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Abstract 

People with intellectual disabilities are often marginalized within Nigerian Pentecostal churches 

due to cultural and theological misconceptions. This study explores the situation of inclusion or 

exclusion of people with intellectual disabilities within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

Netherlands. It examines barriers such as societal stigma, theological perspectives, and 

institutional limitations that hinder inclusion and seeks to uncover the gaps that affect participation 

in church life.  

The results of the qualitative enquiry, derived from semi-structured interviews with church leaders, 

church members, families, and people with intellectual disability, reveal that Nigerian Pentecostal 

churches in the Netherlands affirm the dignity of all believers. However, their practices, often 

shaped by healing-centered theology and cultural stigmas, frequently create barriers to full 

participation for people with intellectual disabilities. 

The research emphasizes the need for a theological framework that recognizes the dignity and 

gifts of people with intellectual disability, advocating for a shift toward a more inclusive, biblically 

grounded approach that encourages belonging and full active participation. 

 

Keywords: Intellectual disability, Nigeria Pentecostal Churches, healing, practice of inclusion, 

disability theology 
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CHAPTER ONE- INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Introduction  

The inclusion of people with mild intellectual disabilities in religious communities remains a 

significant challenge, particularly within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands, where 

theological, cultural, and structural barriers often hinder meaningful engagement. In Pentecostal 

traditions, the concept of divine healing holds a central place in theological practice and 

conviction. For Nigerian Pentecostal churches, healing is often seen not only as a sign of God's 

power but also as a core marker of spiritual vitality.1 

However, this deeply rooted theology of healing presents a complex challenge when it comes to 

the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities, particularly those with mild forms who may not 

display visible physical impairments but whose cognitive differences still carry stigma. The 

theological emphasis on healing can unintentionally reinforce exclusion, framing disability as 

something to be overcome rather than embraced, and positioning those with ID as spiritually 

incomplete or lacking faith.2 As Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands navigate a 

different socio-cultural and theological environment, some shifts in their approach to disability are 

emerging. Studies on African immigrant churches in Europe indicate that migration forces 

churches to engage with new cultural and theological paradigms, including human rights 

discourses and disability inclusion policies.3 Are the Nigerian Pentecostal churches adapting or 

resisting the theology of inclusion in their new context? Does the theology of healing change in 

this Western context? 

 While many churches affirm the dignity of all people as created in the image of God (Genesis 

1:27), the lived reality for people with ID often reflects exclusion, misunderstanding, and limited 

participation in worship, discipleship, and church leadership.4 A key step toward addressing these 

challenges is fostering open conversations between church leaders, congregations, and people 

with ID about the attitudes and practices that shape inclusion. 

 
1 Asamoah-Gyadu, J. K. (2013). Sighs and signs of the Spirit: Ghanaian perspectives on Pentecostalism 
and renewal in Africa. Wipf and Stock. 
2Ibid  
3Adedibu, B. A. (2013). Reverse mission or migrant sanctuaries? Migration, symbolic mapping, and 
missionary challenges of Britain’s Black Majority Churches. Pneuma, 35(3), 405–423. 
4 Eiesland, N. L. (1994). The disabled God: Toward a liberatory theology of disability. Abingdon Press. 
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Beyond theological barriers, cultural attitudes toward disability among Nigerian migrants further 

complicate the issue. Many traditional Nigerian beliefs associate disability with ancestral curses, 

witchcraft, or personal sin, leading to stigma and exclusion.5 These deeply ingrained views 

influence church teachings and community perceptions, making it difficult for people with ID to be 

fully accepted as equal members of the faith community. Without addressing these cultural 

biases, efforts to create a theology of belonging may face resistance from both church leadership 

and congregants.  

By exploring the lived experiences of pastors, caregivers, and people with ID, this research seeks 

to uncover how healing and inclusion coexist, conflict, or complement each other in practice, and 

what steps can be taken to reconcile this tension through the lens of disability theology. 

This research examines how Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands engage with the 

theology of inclusion for people with intellectual disabilities, evaluating their convictions and 

practices in light of disability theology and broader intercultural influences. The convictions and 

practices of these churches are the focus of this study. By analyzing how these churches are 

adapting to their Western context, this study contributes to the ongoing discourse on migration, 

theology, and inclusion within global Pentecostalism. 

1.2.  Focus and Scope of Research 

This study focuses specifically on the convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal 

churches in the Netherlands toward the inclusion of people with mild intellectual disabilities. While 

general research exists on disability theology and Pentecostal healing, this research narrows it to 

the intersection; how Nigerian Pentecostal churches in a European diasporic context negotiate 

the tension between traditional healing theology and inclusive ecclesiology. 

The research concentrates on mild intellectual disabilities, characterized by challenges in 

reasoning, learning, and adaptive behavior, but often with the capacity for social participation. 

People with mild ID are particularly vulnerable to exclusion within faith communities, their 

disabilities are not always visible, and they often lack appropriate support systems within churches 

to help them participate fully in worship, discipleship, and leadership. 

1.2.1. The scope of the study includes 

 
5 Omenyo, C. N. & Wilhelmina Arthur. (2013). The Pentecostal Concept of Healing and Its Impact on 
African Christianity. Exchange, vol. 42, no. 1, pp. 1-22 
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Geographical Focus: Nigerian Pentecostal churches located in the Netherlands. These include 

branches of major churches such as the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG), Winners 

Chapel International, and Mountain of Fire Miracles Ministry. 

Theological Framework: The study draws on disability theology to assess the theological and 

spiritual narratives that either resist or adapt toward inclusive faith communities. 

Cultural Context: Nigerian Pentecostalism is analyzed within both its African theological heritage 

and its diasporic transformation in the Netherlands, where it encounters Western values of human 

rights and inclusion 

Ecclesial Practices: Emphasis is placed on liturgy, leadership, preaching, community interactions, 

and pastoral care structures as they relate to people with intellectual disability.  

Methodological Boundaries: The study is qualitative, using semi-structured interviews, focus 

groups, observations, and document analysis (e.g., sermons, church programs, policies). 

The research does not aim to generalize findings to all Nigerian churches or all disability 

categories but rather offers a focused case study to understand how theology and culture intersect 

in shaping inclusion practices for people with mild intellectual disabilities in Pentecostal diaspora 

settings. 

1.3. Current State of Knowledge on this Research  

This research argument is about the tension between healing and inclusion. Scholars debate the 

extent to which healing-centered theology aligns with inclusivity. While miraculous healing is 

central to Pentecostalism, critics argue that this focus risks alienating those who do not 

experience healing and perpetuating exclusionary attitudes. 

The ongoing struggle between cultural stigmas and Western influences, according to Etieyibo and 

Omiegbe, highlights how traditional African beliefs about disability, such as associations with 

ancestral curses or divine judgment, shape exclusionary practices.6 Pentecostal traditions 

associate disability with spiritual oppression or demonic influence, leading to healing and 

deliverance sessions aimed at casting out perceived afflictions. However, exposure to Western 

disability rights movements introduces conflicting narratives that challenge these cultural stigmas, 

creating an ongoing dialogue within diaspora churches. 

 
6 Etieyibo, E. & Omiegbe O. Religion, Culture, and Discrimination Against Persons with Disabilities in 
Nigeria. African Journal of Disability, vol. 5, no. 1, 2016, p. 192 
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1.3.1. Gaps in existing knowledge 

The literature reveals several gaps in understanding how Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

Netherlands navigate cultural transitions while preserving their African Pentecostal identity. 

Research on cultural adaptation is limited, particularly regarding how these churches reconcile 

traditional African theological perspectives with Western disability inclusion frameworks. Also, 

while theological and cultural frameworks have been studied, there is a lack of qualitative data 

capturing the personal experiences of people with intellectual disabilities within these church 

communities. Many studies focus on doctrinal positions and leadership perspectives rather than 

the lived realities of people with disabilities. Although African disability theology has been explored 

in various contexts, its application within European diaspora churches remains under-researched. 

Understanding how these congregations adapt and respond to disability inclusion within a 

Western socio-religious environment is crucial for developing more inclusive faith communities. 

Conclusion 

This review synthesises contributions from disability theology, Pentecostal traditions, and cultural 

studies, identifying gaps that this research aims to address. By examining personal narratives, 

church practices, and the impact of Western inclusion discourses, the study aims to enhance our 

understanding of inclusivity within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands. 

1.4. Research Problem  

This research addresses the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities within Nigerian 

Pentecostal church communities, where theological conceptions and cultural stigmas might 

hinder their full participation. Despite Christian teachings affirming that all people are made in the 

image of God (Genesis 1:27), many churches continue to view people with ID as objects of care 

and prayer rather than active members of the faith community. The dominance of healing-

centered theology further marginalizes them, as those who do not experience miraculous healing 

may be seen as lacking faith.7 Additionally, cultural beliefs associate disability with ancestral 

curses, sin, or demonic oppression, reinforcing exclusion8. This research seeks to examine the 

convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands regarding the 

inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. It examines the current situation of African 

churches in a Western context in light of Disability. 

 
7 Sande, N., & Ringson, J. (2021). Do persons with disability need healing? An African Pentecostal 
perspective within the selected African Pentecostal churches in Zimbabwe. Journal of Pentecostal  
8 Etieyibo & Omiegbe, Religion, Culture, 2016 
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1.5. Research Question  

This research will be guided by one primary question, but three secondary research questions 

with Osmer’s four-task model of Practical Theology.  

