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Collective Care

The story starts with Judith Heumann who was, in the 1970’s and presently,

helping to lead the disability rights movement. That year, Disability rights activists were

fighting to get Cabinet Member Joseph Califano to sign section 504 of the Rehabilitation

Act, which would be the first major legislation giving rights to Disabled people in

America. Heumann along with many others had led multiple other protests up until this

point, but when they realized that this would be another, she noted that, “It was an ‘over

my dead body’ kind of thing. So, quietly, we had decided to take our protest one step

further” (Heumann 41%). They in fact took it significantly further and staged the longest

sit-in occupying a government building in American history. They were joined by several

groups across the country to do the same, although the one that Heumann led in San

Francisco lasted the longest and went for 28 days.

Because many people have not heard of the 504 sit-ins, learning about the

occupation of a government building may likely bring up memories of the January 6th

insurrection at the capitol. While both were protests taking place in government

buildings, that is where the similarities end. These two events are very importantly

different from each other, and to people in 2021 and beyond, noting these differences is

deeply important. While Heumann and others were actively advocating for change, they

were not trying to overthrow the people in power. They were also, very clearly, fighting

for inclusion of individuals, whereas the insurrectionists were attempting to take over in



order to uphold values of exclusion of many different people. Most fundamentally,

though, the 504 sit-ins were in order to pass a law that would help end violence and

discrimination towards Disabled people, and the insurrection this year ended in several

deaths. Disability advocates, in contrast were fighting for an equal chance at life. In

thinking of the insurrection, many Christians are reminded of the theological implications

it held. The images and descriptions of people raising “Jesus Saves” flags and praying

in the capitol, while bringing actual death and destruction created a deeply confusing

and harmful connection. Understanding the 504 sit-in’s theologically brings quite the

opposite understanding. Disabled people and allies celebrated Easter and Passover

during their time in the building, supported each other, and extended grace and love to

those around them as well as those who they were pushing against to get the law

passed. There was no violence and a strong commitment to love and justice, whereas

January 6th brought with it if nothing else a destructive and deadly inversion of these

important civil rights movements.

To understand the full theological significance of the 504 sit-in’s, it is important to

evaluate what they consisted of and in what way they were engaged. Heumann

describes the start of these 28 days, writing, “I turned and headed for the entrance to

the Federal Building. It was instant mayhem. People surged behind me. Those who

could walk went up the steps. Blind people pushed people in manual wheelchairs, the

person in the wheelchair navigating. The people in electric chairs drove themselves up

the ramp to the right of the steps. Inside, people mobbed the atrium of the building.

Someone pushed the button for the elevator. It was immediately crammed with people”

(Heumann 44%). Even here, it is clear that there is a thoughtfulness, love, and inclusion



happening. This initiation to the protest was deeply powerful due to the amount of

people, the persistence and depth of their desire for the 504 to be signed, and their

communal solidarity. Even at this point in the sit-in, each person was using their skills

and abilities in ways that made it possible for everyone to be part of the protest in a way

that worked for them. They were essentially living out what their hope was for this new

law and their dream of Disability Justice as a whole. The entire sit-in consisted of this

attitude of community care, accommodation, and love and acceptance for all people.

The leaders of the sit-in knew that this community aspect was deeply important to

keeping their protest going and “were sure that the only way to maintain the group was

to create an overwhelming sense of unity—and the only way to do that was to be totally

inclusive and completely open. We waited until every single person had arrived and the

sign language interpreters were ready to start translating” (Heumann 52%). Every night

they held one of these conversations with every person that was present, which, for the

majority of the time, was 110 people. They made sure that there was access to sign

language, that people were given time to speak even when their speech was slower,

and would sometimes be up until early morning listening to the thoughts and comments

of every person present.

On top of that, for the 28 days that they stayed there, their job included caring for

the community gathered in other ways too, many of which were things they hoped for in

the world as a whole. Heumann noted that, “For people with disabilities, a sleepover is

not as simple as tossing some sandwiches and a toothbrush into a backpack. In

addition to personal assistance, a fairly high number of us also require various types of

daily medications and have things like catheters that need to be changed, or the need to



get turned at night to avoid bedsores. Many people, of course, had come without a

personal attendant, any kind of food, or even a toothbrush” (Heumann 46%). This made

it so that part of the goal of the leaders was to find ways that every person could be

included in caring for everyone else, fully embodying the practice of collective care. It is

beautiful to think that this small community gathered for almost a month was living out

the life they desired their actions to create.

