Properly evaluated 
and adapted, these conclusions can provide the framework for encour-
aging pastors to become disability-inclusive in their leadership and the 
church’s ministry.

Fourth, the existing literature on disabilities and the Scriptures seems to 
be presented in two categories that is often at the far ends of the theologi-
cal spectrum. The voices on the left write along the lines of a social gospel. 
These authors stress the meeting of needs without a thorough investigation 
of practical theology. Thus, attention is given to programs or specific min-
istries but little time is focused on either a theological foundation or evan-
gelistic concerns. Those speaking to the issue from the right predominantly 
address theological issues while failing to integrate practical components 
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into their theology. Consequently, there is a void of literature that helps 
church leadership establish and occupy a middle ground that speaks to both 
their held theology and the implementation of a ministerial component for 
the disabled.

Each of these four reasons will be central to the purpose of this study. 
As we look at selected healing episodes in the Gospels, we will examine how 
Jesus interacted with those who were disabled and consider the inclusive 
nature of his leadership. As leadership studies delve further into the topic of 
inclusive leadership, this study will help navigate this terrain from a ministry 
perspective. Additionally, I will propose ways in which church leadership 
can model this type of ministry today. In doing so, I will suggest that an 
inclusive church leader is ultimately a disability-inclusive leader.

Connecting the Biblical Text to Church Leadership

What makes a study like this unique? A number of ministry-related books 
present approaches and ideas for disability ministry that are loosely con-
nected to select passages of Scripture. However, few resources survey the 
Scriptures primarily to discover a proper biblical foundation for disability-
inclusive leadership in the church.

Some of the earliest literature discussing disability and Scripture is limited 
to issues related to illness, disease, and medical concerns. Few books address 
church leadership and disability, or the role a faith community can play in 
the care of and ministry with the disabled. Rebecca Raphael believes that the 
newness of disability studies is causing interest in the topic, as well as growth 
in this research area. She states that earlier studies were predominantly focused 
on medical perspectives instead of sociocultural assessments or theological 
perspectives. Raphael identifies Hector Avalos’s 1995 monograph titled Illness 
and Healthcare in the Ancient Near East as the first true research related to both 
the cultural impact of disability and a biblically based response.5

5 Rebecca Raphael, Biblical Corpora: Representations of Disability in Hebrew 
Biblical Literature (New York: T&T Clark, 2008), 15–16.
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Linguistics also pose a challenge in working with the biblical text as 
it relates to the modern understanding of disabilities. The lack of a large-
scale categorization in Scripture makes it difficult to understand disability in 
terms of a single word or a specific category. Raphael contends that biblical 
Hebrew does not have one term that functions as a means of defining or 
grouping together physical, emotional, and cognitive impairments in the 
way our word disabled is used today. While various impairments like “blind” 
or “lame” were grouped together, they were not categorized by a single word 
like modern culture does with the use of the term disability.6 

A biblically thorough study in disabilities requires that scholars cobble 
together a list of the various ailments described in the Scriptures. Then, with 
this list gathered, they must study the historical context to see how these 
ailments might translate into our current understanding of disabilities. A 
good example of this difficulty might be the woman with the twelve-year 
blood issue (Matt 9:18–26; Mark 5:21–43; Luke 8:40–56). At some level, 
we could argue that today, given modern medicine, she would be properly 
diagnosed and promptly and successfully treated. Thus, her story might not 
be a disability-related story. However, if we understand the physical, emo-
tional, financial, and spiritual consequences of how an unhealable condition 
still has current disability implications, we find that her story easily fits the 
framework of a disability story.