The research question: How do the convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal 

churches in the Netherlands toward people with intellectual disabilities align with or challenge the 

principles of disability theology and inclusive faith communities? 

1.6. Research Sub-questions:   

• What are the current convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in 

the Netherlands towards people with intellectual disability 

• What cultural, theological, or social influences contribute to these convictions and 

practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands? 

• What are the convictions and practices of inclusive faith communities taken from disability 

theology perspective? 

Research Objectives 

This study aims to investigate how Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands engage with 

the inclusion of people with mild intellectual disabilities, particularly in light of disability theology 

and the vision of inclusive faith communities. The research seeks to understand both the 

convictions and practical realities that shape this engagement. 

To achieve this aim, the study sets out the following objectives: 

• To describe the current convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches 

in the Netherlands towards people with intellectual disability in church practices  

• To investigate the cultural, theological, and social factors that influence these convictions 

and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands towards people 

with intellectual disability 

• To explore the theological framework of disability theology and its application to inclusive 

faith communities. 
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1.7. Justification and Contribution of Research 

This study contributes new insights into how Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands 

approach the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. While disability theology and African 

cultural perspectives on disability are established fields, limited research exists on how these 

frameworks are applied in diaspora contexts, particularly in Europe. By focusing on the lived 

experiences of people with intellectual disability, their families, church leaders, advocates, and 

congregation members, this research highlights personal narratives that are often overlooked in 

existing studies. It advances the understanding of how disability theology intersects with 

Pentecostal traditions in an African diaspora setting. 

The research is worth undertaking because it addresses critical gaps in knowledge about the 

intersection of theology, cultural beliefs, and inclusivity practices within diaspora churches. it 

analyses how healing theology and biblical interpretation, cultural stigma shape exclusion. By 

exploring how Nigerian Pentecostal churches navigate the tension between traditional beliefs and 

Western disability rights discourses, the study contributes to developing strategies that can foster 

inclusive faith communities globally. It emphasizes the dignity, agency, and belonging of people 

with intellectual disability, advancing both theological understanding and practical inclusion. 

The novelty of this research lies in its focus on Nigerian churches in the Netherlands, a topic with 

limited scholarly attention. It introduces disability theology into the African diasporic experience in 

Europe while amplifying the voices of intellectually disabled people. 

Assessment of Strengths and Weaknesses in Previous Research 

Strengths Weaknesses 

Rich theological reflections that advocate inclusion and 

affirm human dignity (Yong, Eiesland). 

Most works are grounded in 

Western theological traditions and 

lack African Pentecostal contextual 

application. 

Some African authors (e.g., Kabue, Etieyibo) begin 

contextualizing theology of disability in African 

sociocultural frameworks. 

There is minimal empirical research 

involving people with ID within 

Nigerian Pentecostal churches, 

especially in diasporic settings like 

Europe. 
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Theoretical works on pastoral care and inclusion offer 

practical frameworks (Shurley). 

Limited investigation into how actual 

church practices align or conflict 

with stated theology in African 

Pentecostal communities. 

Included and Valued (Hathaway & Kishekwa) excels in 

contextualizing disability inclusion within African faith 

communities, offering practical strategies and 

theological depth rooted in local realities. Its strength lies 

in blending theology with case studies. 

It is limited by a lack of focus on 

intellectual disability specifically and 

broader Pentecostal perspectives. 

 

Conclusions Based on the Assessment of Previous Research 

The assessment of previous research highlights both theological richness and practical gaps in 

the study of disability inclusion within Nigerian Pentecostal churches. While Western theological 

works (e.g., Yong, Eiesland)9 provide compelling arguments for inclusion, they often lack 

contextual relevance to African Pentecostal traditions. African scholars such as Kabue10 and 

Etieyibo11 have begun integrating disability theology into African sociocultural frameworks, but 

there remains limited empirical research specifically on intellectual disabilities within Nigerian 

Pentecostal churches, particularly in European diaspora settings.   

Additionally, while pastoral care and inclusion models exist in theoretical discourse, there is little 

analysis on whether Nigerian Pentecostal churches implement these frameworks. Cultural 

perspectives such as beliefs surrounding witchcraft and ancestral curses are acknowledged in 

existing literature, but first-person narratives from people with intellectual disabilities and their 

families are largely absent. Even practical theological works (e.g., Included and Valued by 

Hathaway & Kishekwa)12 provide valuable insights, but they do not fully address intellectual 

disabilities within Pentecostal healing-centered contexts.    

 
9 Yong, A. (2007). Theology and Down Syndrome: Reimagining Disability in Late Modernity. Baylor 
University Press, 2007. 
 Eiesland, N. L. (1994). The Disabled God: Toward a Liberatory Theology of Disability. Nashville, TN: 
Abingdon Press. pp. 69-119 
10 Kabue, S., Amanze, J., & Landman, C. (2016). Disability in Africa: Resource book for theology and 
religious studies. Acton Publishers. 
11 Etieyibo, E. & Omiegbe, O. (2016). Religion, culture, and discrimination against persons with disabilities 
in Nigeria. African Journal of Disability, 5(1), Article 192. 
12 Hathaway, B. & Kishekwa, F. (2019). Included and valued: A practical theology of disability. Acton 
Publishers 
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How These Findings Influence My Project  

These gaps shape the direction of my research, leading to three key responses:   

• Contextualizing Disability Theology Within African Pentecostalism  

Instead of relying solely on Western disability theology, my research integrates African 

Pentecostal theological perspectives on healing, spiritual warfare, and community engagement 

to assess inclusion strategies within diaspora churches.   

• Filling the Empirical Research Gap 

Since few studies have examined real-life church practices, my research incorporates interviews, 

focus groups, and direct observations to evaluate how Nigerian Pentecostal churches in Europe 

implement or resist inclusion efforts.   

• Prioritizing Lived Experiences  

To address the lack of first-person narratives, my research collects testimonies from people with 

intellectual disabilities and their families, ensuring their voices shape theological discourse and 

practical recommendations.   

By addressing these weaknesses, my study moves beyond theoretical discussions, offering 

empirical evidence and culturally relevant theological insights to encourage practical change 

within Nigerian Pentecostal churches. 

1.8. Key Terms and Concepts 

Intellectual Disability   

Defined by the American Psychiatric Association (DSM-5), intellectual disability is a 

neurodevelopmental condition marked by significant limitations in intellectual functioning (e.g., 

reasoning, problem-solving) and adaptive behaviour. This study focuses on mild ID, where 

individuals can often engage in community life but may face social and cognitive challenges. 

Disability Theology 

Disability theology reclaims the place of people with disabilities in the church, arguing that all 

people, regardless of ability, reflect the imago Dei (Genesis 1:27). The work of scholars like 

Amos Yong and Nancy Eiesland emphasize the spiritual giftedness, agency, and belonging of 

disabled people as essential members of the body of Christ. 
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Theology of Healing 

A central theme in Pentecostalism, healing theology emphasizes divine intervention through 

prayer, faith, and the Holy Spirit.13 While empowering, this framework can unintentionally 

marginalize people with disabilities by framing healing as the only path to spiritual wholeness. 

Theology of Belonging 

In contrast to healing-centred models, a theology of belonging affirms that all people are already 

whole and loved by God. It prioritizes inclusion, mutual participation, and relational presence in 

church life, not merely the hope for a miracle.14 

Inclusive Faith Communities 

These are congregations that go beyond physical access to foster full spiritual and social 

inclusion in worship, leadership, decision-making, and relational belonging.15 Such communities 

challenge ableist theology and adopt practices that affirm diversity in ability. 

Disability in the Netherlands: Context and Characteristics 

In the Netherlands, disability is increasingly understood through a social model, emphasizing 

inclusion and participation. While laws support accessibility and equality, people with intellectual 

disabilities still face exclusion in education, work, and church life. Despite progress, cultural 

attitudes and practical integration remain ongoing challenges, especially within religious 

communities.16  

1.9. Overview of Thesis Structure 

Chapter 2 – Literature Review 

This chapter examines existing theoretical and cultural perspectives, with a particular focus on 

intellectual disability within religious contexts. It provides a critical review of significant works in 

disability theology, African Pentecostal doctrine, sermons, and sociocultural approaches to 

inclusion. The aim is to establish a clear rationale for the empirical and theological focus of this 

study. 

Chapter 3 – Methodology 

This chapter outlines the qualitative research design of the study. It explains the choice of 

Osmer’s four-task model of practical theology and details the data collection methods, including 

 
13 Asamoah-Gyadu, Sighs and signs of the Spirit, 2013. 
14 Reynolds, Vulnerable Communion, 2008.  
15 Eiesland, The disabled God, 1994.  
16 College voor de Rechten van de Mens. (2018). Implementation of the UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities in the Netherlands: Initial report. https://www.mensenrechten.nl 
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interviews, focus groups, and church observations. The chapter also discusses ethical 

considerations, the study population, and the rationale for using a qualitative empirical 

approach. 

Chapter 4 – Empirical Findings and Analysis (Results) 

This chapter presents the empirical data gathered from the focus groups, interviews, and 

observations. It describes the convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in 

the Netherlands regarding people with mild intellectual disabilities. The chapter is structured 

around Osmer’s descriptive tasks, identifying patterns and underlying theological and cultural 

convictions. 

