Disabled Christian Leaders in Conversation: Podcast Summary
Episode 5: Emily Richardson (she/her)
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, Emily Richardson (she/her) joins Dr Naomi Lawson Jacobs (they/them). Emily is a communications manager at a large Church of England church in London. The conversation with Emily starts at 03:11.
Emily’s Background (03:11-06:05)
1. Emily says her leadership has developed gradually over time, as she has learned and as other people have trusted her.
1. She has sometimes struggled to lead in church, because she didn’t think of herself as a leader, and had never seen leaders like her.
1. Her leadership has often depended on other people noticing her gifts and asking her to do things. She has then had to learn to believe them when they say she can do it.
1. For example, she was part of a new monastic community (a group that shares a pattern of prayer and life), where everyone took turns to lead. It took other members saying “I think you could lead a service” before she did.
1. Emily is now a communications manager at her church. This came from her love of social media, and from encouraging her church to start using Twitter. Social media is an accessible way for her to communicate, so she is good at it. It became a gift she could offer her church, and has turned into a paid role in the church’s ministry.
What has your journey to leadership been like? (06:15-10:08)
1. Emily describes her journey to leadership as “a bit of push and pull”. In the Old Testament, when God calls people to do something, they often say “absolutely not” or “not me”. For a long time, Emily responded to leadership in the same way.
1. What changed this was spending time with other disabled leaders, and in groups with lots of disabled people. They showed her what disabled people can achieve.
1. In particular, the yearly disability conference at St Martin-in-the-Fields church in London, run with Inclusive Church, changed her ideas about leadership and challenged her to do more. The conference is led by disabled people.
1. Emily says she has not become a leader on her own. Other people showed her the way, recognised her gifts and encouraged her.
1. Emily had written on social media about earlier disability conferences at St Martin-in-the-Fields. Because of this, she was invited to share her story at one of the conferences. She was nervous and thought she couldn’t, but she did it in her own way.
1. Since 2017, she has been on the conference planning team. She helps choose themes and speakers, and writes liturgy (the words used in worship). This has introduced her to many disabled leaders, and she has learned from their wisdom.
Naomi’s Reflections on Barriers (10:09-12:08)
1. Naomi says the research found a common thread in the barriers disabled leaders described. They call this pastoral power: an old idea that people rarely say out loud, that disabled people come to church to be ministered to, not to be ministers and leaders. Churches are often not aware of it, but it affects who is seen as a leader, before disabled people even get the chance to share their gifts.
1. Other barriers include buildings that are inaccessible or unsafe, and leadership styles borrowed from business, where leaders are expected to get lots done and be available at all times. Disabled leaders also often have to teach others about disability, which can be stressful and distracting. Some have good allies who help them deal with church systems, but this support can be lost when they move to a new church.
What are the major barriers which churches need to dismantle if they want to support disabled leaders and recognise their gifts? (12:09-15:03)
1. Emily says that in their book At the Gates, she and Naomi wrote about the barriers disabled people face when trying to access churches. These include physical barriers that stop people getting into the church building, or up to the altar and pulpit.
1. These barriers quietly send a message: we don’t expect you to be here, and this church wasn’t built with your needs in mind. Many disabled people feel this just taking part in church, let alone leading. They are kept in the pews, if they can reach them, rather than expected at the altar or in the pulpit.
1. Some barriers are about other people’s attitudes. Many people have a picture in their minds of what a church leader should be like – always there, at every event, and always positive and happy. Disabled people often don’t match up to this standard, so they are not even considered as leaders. Emily thinks attitudes are one of the biggest barriers.
Naomi’s Reflections on the ’Ideal Minister’ (15:04-15:32)
1. Naomi says many disabled leaders have talked about this standard for leaders, who are expected to have lots of energy, get a lot done, and not disrupt services. This is rarely a disabled person. This standard affects how clergy are trained, how worship is done, and everyday church life.
When you imagine a great church leader, what kind of person do you imagine? (15:33-18:21)
1. For Emily, a great leader is authentic. This means being true to who you are, letting your personality show, and being honest.
