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Glenn MILES 

HONEYCOMB 3/2 (April 2002): 41-54 

A Christian Response 
to Disability 

in Cambodia 

An Introduction to Disa~ility in Cambodia 

0 ne out oftwenty children are born with a disability or become 
disabled during their childhood. The following is a global 
estimate based on research. Cambodia probably suffers higher 

percentages in some areas, but this chart gives some idea of the extent 
of the problem. , 

TJ'pe Of Limitation Premlence% 
Moving difficulty 
Seeing difficulty 
He aring/s pee ch difficulty 
Learning difficulty 
I Chronic fits 
I 

!Strange behavior 
I Feeling difficulty (in hands or feet) 
Cambinations of the above 
TOTAL 

2.0 - 2.5 
0.5 - 0.8 
0.5 - 0.8 
0.2- 0.4 
0.3 - 0.6 
0.1 - 0.2 
0.1 - 0.2 
0.2- 0.3 
4%-5% 

Source: Helander, E (1993) 'Prejudice & Dignity' UNDP 

Fig. 1. United Nations description of prevalence of disability according to 
limitation rather than thpgnosis. 
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We might expect disability to affect all classes equally. But 
actually it is the poorest children who are most likely to be disabled 
due to the inadequate care their mothers receive during pregnancy and 
delivery, the unsafe environments in which thechil.dren live, and the 
lack of available care and support that compounds their disabilities. 

Though Cambodia's conflict is past, children continue to be 
susceptible to injury and permanent disability from landmines and other 
unexploded ordnance .. Those who did suffer wartime injuries might 

' later find these exacerbated by subsequent mental trauma, or through 
separation from or loss of family members. 

Poverty can also force children to work in dangerous 
occupations. In construction or road building sites, or in factories, 
children can suffer injury due to inadequate or no safety precautions. 
Advocacy for safe working conditions and against all forms of 
intolerable labor is therefore crucial for working children. Street 
children-who literally live and work on the streets-are at great risk 
of being disabled through traffic accidents. They are also less likely 
to receive treatment, care, or support after injury, and so suffer greater 
risk of complications. 

Our Attitude is the Biggest Disability of All 

When I first wrote this article I kept referring to "disabled 
children." Readers rightly criticized this phrase, because children with 
disabilities are first "children," and then "disabled." This criticism 
reminds us how we must look at and work with children with 
disabilities. The labeling of children is one of their most profound 
disabilities. In fact, Cambodian children with disabilities experience 
some of the deepest discrimination of all children. 

When I worked in Site 2 refugee camp, a number of young 
men were banished to one end of the camp to an "orphanage" for boys 
who had lost their limbs to landmines while fighting in the war. Even 
though they had fought for their country, they were despised by many 
of the community because they were disabled. So they endured a double 
tragedy-first losing a limb, and second losing the support of their 
loved ones. Some were so depressed that they agreed to act as assassins 
to kill people in the camp for a fee. I was glad to see the church taking 
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services· to the young men on Sunday, and I remember asking one boy 
what he wanted us to pray for. Instead of asking that his limb would 
grow back he asked that his heart be mended. We prayed for a touch 
from God, but it was terribly sad. 

Dr. Sue Jack from Servants to Asia's Urban Poor describes 
some of the problems offatalism. "Because 95% of Cambodian people 
are Buddhist, disability here is often regarded as due to bad karma, 
either of the parents or of the child. Social and financial disadvantages 
accompany this assessment. So also does a feeling of helplessness, 
since the injury was decreed by 'fate' and therefore nothing can be 
done about it. Families who unsuccessfully seek help from traditional 
healers have less motivation to approach the fledgling disability services 
that are now appearing in Cambodia. The sense of fatalism and 
'unfortunate destiny' means that children are often 'hidden' from view 
in the back of the house and at times neglected, so finding children 
needs to be very proactive." 

'· 

How are Christian Organizations Dealing with this Issue? 