Chapter 5 – Theological Reflection (Discussion) 

The final chapter discusses the main findings, theological insights, and practical contributions of 

the research. It revisits the research questions, assesses the implications for Nigerian 

Pentecostal churches, and offers recommendations for future research, ministry training, and 

church policy development. 
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   CHAPTER TWO- THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1. Introduction  

This chapter analyses existing theological, cultural, and empirical research on disability, focusing 

on intellectual disability in religious contexts. It critically reviews key works in disability theology, 

African Pentecostal doctrine, sermons and sociocultural approaches to inclusion, to establish a 

clear rationale for the empirical and theological focus. The review is organized into four thematic 

areas: theological foundations, Pentecostal perspectives on healing, cultural-religious attitudes in 

Nigeria, and practical church responses. It answered the theoretical aspect of the sub-questions 

of this research.  

This research focuses on mild intellectual disability because people within this group often face 

unique challenges that are both overlooked and misunderstood, particularly in faith-based and 

cultural contexts. People with mild intellectual disabilities may appear capable in many social 

situations, yet they often struggle with abstract reasoning, adaptive behavior, and social 

communication. This “invisible” nature of their disability can lead to unrealistic expectations, 

misjudgment, or spiritual neglect within church settings. 

In Nigerian Pentecostal communities, where spiritual competence is often measured by verbal 

fluency, moral behavior, or participation in healing and deliverance activities, those with MID may 

be marginalized or even labelled as spiritually deficient. This focus enables churches to better 

understand the nuanced needs of this group and to foster more supportive, inclusive, and 

spiritually affirming communities for all members. 

2.2. What are the current convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches 
in the Netherlands towards people with mild intellectual disability? 

Many scholars have studied Pentecostal beliefs and practices regarding disabilities, focusing on 

how they interpret and respond to human suffering within their context. The ongoing research on 

Pentecostalism and disability in Africa is delving deeper: 

2.2.1. The current conviction of Pentecostals toward people with mild intellectual disabilities.  

Pentecostal theology interprets human suffering, including sickness and disability, as an arena in 

which divine power must be manifested. Within Nigerian Pentecostal traditions, miraculous 

healing and deliverance constitute foundational pillars, shaping theological perspectives on 

affliction and restoration. These practices reflect a worldview that integrates supernatural 

intervention, spiritual warfare, and the transformative power of the Holy Spirit. 
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Nigerian Pentecostal churches often regard physical, emotional, and spiritual ailments as rooted 

in demonic affliction or generational curses. Consequently, healing and deliverance are enacted 

through fervent prayer, fasting, and the exercise of spiritual authority. Central to this belief is the 

conviction that healing is a provision of Christ’s atonement, accessible to believers through faith. 

Enenche references Luke 10:19 and Isaiah 53:5 to affirm that divine healing is both a spiritual 

and covenantal right. Healing services frequently involve testimonies, altar calls, anointing, and 

prophetic declarations, reinforcing a theology of supernatural intervention. Enenche also 

promotes “mantle” theology, wherein consecrated garments are believed to carry healing power 

and divine presence. As he asserts, “Jesus did not only come to save but also to heal and 

deliver.”17  

Pentecostal convictions are deeply intertwined with spiritual warfare theology, which posits that 

human suffering, including illness, stagnation, and mental disorders such as intellectual disability 

often originates from satanic attacks, witchcraft, or generational iniquities. Deliverance theology 

is grounded in scriptures such as 2 Corinthians 10:4-5 and Ephesians 6:12, emphasizes believers’ 

authority to break yokes and uproot spiritual afflictions. Accordingly, Nigerian Pentecostal 

churches conduct mass deliverance sessions and teach members to engage in aggressive prayer 

against perceived spiritual adversaries. The categorization of intellectual disabilities within this 

framework has historically led to perceptions that such conditions must be eradicated through 

spiritual warfare rather than embraced within faith communities.18 

Dr. Olukoya underscores this perspective by saying, “Deliverance is not a gentle laying on of 

hands but a battle against the powers of darkness... A person may suffer from mental, physical, 

and emotional bondage without realizing the spiritual root.”19 Such theological interpretations 

have influenced how Nigerian Pentecostal churches approach disability, often emphasizing 

healing over inclusion. 

However, Adenekan-Koevoets suggests that beliefs are subject to change through exposure to 

new knowledge and perspectives. She argues that faith practices, both in worship and daily living, 

evolve when people encounter alternative theological frameworks.20 If this assertion holds, 

 
17 Enenche, Paul. “The Word and Faith for Health and Healing.” Dunamis TV, uploaded by Dunamis 
International Gospel Centre, 3 Apr. 2021, www.youtube.com/watch?v=3zSg9JYI 
18 Olukoya, Daniel Kolawole. 70 Seventy Days Prayer and Fasting Programme 2021 Edition: Prayer Battle 
2. Mountain of Fire and Miracles Ministries, 5 Aug. 2021 
19 Olukoya, Daniel Kolawole. 101 Weapons of Spiritual Warfare. The Battle Cry Christian Ministries, 12 
Nov. 2013 
20 Adenekan-Koevoets, B. (2021). Nigerian Pentecostal Diasporic Missions and Intergenerational 
Conflicts: Case Studies from Amsterdam and London." Mission Studies, vol. 38, no. 3, pp. 424-447. 
https://doi.org/10.1163/15733831-12341812. 
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Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands may undergo shifts in their perspectives on 

intellectual disability within their diaspora context. The following section explores the practice of 

healing within Pentecostal traditions. 

2.2.2.  Practice of healing within Pentecostal churches  

In Nigerian Pentecostal churches, there is a deep theological emphasis on divine healing as a 

core expression of faith. Drawing on biblical narratives of Jesus healing the sick (Mark 2:1-12), 

healing is often interpreted as a demonstration of God's power and grace. However, this healing-

centric theology can create tension with the call for inclusion for people with disabilities. When 

healing does not occur, individuals are often left feeling excluded, stigmatized, or blamed for their 

condition. According to Jacobs and Richardson, many Christians genuinely believe that healing 

ministries are motivated by love and reflect the compassion Jesus showed toward those He 

healed.21 Healing is seen not merely as a physical restoration, but as an expression of divine 

mercy. However, this compassionate narrative becomes deeply problematic when healing does 

not occur. The experience of Mama Francesca, a woman who wheels her daughter with cerebral 

palsy to church for prayer, painfully illustrates this tension. When no healing took place, instead 

of receiving continued support, she was met with judgment. Church members accused her of 

harboring sin, insinuating that her daughter’s condition was a consequence of her spiritual failings. 

She returned home feeling rejected and burdened with guilt. “I know I sin,” she confessed to 

herself, “but I always ask God for forgiveness.”22 

This response reflects a damaging theological assumption often embedded within Pentecostal 

healing ministries, that unhealed sickness is a result of hidden sin or insufficient faith. Such beliefs 

can inflict deep spiritual and emotional wounds, particularly on caregivers who are already 

grappling with the challenges of disability. Instead of fostering hope and inclusion, healing-

centered ministries can, when narrowly applied, lead to shame, spiritual isolation, and 

stigmatization of both the people with intellectual disability and their families. As Shane Clifton 

writes that the disabled people he interviewed about healing ‘describe feelings of disappointment, 

frustration, confusion, anger, and guilt’ in response to healing ministries, which should be 

motivated by compassion and love.23 

 
21 Jacobs, N. L. and Richardson, E. (2022). At the Gates: Disability, Justice and the Churches. Darton, 
Longman & Todd, p. 161 
22 Hathaway, B. and Kishekwa, F. (2019). Included and Valued: A Practical Theology of Disability. Acton 
Publishers.  
23 Clifton, S. (2014) “The Dark Side of Prayer for Healing: Toward a Theology of Well-Being.” Pneuma, 
vol. 36, no. 2, 2014, pp. 204–225. doi:10.1163/15700747-03602003 p. 224 
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The story of Mama Francesca echoes countless others in which the failure of miraculous healing 

becomes a source of theological confusion, social exclusion, and personal despair. In Shane 

Clifton's observation, those who remain unhealed often become “the elephant in the room”, their 

presence a silent contradiction to a theology that prioritizes miraculous intervention.24 The 

unspoken assumption is that persistent disability signals spiritual deficiency, weak faith, or 

unconfessed sin. This can lead to alienation, guilt, and exclusion, both for people with disabilities 

and their families. 

Rather than fostering community, this model risks turning the church into a performance space, 

where healing becomes a “party trick” and disability is seen as failure.25 Clifton proposes a shift 

toward a theology of well-being, one that embraces human fragility and values inclusion over 

cure. Inclusion means recognizing the dignity and spiritual contributions of disabled people, not 

as objects of ministry, but as full members of the Body of Christ. This reframing allows churches 

to move from healing as spectacle to healing as shared life, where flourishing is possible even 

without a cure.  

The downside of this theological framework is that disability is often perceived not as a natural 

expression of human diversity, but as a spiritual condition to be overcome, or even as a 

punishment from God. In many Nigerian Pentecostal churches, messages surrounding disability 

have consistently carried negative connotations, reinforcing stigma and shame. Another mother, 

reflecting on her experience, shared how deeply these narratives affected her response to her 

son’s diagnosis. “I grew up in a church where all the messages and views on disability revolved 

around it being a curse or punishment. Disabled children were perceived as a form of divine 

retribution,” she recalled, after her son was diagnosed with Down syndrome. 