1. The church has many fixed ideas about what a leader should be like. This leads to a lot of leaders who aren’t being themselves, because they keep trying to fit into a role that doesn’t suit them.
1. Emily is part of Enabling Leaders, a Church of England training scheme for disabled and neurodivergent clergy. The training helps people accept their differences and their own ways of doing things, so they can be as true to themselves as possible as leaders. Emily has learned that the closer she is to who God created her to be, the better she leads.
1. When Emily thought leaders had to be strong, confident and loud, she held back from leading. As she says, “learning to be a quiet, hesitant leader has actually been empowering because it’s the leader I can be, not the leader I have to mould myself into.”
Naomi’s Reflections on Quiet Leadership and Gifts (18:22-19:46)
1. Naomi says Emily’s quiet leadership shows a different way to lead, for people who don’t see themselves in confident, forceful leaders. The research also found that disabled leaders often bring their own gifts to church leadership because of their disability, not in spite of it. This may be a hard message for churches to hear.
When have you felt most affirmed in your leadership as a disabled leader? (19:47-21:06)
1. Emily feels most affirmed when her church makes adjustments for her, so that her gifts can grow without overwhelming her.
1. For example, when her church invited her to preach, it felt like a huge task. But they gave her a chair, and planned the service around her needs. This helped her feel at home leading in that space.
1. Adapting the words and format of services has also helped to meet her needs.
How has this idea of prophetic leadership related to the gifts that you have been able to bring to churches? (21:07-23:37)
1. Naomi mentions the blind theologian John Hull, who has inspired both Naomi and Emily. He wrote that disabled people’s challenge to the church is prophetic: it tells the church when it is not living as God would want.
1. Emily says John Hull has helped her think about prophecy. In the Old Testament, prophets were always on the edge of society. Disabled people offer the church the same thing: an outsider’s view that challenges those at the centre of the church.
1. For many disabled people, the disability conference at St Martin-in-the-Fields is their only contact with church all year. So the conference is on the edge of church life, but it challenges those on the inside.
1. Being on the edge can be lonely, especially if you are the only disabled person in your church, or feel like you are always the one complaining, like the prophet Jeremiah. But God called people like this in the Old Testament, and their words are in the Bible. This gives Emily hope that her words are heard by God, and that those on the inside will hear them too.
Naomi’s Reflections on Reluctant Prophets (23:38-24:22)
1. Naomi says they are a big fan of Moses, who said no to God about six times at the burning bush. Emily once called herself a “reluctant prophet”.
1. Many disabled people have internalised ableism (believing the negative messages they hear about disability), and often find themselves leading from the edges. Disabled-led spaces like the conference at St Martin-in-the-Fields are encouraging, because you see disabled people in every kind of leadership role, formal and informal.
What is the one thing that you would like the church to know about disabled people’s leadership? (24:23-27:44)
1. Emily quotes the slogan of Disability and Jesus, the group Kt Tupling co-founded: “A church without disabled people is a disabled church.” You don’t know whose gifts you are missing out on if you don’t ask people to do things.
1. She thinks about Paul’s picture of the church as the body of Christ, where every part has a value and a purpose. A body becomes unwell when some parts can’t play their part. If we believe we are all made in the image of Christ, and all have a gift to bring, the church loses out when it doesn’t let those gifts be offered and grow. This disables the body of Christ.
1. Naomi says churches often think inclusion means being nice to people, or doing a duty. But the idea that churches are missing out if they don’t involve disabled people at every level, including leadership, is powerful. Wider society, including workplaces, could also learn from welcoming disabled people’s gifts.
1. Naomi thanks Emily, and all the guests in the series.
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Discussion prompts
1. It took other people saying “I think you could lead a service” before Emily did. How could your church notice and encourage disabled people’s gifts?
1. What are the physical barriers a disabled person might experience to leadership in a church space? What about non-physical barriers?
1. What do you make of the suggestion that a church without disabled people is a disabled church? What gifts might the body of Christ miss out on when disabled people aren’t nurtured as leaders?
1. Emily calls herself a “reluctant prophet”, and found that learning to be “a quiet, hesitant leader” was empowering. What is your own style of leadership? Could it challenge your church’s expectations of leaders?
