Disabled Christian Leaders in Conversation: Podcast Summary
Episode 4: Bailie Gregory (they/she)
Series Introduction
Disabled Christian Leaders in Conversation is a video podcast series. It is hosted by Dr Naomi Lawson Jacobs (they/them) from Manchester Metropolitan University and Revd Dr Erin Raffety (she/her) from Princeton Theological Seminary.
Each episode features a disabled Christian leader from the US or UK. The guests come from many different churches and Christian traditions. They include clergy, ministers, lay leaders (church leaders who are not ordained), theologians and activists.
The series comes from a research project called Learning from and Enhancing Disabled People’s Christian Leadership. The project is based at Manchester Metropolitan University and Princeton Theological Seminary. The conversations look at:
1. the barriers disabled people face to leading in churches
1. the gifts disabled leaders bring
1. their sense of calling
1. the costs of leadership.
The Calvin Institute of Christian Worship funded the research. Manchester Metropolitan University’s Engage Fund funded the podcast.
Episode Introduction
In this episode, Bailie Gregory (they/she) joins Revd Dr Erin Raffety (she/her). Bailie works with disabled students in higher education and preaches in Presbyterian churches. The conversation with Bailie starts at 01:25.
Bailie’s Background (01:25-02:32)
1. Bailie is queer and disabled. They have bipolar disorder, PTSD and a sleep disorder.
1. They trained at seminary (where ministers train), and led in church through internships and preaching. They still preach.
1. They work with disabled students in higher education, which they see as part of their ministry.
What are some things you would want folks in churches to know about your journey into leadership as a disabled person? (02:33-05:40)
1. After university, Bailie became a teacher in a special education classroom in Philadelphia. Around then, they were diagnosed with bipolar disorder. Many of their students had similar experiences.
1. Parents told Bailie they couldn’t take their children to church, because the children stimmed, swore or did other things. Bailie had grown up in the church, with family who were clergy. They believed they could change this.
1. They went to seminary to work with disabled students. By their second year, they were more open about their own experiences. They graduated during Covid, which was hard.
1. They taught for a while, then moved into disability work in higher education.
Barriers in the Ordination Process (05:41-15:50)
1. Erin says the research found physical barriers, such as raised altars and pulpits; social barriers, such as attitudes to disabled children in church; and structural barriers, such as the process of becoming ordained. We have to name these barriers to remove them.
1. Bailie has PTSD, which means they really struggle with managing overwhelm. They use spoon theory to explain this: ‘spoons’ stand for a limited amount of energy each day. On good days they can manage hard tasks. On bad days they need support.
1. Bailie was new to the Presbyterian Church. They were given a huge amount of information about ordination all at once. In one meeting, they were told it might take ten years, which made them panic. There was no support afterwards.
1. They tried to do everything, even taking Greek and Hebrew in the same term of their final year.
1. Their presbytery (the group that oversees Presbyterian churches in an area) didn’t give them the support they needed. Their peers weren’t well supported in ministry either. Bailie wondered who would help if they had a depressive episode, or couldn’t preach one week.
1. They also had to have a psychiatric assessment. They weren’t allowed to use the doctors who had cared for them for 15 years, and no one explained why.
1. They also had to train as a hospital chaplain (called CPE). Bailie values CPE, but overnight shifts don’t suit someone with a sleep disorder that triggers mental health problems.
1. Erin says the ordination process is a huge learning curve, and expects people to manage alone. Churches should assume that everyone needs support. Many mental health diagnoses would make the process hard or even harmful, and Bailie had no safe way to ask for what they needed.
What do you consider a great church leader? Who do you think the church says a great leader is? (15:51-21:53)
1. Bailie’s father was a charismatic pastor who faced similar challenges to Bailie. Bailie saw churches looking for leaders who were full of energy, got things done and worked nonstop: church ‘rock stars’.
1. Bailie learned early that this isn’t healthy or sustainable. The church is more than one person. It is about building community and supporting each other.
1. For Bailie, good leadership means being consistent, especially in communication, and knowing your limits, rather than wearing yourself out for Jesus.
1. Some leaders drop everything whenever something seems urgent. Bailie is ’the calendar person’ instead: they need routine, and to know when things are happening. They would rather plan and build structures than move from crisis to crisis. Disabled leadership can mean making room for the slowness you need to stay well.