She went on to describe the emotional toll this theology took on her:  

“I shut myself in and cried endlessly, hoping for a miracle or divine intervention from God, 
I was lost, completely lost, burdened with guilt over Tolu’s condition and blaming myself 
for the circumstances surrounding his early days, I suspected he had jaundice after the 
diagnosis but I rejected him, I don’t want to touch him, I was angry with God wondered 
why He is punishing me. At that moment, I saw my son not as a gift, but as a punishment 
from God. By the fifth day, when I finally sought medical help, it was already too late. In 
the hospital, he was presumed dead. Eventually, the doctor resuscitated him but hinted of 
possible brain damage.”26 

 
24 Ibid 
25 Clifton, the Dark, p. 225.  
26 Okorie, K. (2024, February 2). Mothers struggle to raise children with special needs in Nigeria. Public 
Health. https://www.publichealth.com.ng/mothers-struggle-to-raise-children-with-special-needs-in-nigeria 
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Such testimonies reveal the deep psychological and spiritual burden placed on families of children 

with intellectual disabilities within religious frameworks that prioritize healing over acceptance. 

The emphasis on deliverance and miraculous intervention, while offering hope, can 

simultaneously lead to guilt, self-blame, and emotional isolation when healing does not occur. 

The lack of theological teaching that embraces disability as part of the image of God fosters 

rejection rather than inclusion, often placing families in a spiritual and emotional crisis. This 

healing-centered narrative, when unbalanced by compassion and inclusion, risks not only 

endangering the lives of people with intellectual disabilities through delayed medical care, but 

also promoting depression, stigma, and abandonment among their caregivers. 

This has significant implications for how people with disabilities are treated in the church. Instead 

of being seen as full members of the Body of Christ with gifts and callings (1 Corinthians 12), they 

are often viewed as subjects of healing ministry or objects of pity. These patterns reflect systemic 

barriers that hinder full inclusion and belonging in many faith communities. In Nigerian culture, 

people with intellectual disabilities are often perceived as a source of shame and punishment, 

something to be hidden away. This stigma can lead families to hide their relatives with intellectual 

disabilities at home, driven by feelings of embarrassment and societal pressure.27   

This approach can foster exclusion, even if unintentional. When healing is emphasized as the 

only form of spiritual engagement for people with intellectual disabilities, their continued disability 

may be interpreted as a lack of faith, hidden sin, or spiritual failure. As Eiesland argues in The 

Disabled God, churches must move from a theology of cure to a theology of inclusion, wherein 

people with disabilities are not waiting to be fixed but are embraced as whole beings created in 

God’s image.28 

In the book “At the Gates: Disability, Justice and the churches,” the authors reflect on the stories 

of healing practices in the churches that marginalized or ignored the needs of people with 

disabilities. When church people imagine that the people with disabilities need a cure or healing 

more than the toilet, they center their own priorities, rather than asking PWD what they need.29 

The authors recount the tragic story of Sig, who stopped taking his epilepsy medication after his 

church assured him that faith alone could heal him. Unfortunately, Sig died from a seizure that 

his medication could have prevented.30 

 
27 Eskay, Michael, Victor C. Onu, Joseph N. Igbo, N. Obiyo, and L. Ugwuanyi. (2012). Disability Within the 
African Culture. U.S.-China Education Review, vol. B4, 2012, pp. 473 –484. p478  
28 Eiesland, The Disabled God, p.70 
29 Ibid 
30  Jacobs & Richardson, At the Gates, 159 
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Pentecostals still beliefs in the ancient idea that disability is a punishment or consequence of sin 

(Mark 2:5b), or spirit of inheritance (genetics) that needs to be checked back to hell, the constants 

pressure to build up their faith and seek a cure left many people with endless deferred hope and 

self-blame and pity. There is no guidance on living with disability here or now. Like the story of 

Tolu’s mother abandoning her son, which worsens his disability. The belief that all problems lie 

within the disabled person is rooted in assumptions of faithlessness; this places a harmful burden 

on individuals who are already marginalized. When disability is interpreted as a punishment or a 

sign of spiritual attack, it does not strengthen faith but damages it. People with intellectual 

disabilities may begin to see themselves as unworthy of healing, internalizing the idea that their 

condition persists because they lack sufficient faith. Rather than experiencing the love and grace 

of God, they are left feeling excluded, blamed, and spiritually deficient.31 

2.2.3.  Spiritual Guilt and the Burden of Unanswered Healing 

Pentecostal theology often highlights miraculous healing as a sign of faith. This emphasis can 

create profound spiritual guilt when healing does not occur. Families of people with disabilities 

may experience self-blame, feeling that their own lack of faith or hidden sins are preventing their 

loved ones from healing. Such theological expectations can result in chronic emotional distress 

as individuals grapple with feelings of spiritual inadequacy.32 Many parents internalize narratives 

suggesting that disability equates to spiritual weakness, leading them to believe they have failed 

to "pray hard enough" for healing.33 

Additionally, there is significant pressure for families to seek continuous prayer. Many attends 

multiple healing services in the hope of experiencing a breakthrough that never arrives, which 

can lead to emotional exhaustion and a sense of deferred hope.34 When healing does not 

manifest, individuals may begin to question their faith, resulting in religious alienation and a 

spiritual crisis.35 

2.2.4.  Comparison of African Pentecostal Churches in Europe: Lessons for Inclusion   

African Pentecostal churches in Europe have differing approaches to disability inclusion. South 

African Pentecostal churches in Europe integrate social justice frameworks, creating community 

support systems and collaborating with European disability advocacy groups. They focus on 

 
31 Jacobs & Richardson, At the Gates, 159 
32 Clifton, The darkside, pp. 204-225 
33 Miles, M., and S. Miles. Disability in Global Pentecostalism: The Challenge of Healing and Inclusion. 
Routledge, 2018 
34 Hathaway & Kishekwa, Included, p.78 
35 Black, Kathy. A Healing Homiletic: Preaching and Disability. Abingdon Press, 1996. p.51 
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practical assistance and include people with disabilities in worship and leadership roles, rather 

than just faith healing. Conversely, Nigerian churches prioritize strict adherence to healing 

theology, limiting leadership opportunities for people with disabilities. A shift towards a theology 

of belonging, alongside the establishment of formal disability ministries and revised practices, 

could foster greater inclusion. By adopting South African models, Nigerian churches could better 

embrace disability inclusion as a theological imperative.36   

Conclusion  

The Pentecostal conviction toward people with intellectual disabilities, especially within Nigerian 

contexts, is deeply shaped by theological emphases on spiritual warfare, divine healing, and 

deliverance. These beliefs, while grounded in a desire for wholeness and restoration, often lead 

to the marginalization of those who do not experience miraculous healing. Intellectual disabilities 

are frequently interpreted as consequences of sin, curses, or demonic oppression, resulting in 

harmful spiritual narratives that place undue burden on individuals and their families. The result 

is often a cycle of stigma, exclusion, and spiritual guilt, as caregivers and people with disabilities 

internalize the failure to be healed as personal or spiritual inadequacy. 

Testimonies such as those of Mama Francesca and Tolu’s mother reveal the emotional and 

theological toll exacted by a healing-centric approach. Rather than promoting compassion, these 

practices can isolate families and distort the image of God in people with disabilities. Theologies 

that centre on cure rather than inclusion often fail to address the lived realities of disability, offering 

little guidance or support for flourishing in the here and now. As observed by scholars like Clifton 

and Eiesland, what is needed is a theological reorientation, from healing as spectacle to healing 

as community, from deliverance as battle to inclusion as belonging. 

In contrast, African Pentecostal churches in Europe, particularly those from South Africa, offer 

hopeful models of change. By integrating social justice frameworks and advocating for disability 

inclusion in leadership and worship, they demonstrate how theology can evolve in response to 

new cultural contexts and knowledge. These churches show that it is possible to retain a 

Pentecostal identity while embracing people with disabilities as full and valued members of the 

Body of Christ. 

For Nigerian Pentecostal churches, particularly those in the diaspora, there is an urgent need to 

move toward a theology of belonging, one that recognizes the image of God in all people, 

 
36 Van Dijk, R. "Having Faith in the Impossible: How African-Initiated Pentecostalism Shape Dutch Cities." 
Cultural Encounters, 2021. Available at: [https://www.culturalencounters.nl/algemeen/having-faith-in-the-
impossible-how-african-initiated-pentecostalism-shapes-dutchcities  
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including those with intellectual disabilities. This shift requires intentional theological education, 

reimagining healing as part of broader well-being, and creating space for the voices and 

leadership of people with disabilities. Only then can the church truly reflect the inclusive love of 

Christ, not by fixing people, but by welcoming them fully into the life of the community. 

2.3. What cultural, theological, or social influences contribute to these convictions and 
practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands? 

The second sub-question of the research is, “What cultural, theological, or social influences 

contribute to these convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

Netherlands?” It emphasises how Pentecostal healing theology, Nigerian cultural beliefs, and 

biblical interpretations contribute to the exclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. It 

examines how Pentecostal teachings often frame intellectual disabilities as needing divine 

intervention rather than as a part of human diversity. The study aims to understand why some 

churches resist inclusive practices despite being exposed to disability-inclusive theology, taking 

into account factors such as doctrinal beliefs, leadership views, and congregational attitudes.  

