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We are coming towards the end of what some call the Season of Emergence.  
 
A time within the worshipping life of the church that stretches from the beginning of September. 
 
Until All Saints Sunday – when a small period, the season of the saints, takes us to Advent. 
 
I am drawn to the term Season of Emergence more so than the Season of Creation, because, like 
creation, emergence has the potential to embrace the focus on the natural world, both its beauty and 
its plight amidst these times of ecological crisis.  
 
Beyond that, emergence invites this sense of possibility. 
 
Personal. 
 
Communal. 
 
Societal. 
 
And even ecological.  
 
Possibility is the theme of our prayer of commitment that we shared earlier in this service, opening 
ourselves to the possibility of peace…starting with ourselves.  
 
Possibility echoes that line in A New Creed 
 
https://united-church.ca/community-faith/welcome-united-church-canada/faith-statements/new-creed-1968 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nlgTbi3GPpc 
 

We believe in God: 
    who has created and is creating, 
 

It suggests that part of the vocation, as in the call to be church… 
 
Is to participate in ongoing action of creation 
 
That is to me, the invitation of the season of emergence 
 
And during this season 
 
We are invited to reflect through these ancient stories 
 
Two of which we have heard today 
 
Our reading from the Gospel is often known as the healing of Blind Bartimaeus 
 
(blindness along with lame-ness also featured in the Hebrew reading from Jeremiah) 

https://bible.oremus.org/?ql=501821488
https://bible.oremus.org/?ql=501821520
https://united-church.ca/community-faith/welcome-united-church-canada/faith-statements/new-creed-1968
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nlgTbi3GPpc


 
And I want to invite us to consider 3 intriguing questions (well intriguing to me at least) 
 
That struck me in this text 
 
The first is the problem of ableism and assumptions of bodily normalcy in sacred text 
 
The second is the dynamic of longing, specifically a longing for healing patterns of being, be they 
personal, relational, communal, or even societal. 
 
The third and final is a question of divine agency – is God about external intervention or internal, 
engaging personal agency and responsibility? Of course there is a problem inherent in the duality I’ve 
just created. 
 
So that’s what we’ve got in store over the next several pages… 
 
So here we go… 
 

[Jesus] and his disciples and a large crowd were leaving Jericho, Bartimaeus son of Timaeus, 
a blind beggar, was sitting by the roadside…he began to shout out and say, ‘Jesus, Son of 
David, have mercy on me!’  

 
Jesus said to him, ‘What do you want me to do for you?’  
 
The blind man said to him, ‘My teacher, let me see again.’  
 
Jesus said to him, ‘Go; your faith has made you well.’  
 
Immediately he regained his sight and followed him on the way. 

 
There are 22 instances of healing in the synoptic Gospels (a term which notes that Matthew, Mark, 
and Luke, seem to present a summary, or synopsis, of the life, work, and teaching of Jesus of 
Nazareth, or in Hebrew, Yeshua Ben Myriam). 
 
Blindness, deafness, muteness, lameness, deformed hands, fevers, maladies of blood, 
hemorrhaging, and the always complicated demon possessing, or troubling spirit.  
 
This is where I want to offer us the opportunity to reflect given that sacred texts, in which bodily 
infirmity and healing, plays such a central narrative, and metaphoric role, on the potential for our 
reading, and as a result, the forms assumed norms, and even forms of spiritual community to be 
implicitly, and often explicitly, ableist. 
 
How do we seek to embrace what the ancients were seeking to name about Jesus as the Christ 
among and within them, without embracing unwittingly an imagining of human healing and wholeness 
that excludes and limits and stigmatizes.  
 
Do these stories, have these stories historically, limit our sense that God can be actively expressed in 
a body that we culturally consider disabled, non-normative? 
 
https://reflections.yale.edu/article/divine-access-disability-and-belonging/finding-healing-my-disability 

 

https://reflections.yale.edu/article/divine-access-disability-and-belonging/finding-healing-my-disability


Disability theologian Thomas Reynolds [writes] about the cult of normalcy…the societal construct 
that makes certain kinds of bodies and minds “normal” and ideal and which should be achieved by 
all. Bodies should be able to walk, walk straight, see, hear, speak, and all minds should be able to 
reason, process information in the same way and, if they do not, there is something wrong with 
them… 

 
https://mcusercontent.com/a0f92b629ef5d45b6f7677645/files/7bd79727-7061-42a0-8b69-
ad229d3676b8/2020_02_09_Affirming_Statement.01.pdf 
 
The Knox-Met Affirming Statement seeks to bring our attention to this dynamic… 
 

People of every…ability [and] neurodiversity…are welcomed into full participation in every aspect 
of the life and ministry of Knox-Metropolitan United Church and are affirmed to be a sacred and 
beautiful expression of God’s own image.  