1. Erin once asked her youth ministry students to describe the ideal youth minister. They all agreed that no one could live up to it. Erin says Bailie’s idea of consistency, shared with other people, is more faithful. Even Jesus needed lots of people around him in his ministry.
Are there other examples of when you have felt affirmed in your leadership as a disabled person, in the church or elsewhere? (21:54-29:38)
1. Erin says many disabled people in the research felt they couldn’t lead as themselves. When they could, it made their communities more accepting of others too.
1. Bailie hosted a Disability Salon, where students shared their art, poetry and research. Bailie worried it wouldn’t work, and planned carefully. Then they remembered that something beautiful always happens when disabled people come together. The event went perfectly.
1. Leading other disabled people means being faithful to your planning and trusting the people in the room. In two years, Bailie’s team has had about 100 different access requests, and has met every one. Bailie doubts a non-disabled person could manage all these needs. It was both beautiful and hard.
1. Erin calls this radical hospitality: going out of your way to truly welcome people. Churches like to claim they do this, but Bailie shows it takes a lot of preparation.
1. Bailie says churches don’t have to meet every access need at once. They can think about what they already do, and what they could change. For example, one student who comes to every event can’t eat gluten or dairy. Bailie makes sure there is food for them, without them having to ask.
What kind of church or community would help you be a great leader? (29:39-36:48)
1. For Bailie, a supportive church is curious about what is happening in people’s lives, and gets involved in them. It helps to pair up people of different ages to check on each other, for example if someone misses church three Sundays in a row.
1. Everyone going through ordination should have a mentor who knows the process, and checks in every two weeks or every month. At the start, there should be a conversation about what support they need. Disabled people ask about support needs a lot, and the church could learn from this.
1. Erin says asking “what can I do for you?” puts pressure on the person who is struggling. It is better to offer something specific, like a visit or a meal.
1. Deaf theologian Hannah Lewis says we must both remove barriers and help disabled leaders grow. Otherwise, the church will lose potential ministers in the ordination process.
1. Erin says access is not a one-off box to tick. Churches should keep asking disabled people what support they need. Disabled people know what they need. Even if they aren’t sure yet, they will know you are a safe person to tell later.
1. A disabled friend asks Bailie how they can support them every time they talk. At first Bailie found it silly, but the regular asking showed Bailie that they could share a need. Bailie says “How can I support you?” works better than “How can I help you?”
1. Erin says this protects privacy, because people don’t have to share details about their disability. Churches can panic about budgets, but the key is not to say no. Instead, work it out together. Disabled people understand limits.
Disabled People and Problem Solving (37:16-41:40)
1. Bailie says disabled people are creative problem solvers, because they have always had to do more with less to get their access needs met.
1. After a serious accident, Bailie could only get from their wheelchair to their sofa by going down to the floor and climbing up on their elbows. A friend talked through solutions with them, and built wooden steps for each stage of the move. If you let disabled people lead, they may find solutions you would never think of.
1. Erin says the friend didn’t question Bailie’s way of doing things. He listened and let Bailie lead. That is what being a good ally looks like.
What is one thing you would like the church to remember and to know about disabled people’s leadership? (41:41-47:00)
1. Bailie wants the church to see disabled leaders as valuable, full and worthy members of their community. Bailie is a good person and a good leader when they are manic, when they are depressed, and when they are stable.
1. Bailie has often heard people in church talk negatively about people with bipolar disorder, not knowing that Bailie has this diagnosis. It matters to put people with different experiences in the pulpit. This kind of leadership creates better leaders, and makes the church more gracious and open.
1. Bailie found it affirming to see a Black pastor in Texas talk about being bipolar in a sermon, and show all his pill bottles.
1. Erin encourages Bailie to keep writing, teaching and leading. She says Bailie’s leadership in churches and pulpits has helped the kingdom of God to grow. Bailie says Erin made space for disabled leaders, and that it is really important for non-disabled leaders to do this.
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Discussion prompts
1. Bailie would rather plan ahead and know their limits than wear themselves out like a church “rock star”. What does your church expect of its leaders? Who might that leave out?
1. Bailie mentions providing allergy free food for a student who regularly attends events. What are some examples of small steps which the church could take to make itself more accessible for its community?
1. Bailie says “How can I support you?” works better than “How can I help you?” How could asking this regularly make it easier for disabled people to share what they need?
1. Bailie shows that truly welcoming disabled people takes preparation. What could your church plan ahead, so that disabled people don’t always have to ask?