2.3.1.  Cultural Influences: Stigma and Traditional Nigerian Beliefs 

How do cultural beliefs influence perspectives on disability? ‘Belief’ is a fundamental aspect of 

culture. Belief can be defined as the acceptance or affirmation of a proposition, idea, or opinion 

as true or real. As Schwitzgebel explains, belief refers to “the attitude we have, roughly, whenever 

we take something to be the case or regard it as true.” In this sense, beliefs shape how individuals 

and communities interpret reality, guiding their practices, values, and responses to the world 

around them. These convictions are deeply rooted in the cultural framework of Nigerian society, 

where disability is often understood through spiritual and metaphysical interpretations rather than 

as a developmental condition. Intellectual disabilities are frequently linked to ancestral 

punishment, witchcraft, or curses, reflecting entrenched traditional cosmologies.37 Oduyoye 

stated that illness in African contexts is often attributed to the influence of witches or malevolent 

spiritual forces.38  

These cultural assumptions often spill into religious life, shaping how churches interpret and 

respond to disability. Within Pentecostalism, intellectual disability is frequently linked to demonic 

possession or generational sin, mirroring the spiritual warfare worldview common in the 

 
37 Etieyibo & Omiegbe, Religion, p. 192 
38 Oduyoye, Mercy Amba. African Women's Theologies, Spirituality, and Healing: Theological 
Perspectives from the Circle of Concerned African Women Theologians. Paulist Press, 2019. p.115 
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tradition.39 This theological orientation prioritizes healing and deliverance, often reducing people 

with intellectual disabilities to subjects of prayer and miracles, rather than recognizing them as 

full and valuable members of the body of Christ. 

The integration of these cultural beliefs into church practice has resulted in both harmful and 

redemptive outcomes. On one hand, exclusion from leadership, blame directed at families, and 

spiritual guilt are common when healing does not occur.40 On the other hand, exposure to inclusive 

models in countries like the Netherlands is gradually challenging these perspectives, offering 

opportunities for theological renewal.41 

The persistence of cultural stigma within the church reflects a lack of theological resistance. Many 

churches do not challenge societal misconceptions but instead reinforce them, pointing to an 

urgent need for disability theology that affirms dignity, embraces inclusion, and reshapes 

discipleship for a more just ecclesial community. 

2.3.2. Societal Attitude: Punishment or Sin  

Disability in African societies is deeply influenced by traditional, cultural, theological, and socio-

economic factors, all of which shape societal attitudes and treatment of people with disabilities. 

In many parts of Africa, disability is often not viewed through a medical or social lens but is 

interpreted through spiritual and supernatural frameworks, significantly affecting how people with 

intellectual disabilities are perceived and included in society. 

Historically, African communities have tended to associate disability, particularly intellectual and 

developmental disabilities, with misfortune, ancestral punishment, curses, witchcraft, or divine 

retribution.42 In Brain’s testimony.  

 I have encountered the idea that my Cerebral Palsy is punishment from God for some sin 
in my life.  I have had some people pray for my healing.  Most of the time, it was forced 
upon me.  I was told that first, I needed to confess the sin(s) for which I was being 
punished.  People have prayed for me to be healed, and nothing has changed in me 
physically.  I was once told that God wouldn’t heal me because I had a selfish need to be 
pitied.  Unfortunately, some in the church today continue to teach the idea that disabilities 
are a punishment for sin through the way they talk about healing passages.43 

 
39 Kabue, S., Amanze, J., & Landman, C. Disability in Africa: Resource Book for Theology and Religious 
Studies. Acton Publishers, 2016 
40 Miles & Miles, Disability, p.4  
41 Burgess, Richard. “Pentecostals and Immigration in Europe.” Pentecostal Public Theology, edited by 
Simo Frestadius and Mark J. Cartledge, Palgrave Macmillan, 2024, pp.279-306 
42 Ibid 
43 Brain, B. Wondrously Wounded: Theology, Disability, and the Body of Christ Account: ehost. 2019. pp. 
40-42 
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These beliefs are widespread and persist even in urban and educated settings. As a result, people 

with intellectual disabilities are frequently stigmatized, hidden, or excluded from communal life. In 

many cultures, children born with disabilities may be seen as “bad omens” or as evidence of 

parental sin or spiritual failure.44 This has led to discriminatory practices such as social isolation, 

infanticide in extreme cases, denial of education, and exclusion from religious and public life. 

Language and naming practices reflect and reinforce stigma. “kunu” (retarded in Hausa) are still 

commonly used, especially for people with intellectual or developmental disabilities. These labels 

not only reflect the depth of societal stigma but also serve to dehumanize and exclude people 

from equal participation.45 

One participant for this research relocated to the Netherlands after her son was diagnosed with 

an intellectual impairment, driven by her understanding of Nigerian societal beliefs and attitudes 

toward disability. This mother wishes to shield her son from a dehumanizing environment.46 

2.3.3. Theological Reflections on Disability 

Theological reflection on disability seeks to understand how faith traditions, particularly 

Christianity, interpret the presence of disability in human life and how such interpretations shape 

community responses. Eiesland identified three theological themes that have posed obstacles for 

people with disabilities. The first conflates disability with sin, while the second regards disability 

as virtuous suffering. The third theme perceives people with disabilities as cases of charity.47 

Historically, disability has been misinterpreted within Christian communities as evidence of moral 

or spiritual failure.48 

These perspectives are not only culturally ingrained but also theologically reinforced through 

selective interpretations of Scripture. Biblical narratives have historically contributed to a 

discriminatory and exclusionary approach to disability, often framing it as a consequence of sin. 

In the Old Testament, disability is sometimes portrayed as a consequence of sin or divine 

judgment. For example, Deuteronomy 28:27-29 lists blindness and madness as curses for 

disobedience. Similarly, Gehazi’s leprosy in 2 Kings 5:27 is linked to greed. These texts reflect 

an ancient worldview that associated suffering with moral failure (Deut. 28:27–29; 2 Kings 5:27). 

When Jesus healed the man at the pool of Bethesda, His words "Behold, thou art made whole: 

sin no more, lest a worse thing come unto thee" (John 5:14 KJV) have been interpreted by some 

 
44 Miles & Miles, Disability, p.4 
45 Etieyibo & Omiegbe, Religion, pp.3-6 
46 see page 89 for her interview.  
47 Eiesland, The disabled, pp. 73-74 
48 Kabue, Amanze & Landman, Disability in Africa, 2016 
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as a link between sin and disability. Similarly, passages such as Mark 2:5,49 where Jesus 

connects sin and healing, are sometimes used to suggest that disability stems from spiritual 

defect. The belief that disability is a punishment from God stems from theological 

misinterpretations that link sin and suffering, often drawing from Old Testament texts where illness 

or impairment is seen as divine judgment. However, such views have been strongly critiqued by 

disability theologians. In John 9:1-3, Jesus rejects this notion, declaring that a man’s blindness 

was not due to sin but so “the works of God might be revealed.” Amos Yong argues that linking 

disability to divine punishment perpetuates exclusion and undermines the full humanity of 

disabled persons. Instead, theology must affirm their dignity and divine image.50 

As a result, many African churches, particularly within Pentecostal and evangelical traditions, 

prioritize healing and deliverance as the primary response to disability, often neglecting inclusion, 

support, and empowerment.51 Within Nigerian Pentecostal theology, affliction, including physical 

illness, emotional distress, and intellectual disabilities, is frequently attributed to demonic activity. 

Grounded in spiritual warfare theology, this worldview positions Satan as the architect of suffering 

and Jesus as the liberator who restores health through divine intervention. Scriptures such as 

Matthew 17:18 "Jesus rebuked the demon, and it came out of the boy, and he was healed at that 

moment", are frequently cited to reinforce this perspective. 

• Healing-centric theology  

Nigerian Pentecostal churches often view deliverance as the divine remedy for all forms of 

suffering, including intellectual disabilities. Such conditions are frequently interpreted through the 

lens of spiritual warfare, demonic affliction, or generational curses. This raises critical theological 

questions: Does Jesus’ healing ministry imply a direct connection between disability and sin, or 

does it reveal a broader vision of divine compassion and authority? 

In Luke 5:20, Jesus forgives the sins of a paralyzed man before healing him, not to conflate sin 

with illness, but to demonstrate His authority to both forgive and heal. Similarly, in Mark 9:17-27, 

Jesus heals a boy with convulsions whom others associate with demonic possession. These 

passages affirm Jesus’ power over both physical and spiritual affliction, yet they do not support a 

simplistic equation of disability with personal sin or demonic control. Rather, they show that 

healing is a manifestation of divine mercy, not condemnation. 

 
49 When Jesus saw their faith, He said to the paralytic, “Son, your sins are forgiven you” (NKJV) 
50 Yong, Theology, p.14  
51 Etieyibo & Omiegbe, 2016 
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Within Nigerian Pentecostalism, Satan is often seen as the source of all misfortune, including 

disability. Referencing John 10:10, believers are taught to combat affliction through spiritual 

warfare, fasting, and deliverance prayers aimed at “casting out the spirit of affliction.” This 

worldview significantly shapes how disability is perceived, both in Nigeria and among diaspora 

communities.52 

Regardless of how one interprets the healing narratives in the New Testament, it is essential to 

recognize the dangers of attributing disabling conditions solely to demonic forces. Such 

interpretations can obstruct inclusion and ignore the dignity of persons with disabilities as bearers 

of God’s image.53 

While this perspective is biblically grounded and pastorally sincere, I believe it requires theological 

refinement. The danger in applying demonology indiscriminately is that it reduces disability to a 

spiritual defect, which can lead to stigma, exclusion, and blame. People with intellectual 

disabilities may be wrongly labeled as spiritually contaminated, and their families may carry 

unwarranted guilt. Moreover, when healing does not occur, the person’s faith, or that of their 

family, is often questioned. 

