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The glory of God is a human being fully alive.  —Irenaeus 
 
 

Ancient Witness:  John 10:10 
 

Jesus said, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they may have life, 

and have it abundantly.” 

 

According to John, Jesus said that all of his words, everything that he said was in order that you would 

have abundant life, in order that you would be fully alive.  And this has nothing to do with possessions, 

financial security, achievements, social standing, even friends, family, admiration, acceptance of others, 

and so on. 

 

These, in fact, can sometimes become barriers to abundant life or the a kind of spiritual consciousness 

that Hindu gurus, Buddhist masters, and spiritual teachers of all traditions talk about. 

 

A few years ago I heard Tim Shriver, one of the Kennedy clan, at a conference.  In addition to the three 

famous brothers, John, Bobby and Ted, there were also sisters, Tim’s mother, Eunice, and Rosemary, 

who was intellectually disabled but fully included into the family.  So they all had a heightened 

sensitivity for the gifts that people of different abilities can bring. 

 

Eunice was, in fact, the driving force behind the establishment of the Special Olympics.  The first one 

was held in Chicago, June of 1968 in Soldier Field. 

 

About 15 years ago, Tim took over as the head of Special Olympics.  So much has changed about 

attitudes toward disabled people. 

 

It’s important for us to acknowledge that religion has been used to demean and diminish the full 

humanity of people with disabilities.  They were seen as defective, cursed by God, the result of misdeeds 

of past lives or of parents, a drag on the community. 

 

It was Aristotle who said:  “Let there be a law that no deformed child shall live.” 

 

Chief Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes of the United States Supreme Court said in 1927:  “It is better for 

all the world… for society to prevent those who are manifestly unfit from continuing their kind.”  

(compulsory sterilization case)  They were seen as a “blunder of nature,” “imbecile,”  “parasite.”  In the 

Nurenberg trial, the Nazis defended their eugenics by quoting Justice Holmes’ decision. 

 

There have been counter voices through the years, such as the Special Olympics, to the cruel bigotry, 

abuse and violence directed toward these most vulnerable children of God. 
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Jean Vanier, a Canadian theologian, founded L’Arche, a collection of faith-based communities of 

friendship and mutuality for people with intellectual disabilities and those who assist them, as they live 

together in homes.  Vanier wrote: 

 

Our happiness comes from creating places where we welcome the strangers of the world and 

live the compassion that says, “you are more beautiful than you dare to believe.”  Our goal is to 

end the tyranny of the normal because normality implies that some are welcome and others are 

to be rejected… 

 

The only real normality is the tenderness and compassion of God.  If we can make that the 

“normal,” then we can trust each other to be as we were created: beautiful, fragile but loved. 

 

The Race 

 

Shriver tells the story about one race at one of the early Special Olympics.  It was about a 300 

yard race.  There were 7 runners.  On the outside turn, one runner pulled away and grabbed the 

lead.  Down the backstretch they were bunched together but still a clear leader. 

 

Down the final 100 yards, the leader was in a commanding position, the crowd was cheering, 

when the runner in 2nd leaned too far forward and fell hard.   

 

The runner in 1st, only a few yard from the finish, stopped.  His friend had fallen.  He helped 

him up, put his arm on his friend’s shoulder and they triumphantly walked to the finish line in 

last place. 

 

Last place, and then there were cheers and a sense of wonder!  “And I hear a mystic’s riddle, 

writes Shriver, “Who won the race?”  It’s not where you finest, but how you finish. 

 

The organizers didn’t count on this: they thought the Special Olympics was about helping those with 

disabilities.  They didn’t count on this effect on everybody else. 

 

Shriver’s thesis:  “I believe that people with intellectual disabilities are brilliant teachers of that 

something bigger we’re all looking for.” 

 

Countercultural, subversive message:  It’s not where you finish but how you finish. 

 

Parts of us really resist this because we’ve been conditioned that it’s about where we finish, what we 

accomplish, who we know.   