In the book Copious Hosting, Jennie Weiss Block uses a Scripture-
centric understanding of disabilities (rather than a modern approach). As 
a result, she is left with a narrow group of texts to study. Block separates 
illness and disability passages in the Gospels. Further, she separates pas-
sages related to Jesus’s actions of curing and Jesus’s actions of healing. These 
delimitations, as they relate to the Bible and disability, lead to a critique of 
three healing passages and a detailed examination of one healing account 
from the Gospels.7 

6 Raphael, 14–15.
7 Jennie Weiss Block, Copious Hosting: A Theology of Access for People with 

Disabilities (New York: Continuum, 2002), 101–13.
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To date, there is an insufficient amount of material that connects the 
biblical record to leadership, practical ministry, and disability concerns. The 
issues identified in this section may well be the cause for this lack of mate-
rial. However, I am hopeful that this study will take steps in filling this void 
in the available academic and practical ministry literature.

Selecting the Texts

This book will focus on leadership matters related to the concern for, and 
care of, the disabled as taught in Scripture. To accomplish this task, various 
healing miracles of Jesus will be considered. These miracles will serve as the 
biblical foundation for disability-inclusive leadership.

Scholars disagree regarding the number of miracles performed by 
Jesus. Harold L. Willmington identifies thirty-six miracles of Jesus Christ 
that are recorded in the Gospels. He has separated these miracles into 
seven different categories.8 Gaylen Leverett acknowledges thirty-three 
miracles of Jesus. However, his list generalizes certain miracles thus mini-
mizing the total number of miracles. An example of this generalization is 
the miraculous catch of fish recorded in Luke 5 and John 21. The miracu-
lous catch of fish in Luke happens at the beginning of Jesus’s earthly min-
istry. John records another miraculous catch of fish that happened toward 
the end of Jesus’s earthly ministry. These two separate events are com-
bined in Leverett’s list of Jesus’s miracles.9 Neil S. Wilson and Linda K. 
Taylor count thirty-five miracles attributed to Jesus Christ. However, they 
do not separate them into any specific categories or types.10 House also 
recognizes thirty-five miracles that he has divided into the two categories 

8 Harold L. Willmington, Willmington’s Guide to the Bible (Wheaton, IL: 
Tyndale, 1988), 339–40.

9 Gaylen Leverett, “Matthew: The Kingdom of Heaven,” in The Essence of the 
New Testament: A Survey, ed. Elmer Towns and Ben Gutierrez (Nashville: B&H 
Academic, 2012), 57–58.

10 Neil S. Wilson and Linda K. Taylor, Tyndale Handbook of Bible Charts & 
Maps, The Tyndale Reference Library (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale House, 2001), 356.
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of nature miracles and healing miracles. For H. Wayne House, an event 
such as the turning of water into wine (John 2:1–11) is classified as a 
nature miracle while the raising of Lazarus (John 11:1–45) is an example 
of a healing miracle.11

Using House’s list of healing miracles as the groundwork for this study, 
I will concentrate on healing events that are directly connected to disability. 
Thus, episodes such as the removal of a fever from Peter’s mother-in-law 
(Matt 8:14–15; Mark 1:29–31; Luke 4:38–41) will not be considered. One 
exception is the healing of Jairus’s daughter. This story will be considered 
because the literary device of interchange or intercalation is used by all three 
writers. This intercalation, or story within a story, requires the reader to 
consider how both stories compare and contrast to understand what is being 
communicated in the text.

To fully discuss particular healing miracles, the selected texts will only 
include the healing accounts that are included in all three Synoptic Gospels. 
This allows for the greatest amount of material available for the survey of 
each healing episode. There are also two healing episodes recorded in the 
Gospel of John that meet the criteria of a healing performed by Jesus that 
addresses a disability. These two episodes will also be considered.