African theologians and practitioners are increasingly advocating for a contextualized disability 

theology that recognizes both cultural realities and biblical truth. The Ecumenical Disability 

Advocates Network (EDAN) and resources such as Disability in Africa: Resource Book for 

Theology and Religious Studies have made significant contributions toward this goal. These 

works call the church to reimagine its theology and practice, not as spaces of exclusion or pity, 

but of mutual belonging and spiritual dignity.54 

2.3.4. The Role of Church Hierarchy in Shaping Theological Practice 

The diaspora setting of Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands adds another 

interpretative dimension. While migration often creates opportunities for cultural exchange and 

transformation, it can also lead to cultural preservation, particularly among faith communities that 

serve as both spiritual and social hubs. Nigerian Pentecostal churches in Europe serve as spaces 

where Nigerian migrants maintain cultural continuity and community identity. In this role, churches 

 
52 Owoeye, S. A. (2012). Healing in some Pentecostal churches in South-Western Nigeria. European 
Scientific Journal, 8(30), 95–113.  
 
53 Kelley, T. Disability and Healing: Rethinking the Church’s Role in Suffering. Baker Academic, 2011. 
54 Kabue et al., Disability, 2016   



 

23 
 

often reinforce traditional Nigerian worldviews, including stigmatized views of disability, as part of 

preserving a shared heritage in a foreign land. 

Many Nigerian Pentecostal churches operating in the diaspora face structural and institutional 

constraints that hinder their ability to implement inclusive practices, particularly concerning people 

with intellectual disabilities. These churches often function as extensions or branches of mother 

churches in Nigeria and therefore operate within strict hierarchical systems where autonomy is 

limited. As such, pastors and leaders in the diaspora may recognize the need for inclusion but 

are often unable to enact significant changes without explicit approval from the denominational 

headquarters in Nigeria. 

Nwabuisi highlights this challenge in his study on disability and the Nigerian church, noting that 

while some clergy may desire to promote inclusion and accessibility, they are bound by doctrinal 

and administrative policies shaped by the theological orientation of their parent bodies.55 The 

emphasis on healing, deliverance, and spiritual warfare, deeply embedded in Nigerian 

Pentecostal theology, leaves little room for the development of a disability theology that affirms 

difference without seeing it as a spiritual defect. 

• Barriers to Change Due to Church Hierarchy 

Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the diaspora often operate as extensions of larger mother-

church institutions based in Nigeria. These organizations maintain strict doctrinal oversight, 

influencing how theology is applied across different branches. Church leadership structures are 

often highly centralized, meaning that pastors in the diaspora have limited autonomy in adapting 

theological perspectives, including disability inclusion. This strict adherence to established 

doctrine affects the diaspora churches as they follow spiritual directives from Nigerian 

headquarters, making deviations from healing-centered theology difficult. The limited decision-

making power means that pastors in European branches must align with official teachings, 

restricting their ability to introduce alternative theological frameworks such as disability theology. 

Fear of institutional consequences makes leaders wary of reprimand or loss of pastoral legitimacy 

if they advocate theological changes that challenge mainstream Pentecostal healing narratives.56  

• Structural Limitations and Policy Challenges 

 
55 Nwabuisi, G. U. Disability and Nigerian church: Bridging the gap between orthodoxy and orthopraxis. 
Trinitarian International Journal of Arts and Humanities, 2021. 1(1), 
56 Adedibu, Babatunde A. "Reverse Mission or Migrant Sanctuaries? Migration, Symbolic Mapping, and 
Missionary Challenges of Britain’s Black Majority Churches." Pneuma, vol. 35, no. 3, 2013, pp. 405–423. 
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A key factor in the limited inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities in Nigerian Pentecostal 

churches is the lack of formal policies promoting their participation in worship and community life. 

While churches may offer welfare programs and prayers, these are often charity-focused rather 

than aimed at creating a community where people with ID are recognized as full members of the 

body of Christ. Pentecostal churches in the diaspora provide financial assistance or prayers but 

lack structured frameworks for active involvement and leadership. Institutional barriers such as 

hierarchical control and doctrinal rigidity hinder the necessary theological adaptations. To address 

this, churches need greater pastoral autonomy and formal inclusion policies that emphasize 

belonging over merely faith healing.57 

This theological disengagement leads to unintentional exclusion of individuals with intellectual 

disabilities. The silence and lack of initiative-taking strategies highlight a significant gap that must 

be bridged. As Eiesland’s “Disabled God” suggests, churches must transition from a theology of 

cure to one of inclusion, recognizing disability as part of the divine image rather than something 

to be fixed.58 

• Embodied Experience and Emotional Realities 

Finally, understanding why the current situation exists also requires attention to personal and 

communal emotions within these churches. The desire for healing is not merely doctrinal, it is 

often rooted in love, desperation, and hope. Many caregivers genuinely believe that prayer will 

change their situation and bring healing to their children. However, when healing fails to occur, 

the same theological system that once offered hope can become a source of emotional 

devastation. This emotional reality explains why many families struggle with guilt, self-blame, and 

spiritual disillusionment, as seen in the story of the mother whose son was nearly lost due to 

delayed medical care and Mama Francesca, who felt rejected by her church community after her 

daughter remained unhealed, illustrate how a healing-centric theology can cause spiritual and 

emotional harm when it fails to accommodate ongoing human fragility. 

At the same time, people with intellectual disabilities in the study expressed a deep sense of being 

loved by God and enjoying community,59 especially when not subjected to invasive prayer rituals. 

This points to the possibility of reframing theology from performance and deliverance to presence 

and relationship, where God’s love is experienced through belonging, not through the pressure 

to be healed. 

 
57 Ibid 
58 Eiesland, the disabled God, p.74 
59 See page 65 
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Conclusion  

This research reveals significant tensions between cultural and theological convictions regarding 

disability within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands. Cultural beliefs, deeply rooted 

in traditional Nigerian society, often interpret intellectual disabilities through metaphysical and 

spiritual frameworks, reinforcing stigma and exclusion. Simultaneously, Pentecostal healing 

theology emphasizes deliverance, sometimes at the expense of inclusive practices, contributing 

to contradictions within theological perspectives. 

Beyond these tensions, hierarchical structures within Nigerian Pentecostal churches present 

additional barriers to change. Many diaspora churches operate under the doctrinal oversight of 

their mother churches in Nigeria, limiting their autonomy to adopt disability-inclusive theology. 

Leadership constraints, strict adherence to healing-centric teachings, and institutional rigidity 

make theological adaptations challenging, often prioritizing faith healing over structural inclusion. 

The persistence of these cultural and theological tensions, coupled with hierarchical constraints, 

underscores the need for deeper theological reflection and practical reforms. Addressing these 

issues requires a shift toward a disability theology that embraces inclusion, affirms dignity, and 

reimagines discipleship beyond healing-centered frameworks. 

2.4. What are the convictions and practices of inclusive faith communities taken from 
disability theology perspective? 

What should be going on in inclusive faith communities from a disability theology perspective? To 

address this question, the theology of disability and inclusive communities was examined. The 

theology of disability challenges the way Christian churches have interpreted disability within their 

midst and how they have engaged with people with disabilities. 

The sub-question three of this research reflects theologically on the disability theology, inclusive 

faith communities and biblical principles.  

Disability theology is a branch of theological reflection that centres the lived experiences, bodies, 

and spiritual insights of people with disabilities in understanding God, the Church, and human 

flourishing. It challenges traditional theologies that have often marginalized or pathologized 

disability, offering instead a vision of theological anthropology that recognizes disabled people as 

full bearers of God’s image and agents of theological insight. 

Liberation theology on disability theology seeks to free marginalized people from oppressive 

theological and social structures. Eiesland’s “The Disabled God” reimagines the resurrected 
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Christ as a disabled God who remains wounded, thus affirming the sanctity of disabled bodies 

and offering a liberative image that counters narratives of deficiency.60 While African Pentecostal 

churches emphasize faith healing, liberation theology argues that healing should extend beyond 

physical restoration to address structural exclusion and social justice.61 Scholars like Amos Yong 

integrate disability into broader theological systems. In Theology and Down Syndrome, Yong 

constructs a pneumatological theology that includes people with intellectual disabilities, showing 

how doctrines of creation, salvation, and eschatology are enriched by their perspectives.62 

Disability theology also has a pastoral dimension, seeking to reshape church practices. John 

Swinton’s work emphasizes how churches can become communities of belonging, not just 

inclusion, through practices that affirm disabled people’s spiritual gifts and worth. Disability 

theology does not speak with one voice. Some scholars, like Reynolds, argue that disability invites 

a rethinking of relational theology and vulnerability as theological strengths.63 Others, like Clifton, 

push back against the “over-spiritualization” of suffering, emphasizing the importance of joy, well-

being, and flourishing even amidst disability. There is also a critical perspective that challenges 

ableism in liturgy, scripture, and church architecture. Scholars like Creamer argue for a “limits 

model” of disability, which accepts human limitations as normal rather than exceptional, offering 

an alternative to the dominant medical or moral models.64 

Disability theology challenges both by affirming disability as a valued human condition, not a 

tragedy or error. It reinterprets healing stories not as proof of disabled people’s need to be cured, 

but as signs of God's inclusive kingdom. Eiesland critiques the idea of healing as the only valid 

spiritual engagement with disability, arguing instead for ecclesial spaces where disabled people 

can belong as they are. 