 

The title of Shriver’s book that I borrowed for this sermon was taken from a quote from Irenaeus:  “The 

glory of God is a human being fully alive.”  And what these folks we commonly think of as the 

“disabled” can do is help us learn to be fully alive. 

 

Donal Page 

 

Donal Page was one of eight children of a dairy farmer in County Galway.  When he was a baby 

he had a fever and became unresponsive.  He had Reye’s syndrome and survived, but reduced 

brain functioning, blind, deaf. 
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When the Special Olympics in Ireland in 2003, Donal was 18. 

 

It was the first World Games for most severely challenged to compete: Motor Activities 

Training Program (MATP) was the “sport.”  Everyone has a gift and deserves a chance to show 

it including Donal. 

 

The President of Ireland, Mary McAleese (Shriver thought, maybe it would better to attend track 

and field—so many performing with such unexpected skill!)  Donal is welcomed to the stage.  

His task was “grasp and release” to reach over, pick up a beanbag, lift it, and move it to the 

other side of the table.  He had very limited control of his arms and sat contorted in his chair. 

 

After one minute, there was no hint of picking it up.  Seemed like an hour.  He turned his head 

down, hand started to move.  The crowd began to cheer, encourage.  There was a bond forming.  

Another minute: his body wouldn’t cooperate.  Almost 10 minutes to push his arm and hand 

lowered on the beanbag.  Applause turned to stomping.  He glanced up.  It took him 18 minutes 

to complete his MATP event, a task almost no one believe he could do. 

 

When they arrived home that night, the town square was full.  News had spread to Dublin. He 

was lowered off the bus to cheers and a medal around his neck.  Embodied the motto:  “Let me 

win.  But if I cannot win, let me be brave in the attempt.”  Like so may of the athletes who strive 

and persist and face each moment with courage and acceptance.  We see joy and tenderness to 

the moment. 

 

In their struggle and lives we can see what it means to be truly human through pure experience.  It helps 

us see and get in touch with our own precious core, that indelible image of the Divine within us that is 

obscured as we grow and mature by our minds.  Often, our minds become the obstacle to being fully 

alive and to pure experience. 

 

Shriver says what all the mystics say:  The best way to reach for the presence of God is to peel back the 

layers of our thinking and feeling and see that God is in all of it. 

 

Be like flowers and birds, says Jesus.  Be like infants, and what the New Testament calls “insignificant 

ones.”  Have the beginner’s mind, say Buddhists.  To experience life, as one amazing, undivided reality. 

 

This is what is means to be fully alive, and it can happen when, outwardly, when things don’t look so 

full, and there is hardship and adversity. 

 

 

Frank Stephens 

 

Born with Downs Syndrome, Frank Stephens went to Virginia public schools, graduated from 

high school, lettered in sports. 

 

He led a delegation to Capital Hill of advocates.  The reception was in a room at the House of 

Representatives building.  Some representatives were there.  When they wrapped up, “would 

any athlete want to add anything?” 

 

Frank, about 5 feet tall:  “I want to say that I am…  h… ha… hap… happy to be here.  Some 

p… p… p… people don't even think that I’m just disabled, that being like me is bad.   Some p… 
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p… p… people don’t event think were should be here… on Capital hill because we don’t count.  

(pause)  They don’t even think I should l… l… live.  That’s why I’m here.  I’m here to say to all 

those people that my life is worth living.  My life is worth living.  (silence)  I love my life and 

my life is worth living! 

 

Being fully alive has nothing to do with our intellect or physical ability, what we able to achieve, our 

successes and strengths.  It is to love our lives no matter what challenges we face, that our lives always 

have unconditional worth. 

 

It’s not that on some level those things aren’t good or valuable.  They are. 

 

It’s just that they are completely irrelevant to being fully alive! 

 

On the deepest of levels, the absence of these things cannot touch our ability to be fully alive.  And 

here’s the thing:  If they can be fully alive, so can we! 

 

I don’t know about you, but I really need to hear this and let it sink in and permeate me, sooth and heal 

me. 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 

manuscript version.) 