One of the most powerful parts of this story, though, comes from the way that this

not only worked out for them, but ultimately was the only reason that they could stay

there longer than any one has before. After a short time of their protest, the government

shut the building down completely and would not allow anyone or anything to enter. This

would have been a problem more generally because there was no access to food, and

also more particularly as Heumann noted because the people staying there needed

medication and equipment that had to come from the outside. Instead of giving up, as

many groups would have had to do, they were able to move forward specifically

because they were Disabled. This was a powerful moment because as Heumann

explains, “Then it occurred to us. We had a secret weapon. Sign language. We decided

to give our announcements and messages to the Deaf protesters, who took them to the

windows looking out on the plaza, where our supporters were holding the vigil. When

they got the attention of the Deaf protesters and sign language interpreters outside, they

signed our messages through the window. The Deaf protesters and sign language

interpreters then relayed the messages to the right people. It was beautiful” (Heumann

53%). They were able to communicate to the people they had to, and they eventually

got food, medication, and supplies up to them specifically because they had this culture



surrounding them. The benefits of it were evident for them, and they knew that the work

they were doing to get Disabled people and culture more present in society was going

to be just as beneficial. With all of this in place, they were eventually able to meet their

goal of getting the 504 signed unchanged and provide something that was life changing

for so many people. It was, in fact, incredibly beautiful how they were able to do this,

and shows in many ways how beautiful communities would be now, if everyone were

cared for and was able to care for others in ways that worked for them. This concept of

Disability justice, solidarity, care, and ultimately love is what these civil rights leaders

were striving for, and fundamentally what Disability rights advocates are still fighting for

today.

To bring this sort of communal love, solidarity, and justice into the church is what I

am calling for in this paper. Noting the ways that for that small, but life-changing 28 day

period, these acts of care were so deeply impactful, it is clear that if they were

integrated more broadly into the Church then the community of believers would all

benefit and Christ’s love would be more deeply extended to every person, Disabled or

otherwise.

There has been much work focused on what it means to live as a body in relation to other

bodies and to experience humanity in its fullness of being. To understand this concept fully,

giving attention to the work of Judith Butler and her ideas around social ontology are critical.



Her work as a philosopher takes on many different ideas, all of which are connected to her

understanding of what it means to be human. In her recent book, The Force of Nonviolence,

Butler gives an in depth account of her ideas on ontology and embodiment. Her analysis of the

self seems to stim from the question, “If one’s self is vitally connected to a set of others and

cannot be conceived without them, then when and where does that singular self start and end?”

(Butler 26:24-27:31). This question is not only valid, but affirming of the ways that it is

necessary to live life connected to others, when the current culture is so focused on isolating

individual selves. She challenges the ideas of individualization that many people default to when

thinking about what it means to exist, and it is that particular challenge that feels so necessary to

the work of Disability Theology. To explain this idea of embodiment, she writes, “No body can

sustain itself on its own. The body is not and never was a self-subsisting kind of being, which is

but one reason the metaphysics of substance which conceives the body as an extended being with

discrete boundaries was never a particularly good frame for understanding what a body is. The

body is given over to others in order to persist” (Butler 1:23:22-1:23:49). This is deeply true, and

while current ideals of independence and self-promotion attempt to deny it, when faced directly

with the dependance that is so engrained in embodiment, it is clear that Butler’s point is directly

connected to what it means to be human. This interconnectedness is evident in the way that all

people must function to persist.

Taking these ideas further, Butler does not assert that we are sadly constrained to

community living, but instead, she writes about the ways in which this connection to others is

significantly formative of the fullness of who we are. There is no denying in her arguments and

in our lives that, “In other words, we can assert in a general way that social interdependency

characterizes life” (Butler 27:51-28:15). To understand Christ as embodied and sharing the



Lord’s prayer, as well as to understand what all people need and what Disability Justice strives

for, understanding this direct fact of embodiment is fundamentally important. There is no life

without social interdependency, so instead of attempting to deny that as a culture full of capitalist

and Social Darwinian ideals of everyone for themselves fighting for an individual place at the

top, humanity should be working to understand the fullness of interdependency and how leaning

into it well can benefit all of us. Butler writes about what constitutes a self, how radical

interdependency is the sustainer of all human life, and how denial of that only furthers injustice.