In conclusion, disability theology is both critical and constructive. It critiques traditional theologies 

that marginalize disabled persons while offering a transformative vision of the church as a place 

of radical hospitality, mutuality, and theological richness. It does not dismiss suffering but 

reframes it within a broader theology of presence, dignity, and relationality. 

2.4.1. Disability and society 

Scholars and practitioners have defined disability from various disciplinary angles. Disability 

refers to a permanent physical or mental impairment that limits part or complete use of one’s 

 
60 Ibid  
61 Gutiérrez, Gustavo. A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation. Orbis Books, 1988 
62 Yong, Theology and Down, pp.11-14 
63 Reynolds, p.19 
64 Creamer, Deborah B. Disability and Christian Theology: Embodied Limits and Constructive Possibilities. 
Oxford University Press, 2009 
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body. However, the core challenge for people with disabilities is often not the impairment itself, 

but the negative social attitudes and systemic barriers they face. Disability is frequently perceived 

as a deviation from what is considered a “normal” human experience, leading to views that cast 

disabled people as abnormal or deficient. Such forms of recognition, more precisely, 

misrecognition, extend beyond the personal realm and shape broader cultural, religious, and 

social frameworks through which people engage with one another.65 

As Yong stated, “Whatever else disability is, it is also the experience of discrimination, 

marginalization, and exclusion from the social, cultural, political, and economic domains of human 

life.”66 This framing moves disability beyond a medical or biological issue and into the realm of 

justice and inclusion. Advocates of the social model of disability emphasize a critical distinction 

between impairment and disability. While impairment refers to a physical, mental, or emotional 

condition that diverges from normative functioning and can be diagnosed, disability refers to the 

social disadvantages and exclusions experienced by individuals with impairments due to 

structural and attitudinal barriers.67 

Aligned closely with this is the cultural model of disability, which also challenges the view of 

disability as an individual deficit. Instead, it emphasizes how everyday behaviours, language, and 

institutional practices work together to marginalize people with impairments. Together, these 

models advocate for a reconceptualization of disability that centers on dignity, participation, and 

transformation, both within society and the church. 

2.4.2.   Disability in the New Testament 

 For centuries, disability has often been viewed within Christian communities as a sign of sin, 

punishment, or divine displeasure. However, a closer examination of the New Testament reveals 

more nuanced and redemptive theological perspectives that challenge these assumptions. The 

intersection of theology and disability is a vital area of study because Christian theology has 

historically contributed both to the marginalization and, more recently, the affirmation of people 

with disabilities. For centuries, theological interpretations often linked disability with sin, divine 

punishment, or moral failing, rooted in the misreading of biblical texts.68 These views led to the 

 
65 Sande, N., & Ringson, J. (2021). Do persons with disability need healing? An African Pentecostal 
perspective within the selected African Pentecostal churches in Zimbabwe. Journal of Pentecostal 
Theology, 30(1), 162–180 
66 Yong, Theology, p.99 
67 Moss, C., and Jeremy Schipper. Disability Studies and Biblical Literature. Society of Biblical Literature, 
2011., pp. 3–4 
68 Brock, B. The Disabled Church: Toward a Theology of Disability. Hendrickson Publishers, 1994. Yong, 
Theology and Down, 2007 
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exclusion of disabled people from full participation in the life of the church and society. Nancy 

Eiesland argues that disabled people have often been perceived as objects of charity rather than 

as theological subjects with spiritual agency.69 Furthermore, disability theology seeks to reframe 

traditional doctrines, such as creation, sin, healing, and embodiment, from the lived experience 

of disabled people, thus challenging ableist norms embedded in the theological system.70 

Studying disability theologically is not only an academic task but also a justice-oriented one, 

aiming to recover the dignity, presence, and voice of people with disabilities within faith 

communities. 

Yong critiques traditional readings that moralize or pathologize disability, arguing instead for a 

pneumatological and inclusive ecclesiology. He emphasizes that disability should not be seen as 

a deviation from divine intention, but as part of human diversity in creation. Specifically, Yong 

argues that Jesus' statement in John 9:3 “Neither this man nor his parents sinned...” decouples 

disability from sin and reframes it as an opportunity for divine revelation, not condemnation.71 

Black in A Healing Homiletic address how preaching has often reinforced negative theological 

assumptions about disability. She critiques sermons that portray healing miracles as symbols of 

spiritual purity or moral restoration. Instead, she calls for a hermeneutic that hears the voices of 

people with disabilities and recognizes healing as relational and communal, rather than as a mere 

“cure.”72 Both scholars insist that disability is not the result of individual or familial sin, and both 

call for theological frameworks that affirm the full humanity and spiritual agency of disabled people 

within the church. 

The inclusive faith communities are shaped by theological convictions and practices that affirm 

the full humanity, dignity, and giftedness of people with disabilities, not despite their disabilities, 

but in and through them. Healing is not always about the cure, but healing as restoration to 

community, affirmation of wholeness, and the presence of God in suffering. The healing narrative 

in Nigerian Pentecostal churches is rooted in the ministry of Jesus, who “healed all that were 

oppressed by the devil.” This raises the question: What is healing, and what constitutes a cure? 

2.4.3. Theology of Healing  

Healing theology is a central feature in many Christian traditions, especially Pentecostalism, 

where divine healing is viewed as a manifestation of God's power and love. Rooted in scriptures 

 
69 Eiesland, The Disabled, pp. 71-75 
70 Creamer, Deborah B. Disability and Christian Theology: Embodied Limits and Constructive Possibilities. 
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71 Yong, A. Disability and the Gifts of the Spirit: Pentecost and the Renewal of the Church. Journal of 
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like Isaiah 53:5 and James 5:14-16, this theology teaches that healing is available to believers 

through faith and the redemptive work of Christ. Pentecostals often hold that Jesus not only came 

to save but also to heal and deliver, with healing seen as a covenant promise.73 

However, scholars have critiqued the unbalanced application of healing theology. Eiesland 

argues that when healing becomes the sole theological response to disability, it reduces 

individuals to "problems" to be fixed, rather than whole persons bearing God's image. Similarly, 

Clifton highlights that people with chronic illnesses or disabilities often feel disappointment and 

guilt when healing does not occur, leading to spiritual alienation. The expectation of miraculous 

healing can stigmatize those who remain unhealed, implying that their faith is insufficient or that 

they are spiritually flawed.74 

In the story of Mama Francesca, a mother who sought healing for her daughter with cerebral 

palsy. Her hope, shared by the prayer team, was for a physical cure, a visible transformation that 

would signal divine intervention. However, when no such change occurred, disappointment 

followed. Was this a failure? Church members assumed her daughter’s continued disability must 

be due to unconfessed sin or insufficient faith, and so blamed and shamed both mother and child. 

In reality, this kind of spiritual “blame game” compounds suffering and can even be a form of 

abuse, driving vulnerable people away from faith communities rather than drawing them closer to 

God.75 

Black, in her book “A Healing Homiletic”, identifies two basic approaches to managing illness: 

cure and healing. When preaching the healing narrative, homileticians often use these terms 

interchangeably or, at the very least, use the term “healing” when what they really mean is 

“cure.”76 These are two distinct concepts; cure refers to the elimination of at least the symptom, if 

not the disease itself. Healing, on the other hand, has many meanings attached to it. According 

to Louw, healing is not limited to the physical cure of disease, but involves the restoration of 

human dignity, spiritual meaning, relationships, and a sense of identity before God.  Cure is 

physical or clinical, but healing is spiritual, emotional, and relational. One can be healed without 

being cured, when love, acceptance, meaning, and peace are restored. Healing is also about 

affirming the dignity and worth of people, especially those marginalized by disability, illness, or 
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social exclusion. It involves pastoral care that restores their place in the community and reminds 

them they are made in God's image.77 

Jesus’ ministry suggests otherwise. While Jesus did perform many physical healings (e.g., Mark 

1:40-42, Luke 7:22), He also offered healing that went far deeper than the body, healing of shame, 

exclusion, and broken relationships. For example, in John 9, when Jesus heals a man born blind, 

the story makes clear that the man's condition was not due to sin, but that “the works of God might 

be displayed in him” (John 9:3). Healing, then, is not always about fixing what is wrong but 

revealing what is divine. 

This perspective helps to reframe Mama Francesca’s experience. Although her daughter was not 

physically cured, this does not mean that she was untouched by God. As described in Included 

and Valued: A Practical Theology of Disability, Pastor Emmanuel later visited Mama Francesca 

after her long absence from the congregation. He prayed with her and her daughter, and in that 

moment, Mama Francesca came to recognize that healing can take forms beyond the physical. 

Sometimes, God chooses to work through a people’s disability rather than remove it. This reflects 

the experience of the Apostle Paul, who, in 2 Corinthians 12:9, recalls God’s words to him: “My 

grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Although Paul did not 

receive the cure he had prayed for, he was healed in a deeper sense, through spiritual 

acceptance, divine empowerment, and a renewed sense of purpose. 

By expecting only physical cure, we may be limiting God to our human frameworks. Healing in 

Jesus' ministry included restoration to community, the affirmation of identity, and the embodiment 

of God’s image, even in those the world saw as broken. Psalm 139 reminds us that each person 

is “fearfully and wonderfully made” (v.14), regardless of ability or disability. 

