
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   
Inclusive Church:  
St Mark’s Mansfield  
 
03/05/15 

Acts 8:26-end 
Jn 15:1-8 
 
Introduction 
 
Great to be here. 
  
Thanks to Keith for the invite. 
 
BC  …work as NC for IC…. 
before that parish priest in London and 
Rochester – at Dartford. 
 
First Point 
 

Let me tell you about Sarah. 
 
Sarah is young, in her 20’s.  
 
Bright, full of life, energetic and vibrant. 
 
Sarah lives with disability as a feature of her 
life.  
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She is dependent on a wheelchair to get 
around.  
 
Has a Personal Assistant to help with some 
tasks.  
 
Sarah tries to be part of church life – but it’s 
a struggle. 
 
My insight into how much of a struggle came 
when we ran a conference about disability.  
Sarah wanted to come.  
 
It was in her home town. 
 
To be there – she had to courier in a special 
chair for her to be able to be in for the day. 
 
She had to arrange for the chair to be 
couriered away afterwards. 
 
Sarah was so wiped out by the energy 
needed to be at this one event – she said 
she wouldn’t then go out for another month.  
 
As you may appreciate - it isn’t easy for 
Sarah to be part of church. 
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Let me tell you about Susan 
 
Susan is a bright and intelligent 50 
something.  
 
Susan’s epilepsy is triggered by noise, and it 
makes her bark like a seal. 
 
The congregation that she is part of find it 
difficult to include her – for fear of her 
condition. 
 
So she continually lives on the edge of her 
church.  
 

Let me tell you about Ben 
 
Ben is 27 and a father of 2. 
 
My disability is stealthy, I have no chair, or stick, or missing 

limb to mark me out. Indeed for the first 18 years of my life 

the thing I now call ‘disability’ was invisible even to me. 

There was always a certain ‘oddness’ about me; words and 

phrases like “scatter-brained,” “eccentric,” “nutty professor,” 

“distracted," and sometimes just plain “lazy,” have followed 

me throughout my life. But when the label, “dyspraxic," and 

later, “autistic," were applied to me, I finally felt that here 

were words that my ‘oddness’ could truly inhabit. 

 



 4 

Ben writes about his coping mechanisms as 
an autistic person.  
 
What he has to do to manage being part of a 
church  
 
Second Point 
 

Let me tell you about an Ethiopian. 
 
A black African man from this ancient nation.  
 
An important official in the Royal court, he 
had been castrated to make him safe to 
serve within the royal household. 
 
Eunuchs were safe because they wouldn’t 
produce children who might then challenge 
the throne.  
 
Eunuchs were mocked, ridiculed and 
despised as sexless and pointless. 
 
This man was a Jewish convert – he had 
gone to Jerusalem to worship and was on 
his way home. 
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As a Jewish convert – he would have been 
excluded from the covenant community, 
alienated from God’s household. 
 
And here we meet him on his way home 
reading this section of Isaiah: 
 
“He had no beauty or majesty to attract us to 
him… nothing in his appearance that we 
should desire him… he was despised and 
rejected by men.” 
 
This man understood what it meant to be 
despised, 
 
To be rejected. 
 
In many ways he was defined by his body, 
defined by a ‘disability’. 
 
That is certainly how Sarah, Susan and Ben 
feel – especially as they encounter the 
church.  
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Third Point 
 
But for the Ethiopian it doesn’t end there. 
 
He encounters Philip, who travelled with him, 
shared in conversation with him, 
 
Allowed the eunuch to ask questions – and 
when he was ready - responded to that 
request to be baptised. 
 
Well there are some clues if you want to be a 
church that gets it right for any who feel on 
the edge, for any who feel excluded.  
 
Encounter people – be where they are 
Travel with people – go where they are 
going 
Have conversations with people – listen 
and share 
Respond positively when people express a 
desire to be part of the faith community 
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 So…encounter people. 
Be in the place where the excluded 
are. 
 

Take the example of Sarah – she is 
effectively housebound as a young 20 
something.  
 
She will hardly ever be at church on a 
Sunday morning.  
 
But wants to be part of church. 
 
There will be Sarah’s in your community. 
 
Consider ways to engage with them.  
 
Be where they are.  
 
For Sarah – the internet is a vital tool. 
 
For others it might be meeting people in day 
care facilities – or finding out where local 
support groups meet, Do they need help?  
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 Travel with people, go where they 
are going  

 
So much of church is about getting them to 
come to us. 
 
Go where they are – and travel in their 
direction.  
Which may well take you on risky and 
unknown journeys.  
 
To places where you would rather not go. 
 

 Share in conversation – have 
conversations with people, listen 
and share 

 
Instead of telling people what to believe – 
which too many in church do…. 
Have a conversation.  
Discuss. 
Share 
Disagree 
Explore 
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 Respond to the expressed need. 
Respond positively when people 
express a desire to be part of the 
faith community 

 
Sarah, Susan and Ben – want to be part of 
church. 
 
When people who feel excluded express a 
desire to be part of church – we should 
respond with the open heart of God. 
 
Not put more barriers up. 
 
Here is water – why shouldn’t I be baptised? 
 
Conclusion 
 
I have huge admiration for Sarah, Susan and 
Ben. 
 
In spite of the church – they hang on to faith 
– sometimes by their fingertips. 
 
I have huge admiration also for you – here at 
St Mark’s. 
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Instead of just labelling yourselves as 
inclusive – you are bothering to do the work 
of exploring what that might really mean. 
 
That disability is not about ramps, toilets and 
hearing loops. 
 
It is about ensuring that people on the edge, 
who are excluded from society and church – 
discover the welcome of God. 

The Kingdom (1972) RS Thomas 

It’s a long way off but inside it 
There are quite different things going on: 
Festivals at which the poor man 
Is king and the consumptive is 
Healed; mirrors in which the blind look 
At themselves and love looks at them 
Back; and industry is for mending 
The bent bones and the minds fractured 
By life. It’s a long way off, but to get 
There takes no time and admission 
Is free, if you will purge yourself 
Of desire, and present yourself with 
Your need only and the simple offering 
Of your faith, green as a leaf. 
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Alleluia Christ is risen! He is risen Indeed 
Alleluia! 

 
 

 