She addresses her readers, almost with a call to action when noting that, “a new idea of equality

can only emerge from a more fully imagined interdependency: an imagining that unfolds in

practices and institutions, in new forms of civil and political life” (Butler 1:15:33-1:15:46). Her

work continuously leaves her readers with the notion and hope that we can create something

better.  To bring justice, equality, connectedness, and ultimately love was the foundation of

Christ’s life as well as, when done prophetically, the work of both the Disability Justice

movement and theology as a whole. To focus on love through a mindset of interconnectedness

and interdependence is what Butler calls in order to bring a better world, and it is the same call

that theology and Disability activists are making. Yet, those calls, more often than not, fail to be

linked together.

Understanding humanity and embodiment to mean this sense of interconnectedness is a

profound and helpful theological idea. If daily bread is a call for the meeting of embodied need,

then this need for interconnectedness is something that Christians should be praying for and

working toward. Daily bread is not only metaphorically consistent with this idea of

interdependence as bodily need, but it in fact proves this theologically. When a person is eating

the Eucharistic meal, or any meal for that matter, they are engaging in a web of interdependence.



Even in the taking of the bread and wine in a church communion setting connects us to an entire

web of people. Not only is bread in this context connecting us with God, but it is also connecting

us with a lineage of people behind us, ahead of us, and even adjacent to us who have been and

are taking communion in other times and contexts. We are not isolated, and that is important

theologically and practically to the meaning of the Eucharist.

Even further, daily bread consists of more general meals that sustain life, but these meals

cannot happen alone. In order to be eating bread, there were people who worked to provide each

of the ingredients, people who worked them together in order to make the bread, people who

transported the ingredients and the bread once it was made, and others who may have supplied,

stocked, or sold it at the store. If it is in the context of communion, there are also people who

prepared it, blessed it, and served it, all of whom are, in turn, connected to a web of others. These

all give evidence to the fact that we are not, and cannot, be alone. In addition, ingredients come

from the earth, the earth is affected by the transportation, cooking, and use of the food, and the

earth is impacted by the stores, farms, houses, and churches these things take place in. Just in

order to engage with bread, we are tied up in a web of interconnectedness with the world around

us and with humanity. This interdependence is not beside the point when Christians talk about

daily bread, but is precisely the point. The dependance on food, the world, and our neighbor links

us to each other, our own bodies, earth, and God in profound and life changing ways.

Because Disabled people are often in tune with embodiment and embodied need when it

comes to this sort of interdependence, the Church can consider their work in order to better

answer this call of Christ. In the writings of Disabled activist Leah Lakshmi

Piepzna-Samarasinha there is deep evidence of this call for interdependence in order to create a

more just world and ultimately, to meet the embodied need that she knows well. She, as well as



many other Disability advocates, describe this form of equality from interdependence as

collective care. Piepzna-Samarasinha describes the Disability Justice principal of collective care,

as a, “shift in ideas of access and care whether it’s disability, child care, economic access or

many more from an individual chore, an unfortunate cost of having an unfortunate body, to a

collective responsibility that is maybe even deeply joyful” (Piepzna-Samarasinha 37:28- 37:42).

This joy seems deeply rooted in the call of Christ to love thy neighbor. When care shifts from an

individual, unfortunate task, and becomes a communal act of love, everyone benefits. This idea

is one of the founding principles of the Disability Justice movement and is vital for all of

humanity to live as embodied people well because it meets the specific need in a way that is not

only practical, but beautiful.

As noted previously, the 504 sit ins were one of many places where Disabled people

cared for each other well and not only met needs of individuals but met the needs of embodied

connectedness. In the telling of this story, Heumann writes, “But despite the discomfort, people

began to have fun. They raced their wheelchairs in the halls, organized games, played the guitar

and sang songs. There was almost no privacy. Everyone was getting dressed and taking care of

whatever they needed to do in the middle of everything, and they were bonding. They sat in

small circles for hours, talking and talking. Friendships formed” (Heumann 56%). This is a clear

story of exactly what community care was defined as earlier. The love and joy that came out of

meeting each others’ needs and the need for connectedness among everyone fulfilled the lives of

the people present. Not only was this a story of care, but it was also a story of joy, community,

and meeting needs.