Given these parameters, the following healing stories will be used as the 
basis for this study: 

• Curing of the leper near Gennesaret (Matt 8:1–4; Mark 1:40–45; 
Luke 5:12–15)

• Restoring the paralytic at Capernaum (Matt 9:1–8; Mark 2:1–12; 
Luke 5:17–26)

• Restoring of the man with the withered hand (Matt 12:9–14; 
Mark 3:1–6; Luke 6:6–11)

• Curing of the woman with twelve–year bleeding and healing of 
Jairus’s daughter (Matt 9:18–26; Mark 5:21–43; Luke 8:40–56)

11 H. Wayne House, Chronological and Background Charts of the New Testament, 
2nd ed., Zondervan Charts (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Academic, 2009), 112–15.
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• Restoring sight to blind Bartimaeus (Matt 20:29–34; Mark 10:46–
52; Luke 18:35–43)

• Healing of the lame man at Bethesda (John 5:1–17)
• Healing of the man born blind (John 9–10:21)

The Synoptic Gospels record two accounts of demon possession. One 
deals with a boy who had multiple medical issues that Jesus addressed while 
rebuking an evil spirit (Matt 17:14–19; Mark 9:14–29; Luke 9:37–43). At 
face value this story meets the considerations for this study. However, this 
narrative will not be examined due to the complexity of the elements in the 
story as well as its connection to the supernatural. Indeed, it is the element 
of the supernatural that marks this story out as different from all of the heal-
ing accounts considered here.

Inclusive Leadership: Starting Points

As the number of people with disabilities increases, more studies are being 
conducted on inclusive leadership as it relates to leaders who have a dis-
ability. Studies of this nature attempt to demonstrate that much can be 
learned by employing a person with a disability in an upper management 
position. Much wisdom on disability-inclusive leadership can be gained 
from studying inclusion as it relates to employing a person with disabilities 
in a leadership position. This will not be the focus of this book. Rather, it 
will address leadership characteristics that approach disabilities in a man-
ner that promotes inclusion within the church. While it is true that an end 
result of disability-inclusive leadership should lead to the employment of 
people with disabilities in viable leadership positions, this goal is not the 
emphasis of this book.

Further, studies in inclusive leadership can also take the shape of team 
building or creating a diverse leadership staff. While there is certainly value 
in examining inclusive leadership through such a lens, it is incongruent to 
the ministry Jesus shared with his disciples. These disciples were followers 
of Jesus and not team members, or even colleagues. While Jesus did address 
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his disciples as friends (John 15:15), Scripture indicates that the relationship 
Jesus had with his disciples was not one of equal significance.

Instead, the focus of this study is singularly directed to compassion and 
inclusion for the disabled. To that end, there are several terms that routinely 
show up in discussion related to leadership, disability, and inclusion. To 
ensure that we are all on the same page, I would like to give some considera-
tion to these terms before moving forward.

At the heart of this study is the belief that those who are disabled should 
be involved in the full body life of the church. A proper understanding of 
a disability-inclusive church will show that inclusion is built on the foun-
dation “that all individuals with disabilities have a right to be included in 
naturally occurring settings and activities with their neighborhood peers, 
siblings, and friends.”12 Thus, those who are disabled will find opportunities 
to be involved in the local church. Pastors and church leaders who pursue 
disability inclusion in the church will not be content with an attend, sit, 
listen, leave approach to disability ministry.

There seems to be no end to the writing of books on leadership. Indeed, 
this book represents one more title that seeks to explore what it means to be a 
leader within the context of the church. While the lens used in this book for 
examining church leadership is unique, the definition of church leadership 
employed here certainly is not. As Henry T. Blackaby and Richard Blackaby 
noted, leadership is “Moving people on to God’s agenda.”13 For disability-
inclusive leadership, this means that pastors, church leadership, and the con-
gregation begin to see compassion for, care of, and inclusion of the disabled 
as something God desires. Consequently, compassion, care, and inclusion 
become a desire of pastors, church leadership, and the congregation as well.

The term inclusive leadership is variously understood. For some, inclusive 
leadership involves a senior management team that includes a team member 

12 E. J. Erwin, “The Philosophy and Status of Inclusion,” Envision: A Publication 
of Lighthouse National Center for Vision and Child Development 1 (1993): 1.