As well as Catholic ministries to people with disabilities at 
Wat Tan, and the Marist Lavalla School, a number of Protestant 
organizations also work with people with disabilities. It is exciting to 
see organizations like Servants address the problem of disability in 
their community of Srok Mean Chey. 

Dr. Sue Jack describes the work of Servants, "We try to 
mainstream the children into schools if possible, advocate at the local 
schools on their behalf, and provide any equipment necessary to make 
mainstreaming possible. For example, we may build ramps. Once a 
week we have a therapy/play session where caregivers are taught 
appropriate exercises, reinforcement, and good caring practice for their 
children." 

Servants does not give families false expectations. "We stress 
that it will be the caregivers' commitment to the child that will help 
him or her improve, not our expertise, and that it will be a long, slow 
process. We therefore do all we can to provide ongoing support for 
the whole family, making sure they understand advice .given-for 
example, how to perfonri the exercises. Our work also provides a 
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great opportunity for families to meet one another. We facilitate 1 inks 
between old families and new, so that they may encourage each other 
in what progress is possible. This speaks much louder and has much 
more impact than anything we can say." 

As well as prejudice towards disability, some people must 
combat racial prejudice as well. "We are seeing Khmer, Cham 
(Muslim), and an increasing number of Vietnamese children. One of 
our staff speaks fluent Vietnamese, and our health district has a 
significant number of Vietnamese families who are socially 
marginalized and therefore experience difficulty in accessing health 
care in Cambodia." 

Fig. 2. Mr. Sam Ouim 

Director of Cambodian Association 
of Farmers and the Poor 

Another organiza
tion working in this field is 
the Cambodian Association 
for Development of Farmers 
and the Poor in Kampot. The 
director, Mr. Sam Ouen (Fig. 
2), is himself disabled and 
hence an excellent role 
model. He demonstrates that, 
with God's help and personal 
determination, an individual 
can do exceptional things. He 
recently put together a photo
journal of several children in 
their community (Fig. 3). 
The journal demonstrates his . 
philosophy that, if a deed is 
possible, then it should be at
tempteq and done. The chil
dren attend school, cook, 
play, assist with household 
chores, and work in the fields 
alongside their peers. The 
program supports families 
through a cow-pig bank, 
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Fig. 3a. The children at play 

Fig. 3b. The children assist with household chores 
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which helps families who are more vulnerable because of a child's 
disability (for example when a family member cannot work because 
he or she needs to look after a child). 

· Children are sometimes so severely disabled that their families 
prove unwilling or unable to keep them. Some parents of the severely 
handicapped resort to infanticide. Even where this does not happen 
the infant may well die from malnutrition, malaria, or chest infection 
in the first year. If the child survives infancy, he or she is likely to live 
for some time and require a long-term commitment. 

The Group Homes currently supported by YW AM and X
PACT care for some of these children with severe disabilities. They 
were started in an attempt to develop alternatives to large institutions 
for children with disabilities who had already been abandoned. These 
ministries recognize the abilities such children possess, as well as their 
rights to dignity, love, support, and care in a community. Such active 
compassion for the disabled seems to be a predominately Christian 
trait. While Christianity is not the only faith that exercises such 
compassion, the number of organizations working with the disabled 
that spring from other faiths is very small. 

What is Disability and What is Impairment? 

Tearfund believes that we should focus more on what the child 
can do than on what she or he cannot do. The World Health 
Organization (WHO) International Classification oflmpairments and 
Handicaps (version 2, Fig. 4) employs the concept of disablement. 
This moves away frorn the strict medical model in an attempt to define 
the causes and effects of disability in a more positive way. The terms 
disability and handicap have been replaced by the more positive 
concepts of activities and participation. However, we must remember 
that, "words can be politically correct and well packaged, but the 
majority of people with disabilities are lonely, lost, isolated and often 
ostracized by society."1 A change of words alone is not enough but a 
genuine attitude of Christ -like servanthood. 