 
Affirmed to be a sacred and beautiful expression of God’s own image, not bearing that potential if 
only they first be cured or changed or normalized.  
 
Yet, regardless of what we may affirm, as important such language may be, the reality is that 
churches, including this one, were literally built with an assumption of bodily normalcy. We have some 
work to do in this area. Administration is looking at an accessibility report that highlights some 
structural issues that can be addressed in this physical space.  
 
Beyond this, churches (as is the case for many communities of other faiths, philosophies, not to 
mention so many other institutions) are structured with an assumption of a degree of bodily ability 
considered to be normal/normative.  
 
Can we imagine preaching and teaching coming from a body that inhabits a wheelchair? A voice that 
is mediated through a computer speaking aid, or a human accompanier?  
 
At the 43rd General Council, the United Church had, for the first time, a person with a disability, stand 
for election to the role of Moderator. Note, this individual uses person-first language to describe 
themself and so I have done so too, they also, as a person who uses a wheelchair, used the term 
“stand”. 
 
https://broadview.org/hey-united-church-we-could-have-talked-about-my-disability/\ 
 
Dr. Colin Phillips, holds a PhD in social policy, with an expertise in housing and poverty, is a 
University Lecturer, and has served the United Church at a National level since 2009, including being 
a commissioner at 3 General Councils and a member of the General Secretary’s (the most senior 
staff member in the church) Supervision Committee.  
 
He notes, though that he was not asked about how he would navigate the role of Moderator as a 
person with a disability, even though he has thought about it, and had created a tentative plan. 
 
He reflected in the pages of Broadview Magazine… 
 

What haunts me, though, is the extent to which commissioners’ discomfort, and probable 
assumptions, around my disability prevented them from seeing me not just as a theoretically 
possible candidate for moderator, but as a viable one too. 
 

https://mcusercontent.com/a0f92b629ef5d45b6f7677645/files/7bd79727-7061-42a0-8b69-ad229d3676b8/2020_02_09_Affirming_Statement.01.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/a0f92b629ef5d45b6f7677645/files/7bd79727-7061-42a0-8b69-ad229d3676b8/2020_02_09_Affirming_Statement.01.pdf
https://broadview.org/hey-united-church-we-could-have-talked-about-my-disability/


How can we, as practitioners of a faith whose sacred text is so steeped with stories of physical 
healing, embracing healing as broad concept that is not synonymous with cure, recognizing that the 
context from which our sacred texts themselves held their own assumptions about disability which 
were not necessarily liberative. 
 
And how can we encourage the gifts and contributions of those whose bodies and minds do not 
confirm to limited and limiting assumptions of normal? 
 
How do we avoid adding barriers of stigma and dismissal to those seeking to live out a vocation of 
bringing healing into the world who may not only be able to “integrate” but could in fact be our great 
teachers and leaders? 
 
In her book Disabled God, Disability theologian Nancy Eiesland highlights  
 

that the Resurrected [Jesus] rises with the wounds in his hands and side. His body has been 
raised in a non-normative body that had lived under the disabling force of the Roman empire 
that would ultimately execute him. He is raised up with a disability intact 
 

What visions of wholeness for ourselves, our communities, and our societies might we find opening 
were we able to engage in this way.  
 
This brings me to the second question which this text opened for me. 
 
A longing for wholeness and healing. 
 
Bartimaeus’ passionate declarations 
 

‘Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!’  
 
 ‘My teacher, let me see again.’  

 
When these are detangled from our ableist notions of normalcy can we hear in these cries our own 
longing? 
 