13 Henry T. Blackaby and Richard Blackaby, Spiritual Leadership: Moving 
People on to God’s Agenda (Nashville: B&H, 2001), 20.
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who is disabled. Thus, employees might say, “Our executive administra-
tion is a model of inclusive leadership.” Similarly, inclusive leadership can 
be represented by a leadership team that encompasses diversity in gender, 
geography, and generation.

While the above examples of inclusion at the group level are cor-
rect, they do not address the topic of inclusive leadership at the personal 
level. What makes an individual inclusive in their approach to leadership? 
Inclusive leadership at the level of the individual can best be summarized as 
“Leaders who exhibit openness, accessibility and availability in their inter-
actions with followers.”14 Pastors and church leaders who model these three 
relational qualities create an atmosphere where congregations can grow in 
both their understanding of disability as well as their desire to be involved 
in the lives of those who are disabled. In turn, this community of faith 
becomes a place of welcome for those who have a disability. Inclusive leader-
ship, as it relates to disabilities, is a character trait that expands beyond the 
leader to the community so that those involved in the group share a similar 
attitude toward disability.

When these terms are taken together, a picture of a disability leader-
ship begins to develop. Disability-inclusive leadership is a type of leader-
ship characterized by an awareness of those with disabilities and a desire to 
include those with disabilities. For the pastor and church leader, disability-
inclusive leadership is rooted in Scripture and modeled by Jesus through his 
interaction with those who are disabled. This approach to leadership spills 
over to others so that those within a pastor’s circle of influence find them-
selves desiring to be disability-inclusive leaders as well. 

Perhaps the best treatment of inclusive leadership from a Christian per-
spective comes from Steve Echols. In an article entitled “Transformational/
Servant Leadership: A Potential Synergism for an Inclusive Leadership Style,” 

14 Abraham Carmeli, Roni Reiter-Palmon, and Enbal Ziv, “Inclusive Leadership 
and Employee Involvement in Creative Tasks in the Workplace: The Mediating 
Role of Psychological Safety,” Creativity Research Journal 22, no. 3 (August 12, 
2010): 4, https://doi.org/10.1080/10400419.2010.504654.
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Echols lays the groundwork for understanding inclusive leadership as an 
appropriate blend of transformational leadership and servant leadership. At 
the intersection of these two leadership styles are the purpose and approach 
of the church. Echols argues that “transformational leadership is the mission 
of the church and servant leadership is the mode.”15

With this crossroads in mind, Echols believes there are five characteris-
tics of an inclusive leader who has learned the blend and balance of transfor-
mational leadership and servant leadership. Echols proposes that inclusive 
leadership has the following characteristics.

First, inclusive leadership brings the maximum number of individuals 
into participation. . . . Second, inclusive leadership empowers individuals to 
reach their full potential while pursuing the common good of the particular 
populace. . . . Third, those who practice inclusive leadership develop a culture 
that perpetuates the morality of the worth of the individual in such a way as 
to act as a preventive resistance against the ever-present possibility of despo-
tism. . . . Fourth, inclusive leadership is intentional in the replication of today’s 
leaders who model the above characteristics with a commitment to allow 
future leadership to emerge. . . . Finally, inclusive leadership is manifested in 
the development of appropriate boundaries that maintain the integrity of the 
nature of the collective without marginalizing any of the populace.16

In this book, I will use these five characteristics as the grid to evaluate 
and demonstrate the inclusive nature of Jesus’s ministry to the disabled. 
Indeed, I believe that the selected healing miracles that are surveyed in this 
book will show that Jesus modeled inclusive leadership as Echols under-
stands it. Thus, pastors and church leaders can model the inclusive leader-
ship of Jesus Christ through disability-inclusive leadership.

15 Steve Echols, “Transformational/Servant Leadership: A Potential Synergism 
for an Inclusive Leadership Style,” Journal of Religious Leadership 8, no. 2 (2009): 
115.

16 Echols, 88–91.
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