1Nigel Poulton of World Concern, personal conununication. 
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Temt Dift11itio11 

l111>3inmnt A loss or aboonmlity of a body part (ie. strucrure) · 
or body fin:ti>n (ie. psycmlogical 1.\.nti>n). lk 
psycmlogical fin:ti>ns ioclude trental 1.\.ntions. 

Activity Everything a person does from sirrple activifus (e.g 
grasping, Imving a leg, seeing) to corrplex skills 
am behaviors (e.g rerrenheringpast events or 
acquiring koowledge ). · 

Activity limitation Dif:1k:ulty in tre perfunmnce, accorrplislm:l!nt, or 
(fonrerly disability) corrpletion of an activity at tre level of tre person 

because o~ e.g, painldiscomfurt, doing it too 
slowly/quickly, or oot at tre right tm/place. 

Participation Participation consists of all areas or aspects of 
lrumm life, inchrling full experieoce of being 
involved in practice, custom, or social behavior. 

P.articipation 'Ik disadvantage for a person with in1Jairnl!nt that 
Restriction is created or worsered by environnl!ntal am 

personal fuctors. 

Source: WHO ICIDH - 2 ( 1997) 

Fig. 4 .. WHO International Classification of Impairments and Handicaps. 

The Medical Model of disability adhered to by many doctors 
views impairment as an "abnormality" that needs to be "corrected," 
"cured," or "overcome." It is based on the concept that while the 
human body is alterable the social environment is not. The Social 
Model of disability developed by community-based practitioners 
stresses that a handicap or disability is a relationship between an 
individual and his/her environment, and em~hasizes the role societies 
play in disabling a person.2 

What Does the Bible Say about Disability? 

Those parts of the body that seem to be weaker are 
indispensable, and the parts that we think are less honorable we treat 

2Hartley, Sally, and Sheilah Wirz, 1993. 
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with special honor. . . . Now you are the body of Christ and each of 
you is a part of it. 3 

Each child is uniquely created in the image of God and bears 
inherent worth.4 If maturity is defined as "attaining to the whole 
measure of the fullness of Christ"' in whom "all the fullness of the 
Deity lives in bodily form,"6 then for all children a limit exists as to 
how far maturity will be achieved. Christians believe this to be true 
whether or not a child has a physical or mental disability. In fact, none 
of us will reach complete wholeness or maturity until we reach heaven. · 
Even Jesus had to live out his life in human form with all the limitations 
that human bodies impose. Dr. Peter Sidebotham, who previously ·· 
worked with Servants in Cambodia, says, "Children with a disability 
or without one need to be encouraged to reach the full degree of their 
God-given potential." 

Nevertheless, "the concept of wholeness is very much a part 
of accepting and understanding that disability is simply a small part of 
who a person is." Thus says Rev. Dr. Nancy Lane, who herself is 
disabled. Children with disabilities are "whole" as they are, and to 
imply otherwise perpetuates negative stereotypes. "It also perpetuates 
the notion that a disabled body means one is not a whole person
thinking, sexual, with same needs and desires· as non-disabled."7 

By contrast, in Cambodia children with disabilities are often 
viewed as liabilities consuming precious resources. They are therefore 
not priorities for communities, most government and health 
departments, and even families. 

All of us need to experience God's love. Unfortunately, 
children with disabilities more than other children may experience 
prejudice and rejection from an early age. So the response of the church 
must provide an alternative and loving environment. It can be painful 
to be "different," but in "God's "upside-down;' Kingdom, "to shame 
what is strong, God has chosen what the world counts weakness."s 

31 Cor 12:22-23, 27. 
4Gen 1:26. 
5Eph. 4:13. 
6Col. 2:9. 
7Nancy Lane, personal communication. 
81 Cor 1:25-31. 
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Some key biblical characters like Moses' and St. Paul 10 had 
impairments. Mel Horne from "Church Action on Disability" 
suggested, "This wouldn't have been the case if God didn't mean 
impaired people to be around." Both Moses and Paul were specifically 
chosen for their tasks of spreading God's message, yet God informed 
Moses regarding his speech impediment, "I made you thus." Paul's 
body metaphor in 1 Corinthians 12 suggests that all people (including 
children with disabilities) are created to reveal the interdependence of 
human beings (rather than dependence or supposed independence). 