As I thought about Bartimaeus, I thought about an interview I have listened to again and again with 
the great poet and teacher John O’Donahue… 

when we cross a new threshold…if we cross worthily, what we do is we heal the patterns of 
repetition that were in us that had us caught somewhere. And in our crossing, then, we cross 
onto new ground, where we just don’t repeat what we’ve been through in the last place we 
were…[B]eauty, in that sense, is about an emerging fullness, a greater sense of grace and 
elegance, a deeper sense of depth, and also a kind of homecoming for the enriched memory 
of your unfolding life. 

 we heal the patterns of repetition that were in us that had us caught somewhere. 

https://onbeing.org/programs/john-odonohue-the-inner-landscape-of-beauty-aug2017/ 
 
https://youtu.be/aqalrRkYP14?t=1862 
 
I love this idea of being so captured by the possibility 
 

https://onbeing.org/programs/john-odonohue-the-inner-landscape-of-beauty-aug2017/
https://youtu.be/aqalrRkYP14?t=1862


By a beautiful vision of possibility that we feel compelled to cross through a threshold, take an action 
to enter into newness that heals the patterns of repetition in which we’ve been stuck. 
 
We see this in Bartimaeus’ cry and the longing of the unnamed in the passage from Jeremiah. 
 
I wonder if we were to be so vulnerable with one another, what we might name. 
 
What patterns of being, what relational dynamics, what communal cycles? 
 
What societal inequalities? 
 
Can these stories, when we read them in this time of emergence compel us to touch our deep 
longings and engage us in the work of healing.  
 
This is where this question bleeds into my final question… 
 
This sometimes duality of divine power as interventionalist and external on one hand and personal 
agency and responsibility on the other.  
 
I’ve been meditating on this quote from the Rev. Linda Noonan from the Enfleshed Liturgy that 
Matters Collective: 
 

What if God is not a jealous deity that demands our obedience and submission at all costs, but 
the Oneness of creation inviting our solidarity with the world and the Breath of Life seeking con-
spirators - co-breathers - in the work of repair, healing, connection, and liberation? 

 
I attended an online conference this past spring at St. Andrew’s College, the United Church Seminary 
at the University of Saskatchewan. One of the workshops was on an upcoming book. 
 
Turning Ourselves Inside Out: Thriving Christian Communities 
 
https://www.fortresspress.com/store/product/9781506470023/Turning-Ourselves-Inside-Out 
 
The authors, one of who was presenting the workshop, explore the weight of grief, challenge and 
discouragement that decades of decline has had on the United Church of Canada. 
 

We in the mainline church tend to drift slowly, inexorably towards death and decline, even though 
deep in our hearts we want the opposite. We want renewal and excitement and to embrace the 
amazing things God can do! Yet the tepid, hesitant reluctance that predominates the mainline 
church culture is killing us off, one congregation at a time. 

 
Instead of offering an easy 3 step program to success, the authors look at 7 virtues that upon their 
research they found were held in common amongst a collection of congregations that they had 
identified as thriving.  
 
These virtues were hope, humility, love, courage, integrity, and kenosis (a word which means a 
turning of oneself inside out and self-giving).  
 
This becomes a dynamic that dissolves the duality I had previously created.  
 
It’s not about holding out for an unlikely miracle and nor is it trying to coerce on into being.  
 

https://www.fortresspress.com/store/product/9781506470023/Turning-Ourselves-Inside-Out


Instead, it is about nurturing within oneself and one’s community a place of possibility.  
 
I wonder if one or more of these virtues sticks out to you… 
 
Hope 
 
Humility 
 
Love 
 
Courage 
 
Integrity 
 
Generous self-giving  
 
As we consider this within the context of spiritual community, I wonder where practice comes in? 
 
As we consider a reaching to longing and possibility 
 
For self 
 
For community 
 
I wonder what practices might help us individually and collectively nurture these virtues within? 
 
I wonder, is there a spiritual practice you would like to learn more about? 
 

- Personal Prayer 
- Prayer for/with Other People 
- Personal Reading of the Bible 
- Reading the Bible in a Group 
- Discernment – Seeking to bring faith into personal decision-making 
- Meditation/Meditative Prayer  
- Labyrinth Walking  

 
Is there something else, not on this list? 
 
I’d love to hear. 
 
We prepare to leave the season of emergence and enter into the season of the saints 
 
From there we embrace the darkness that is Advent 
 
A time of becoming and fertility, a call to nurture that which is growing, a call to enter into partnership, 
playing our role while holding faith in the dynamos of that which is ever moving and growing, always 
longing to emerge… 