Disability is not due to the sin or lack of faith of the child or 
parents. It may be a wonderful revelation for a child with disabilities 
to find that God lovesherunconditionally, and that she has equal access 
to him in prayer and worship like any other person. "I call you by 
name," says the Lord. "You are mine" .(Isaiah 43: 1 ). 11 

Jesus himself chose to retain the marks of crucifixion after his 
resurrection, when as a perfect being he might have chosen to· bear tto 

scars. Instead, Jesus invited his discip}.es to touch the holes in his 
body. In so doing he is "challenging the way non-disabled people 
avoid those with disabilities." 12 "By his wounds we are healed." 13 

The New Testament church was continually encouraged to 
reach out to those with whom they wouldn't normally feel.comfortable, 
and to love them unconditionally. The story of the Good Samaritan 
serves as an example. Jean V annier founded the L 'Arc he communities, 
where people both with and without disabilities live together in 
community. Vannier has observed, "Loving someone is not doing 
things for them but revea}\ng to them that they are precious." It is 
. important that children with disabilities are not seert.as existing only 
to enable others to serve <;Jod better. This could give the message that 
the server is more important than the recipient.· 

9Ex4:10-ll. 
102 Cor 12:9. 
11 Faith Bowers, 1996. 
12Taylor & McCloughry, i998. 
13Isa 53:5. · 
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What is the Best Way to Help Children with Disabilities? 

Historically, children with disabilities, especially those who 
were described as "mentally retarded," were kept out of site in huge 
asylums. For example, London is surrounded by a ring of asylum 
hospitals. Alternatively, children were put into special institutions 
such as schools for the blind. These ideas were exported to the 
developing world, so that governments and Christian organizations 
have until recently viewed institutions as the main way of dealing with 
the "problem" of disability. 

However, things are gradually changing. United Nations 
Development Program research14 indicates that service delivery 
programs for people with disabilities in third-world countries would 
benefit from incorporating the following principles: 

I. Mobilizing the family and community. 
2. Empowering people with disabilities themselves. 
3. Changing attitudes of people towards disability. 

These principles mirror the biblical principles of supporting 
the family, support!.ng and encouraging the vulnerable, and harboring 
no prejudices towards those who are not the same as ourselves. 

It is hoped that good community-based rehabilitation will 
enable many families to keep their children with disabilities with them, 
as communities are supported in every way to work with such children. 
By doing so they can experience the be~efits and joys-as well as the 
heartaches and stresses-of raising a child with disabilities. Whether 
children can stay at home or not depends on their economic situation, 
community services that people are aware of, and sometimes what the 
doctor or midwife told the family at the child's birth. 

It may also depend on the extent of their impairment and the 
presence of an older sibling, grandparent, or other adult to take 
responsibility for them. The main caregivers are usually immediate 
family. Their ability to work with a'child with disabilities will depend 
on the family's work, chores, schooling needs, etc. They may require 
the support of their community and, where Christian, their church 
community. 

14Helander, 1993. 
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The other way the issue of disability can be approached is 
through advocacy, in which the attitudes of the public, health, education, 
and social service/voluntary sector professionals-and of course 
parents--can be influenced to see beyond the disability to the ability 
of the child. As usual, though, the attitudes must start with ourselves 
and with the church. Do we welcome the disabled person into the 
church, or do we absorb the prejudices and inappropriate cultural norms 
and reject them? We must challenge our deep-seated fears and 
prejudices and ask, What Jesus would do? 
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