Therefore, the absence of a cure in Mama Francesca’s story is not necessarily a sign of failure or 

sin or lack of faith. Louw emphasizes that healing is related to the Hebrew concept of shalom, 

which implies wholeness, peace, harmony, and well-being. It's not just the absence of illness, but 

the presence of restored relationships with God, self, others, and the world.78 This perspective 

invites the Nigerian Pentecostal churches to broaden their understanding of healing, to seek not 

only what we think is best, but to recognize and honour the image of God already present in each 

person. From a theological perspective, disability must be understood through the doctrine of the 

Imago Dei. Every person, regardless of ability, is made in the image of God (Genesis 1:27). This 
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includes people with intellectual and physical disabilities. Eiesland further reimagines divine 

embodiment in her concept of the “disabled God,” suggesting that God identifies with human 

vulnerability and limitation.79 

2.4.4. Theology of Belonging  

This is a growing theological perspective that emphasizes mutual inclusion, dignity, and relational 

participation within the Body of Christ, especially for marginalized groups such as people with 

disabilities. Scholars argue that mere inclusion is insufficient without genuine belonging, which 

requires recognition, relationship, and shared responsibility.80 Swinton contends that belonging is 

not just about being physically present but about being known, loved, and missed when absent.81 

He critiques churches that include disabled people without creating relational spaces where their 

presence matters. Reynolds adds that Christian community should embrace vulnerability and 

interdependence, challenging cultural ideals of independence and perfection.82 In his view, 

belonging arises when the church values people not for productivity but for who they are. 

Together, these scholars call for a theology that moves beyond inclusion to full, relational, and 

transformative belonging in the life of the church. 

2.4.5. Inclusive Faith Communities 

Inclusive faith communities are religious spaces that intentionally welcome, affirm, and engage 

all individuals, regardless of ability, gender, race, or social status, recognizing the inherent dignity 

and spiritual worth of every person. Within the context of disability, inclusive faith communities 

seek to dismantle barriers that marginalize people with disabilities and instead foster belonging, 

participation, and leadership. Eiesland, in The Disabled God argues that traditional Christian 

theology often renders disabled bodies invisible or associates them with brokenness and sin.  She 

further argues that a broken body is the miracle of the Eucharist, at the table, we remember the 

physical reality of that body broken for people.83 This vision reimagines the church as a space 

where difference is not merely tolerated but celebrated as a reflection of divine diversity. Amos 

Yong in Theology and Down Syndrome contends that inclusive ecclesiology must recognize 

people with disabilities as bearers of God’s image and contributors to the theological 
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imagination.84 He critiques the ableist assumptions underlying many Pentecostal and Evangelical 

theologies and calls for a pneumatological approach that honours the gifts of all believers, 

including those with intellectual disabilities. The World Council of Churches (WCC) supports this 

inclusive vision, stating that the church must become “a community of belonging for people of all 

abilities.”85 This requires structural changes, such as accessible liturgies, inclusive leadership, 

and theological education that embraces disability as part of human diversity. 

In conclusion, inclusive faith communities challenge the church to embody God’s hospitality by 

affirming the full humanity of every person. As Eiesland notes, “The disabled God is not a distant 

healer, but the God who shares in our humanity.” Thus, inclusion is not optional, it is central to 

faithful discipleship. 

2.4.6. Biblical Principle towards inclusive faith communities  

The following Bible passages elaborate on inclusive faith communities 

• Pneumatology and Disability 

Acts 2:17-18 emphasizes the outpouring of the Spirit on “all flesh,” providing a theological 

foundation for the universal accessibility of spiritual empowerment. This passage supports a 

pneumatology that is central to Pentecostal theology, which highlights the active and inclusive 

work of the Holy Spirit in the life of the church. Pentecostals believe that all believers are 

empowered by the Holy Spirit for ministry; however, in practice, participation and leadership are 

often limited by ableist assumptions that marginalise people with disabilities.86 The teaching of 1 

Corinthians 12:4-11 further reinforces the doctrine of equal spiritual giftedness, asserting that the 

Spirit distributes gifts to each believer as He wills, without qualification based on physical or 

cognitive ability. Such scriptural affirmations challenge ecclesial structures and cultural biases 

that exclude disabled individuals from full participation in ministry. Yong advances a theology of 

disability that reframes people with disabilities not as passive recipients of healing but as prophetic 

witnesses, active agents who bring distinct and necessary contributions to the church. This 

perspective calls for a reimagining of ecclesial inclusion that aligns with the Spirit's indiscriminate 
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empowerment and the biblical vision of the body of Christ as comprised of diverse, interdependent 

members.87 

• Luke 14:13 Leave no one behind 

Inclusive faith communities embody the vision that Jesus illustrated in Luke 14:13. Drawing from 

Amos Yong’s The Bible, Disability, and the Church,88 this passage serves as a biblical foundation 

for advocating inclusion within Nigerian Pentecostal churches. Jesus commands his followers, 

“But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind” a radical reversal 

of social norms that typically marginalize such individuals. Yong interprets this as a vision of the 

church, where the hospitality of God’s kingdom is extended precisely to those whom society 

deems unworthy or burdensome.   

Yong urges churches not merely to tolerate people with intellectual disabilities but to prioritize 

their presence, recognizing them as central to the Spirit-filled community. For people with 

intellectual disabilities, this means having a voice in church decisions, being invited into leadership 

roles, and participating in spiritual practices without feeling like outsiders. Inclusion, therefore, is 

not merely an act of charity but an expression of spiritual fidelity, obedience to the kingdom 

patterns that Jesus himself set. In the vibrant, Spirit-oriented atmosphere of Pentecostal worship, 

churches must create spaces where people with disabilities can minister, prophesy, lead, and 

fully engage as co-bearers of the Holy Spirit.89 Also, in Disability and the Gospel, David W. 

Anderson and Dale Lund challenge the dominant Christian assumption that the goal for people 

with disabilities is physical or mental healing.90 Instead, they argue that the gospel proclaims the 

value of all people as they are, with disabilities not as defects to be erased, but as conditions in 

which God’s grace is revealed. Their theological approach complements Luke 14:13, where Jesus 

commands his followers to invite “the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind” into fellowship, not 

after they are healed, but in their current state. Anderson and Lund insist that such inclusion 

reflects the very character of God’s kingdom, where participation is not conditional on wholeness 

or productivity. This insight is critical for Nigerian Pentecostal churches, where the strong 

emphasis on miracles and healing can inadvertently marginalize those whose disabilities remain. 

The authors call churches to go beyond the miracle mindset, recognizing that inclusion, love, and 

belonging are themselves signs of the Spirit’s presence. In this view, disabled people are not 
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“projects of healing” but co-bearers of the gospel, witnesses of divine strength in weakness (2 

Cor. 12:9). 

• 1 Corinthians 12:21-26 Disability and Ecclesial Identity 

The Apostle Paul presents a radical vision of ecclesial identity, portraying the church as a body 

composed of diverse and interdependent members. Crucially, he asserts that “the members of 

the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable” (1 Cor. 12:22, NRSV), and that such 

members should receive “greater honour” (v. 23). This passage challenges societal norms that 

devalue weakness or difference, offering instead a theological anthropology grounded in mutual 

care, visibility, and shared dignity. 

Amos Yong draws on this text to argue that people with disabilities are not peripheral to the 

church; they are central to its very identity. He critiques ecclesial models that treat disabled people 

as passive recipients of ministry and proposes a pneumatological vision of the church, where all 

members, including those deemed “weak,” are empowered by the Spirit and gifted for ministry. 

According to Yong, these “weaker” members are not to be healed or fixed before they belong; 

they are already indispensable to the body of Christ, just as they are.91 Similarly, Eiesland uses 

1 Corinthians 12 to argue for a church that not only includes but reconstructs its identity around 

disabled experiences. She challenges the romanticization of suffering or weakness, emphasizing 

instead the theological agency and dignity of disabled people. Eiesland asserts that in a truly 

inclusive church, the parts often hidden or shamed in public life are lifted in the community of 

Christ, not as objects of pity but as witnesses of divine presence and relational wholeness. Her 

concept of the “disabled God,” who continues to bear the marks of his wounds, suggests that 

divine embodiment itself includes disability.92 

Together, Yong and Eiesland call the church to move beyond tokenistic inclusion and toward a 

radical reordering of ecclesial values. Strength, in their view, is found not in uniformity or 

perfection but in interdependence. Their theological vision challenges ableist structures in many 

churches, including within Nigerian Pentecostal contexts, by affirming that the presence of people 

with intellectual disabilities is not a problem to be solved, but a theological gift to be received. 

An inclusive faith community must recognize people with intellectual disabilities not as marginal 

participants, but as full members of the Body of Christ. Theologically, this vision is grounded in 

Paul’s statement that “those members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable” (1 
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Corinthians 12:22, NRSV). This passage reorients communal life around those typically seen as 

“lesser,” affirming their vital role in the church’s identity and mission. 

Yong emphasizes that the Holy Spirit is not restricted by intellectual or communicative capacity. 

In his Pentecostal theology of disability, he argues that people with intellectual disabilities must 

be seen as Spirit-filled agents within the community of faith. According to Yong, true ecclesial 

inclusion involves recognizing that all persons, including those with intellectual disability, bear 

gifts that enrich the church. The Spirit does not conform to neurotypical expectations but reveals 

God’s presence through diverse human embodiments and experiences.93 

Eiesland challenges the dominant theological paradigms that equate worth with cognitive ability. 

She asserts that disabled people are not merely recipients of care or healing but are full 

theological subjects whose lived experience offers unique and necessary insights into the divine. 

Her concept of the “disabled God” invites churches to move beyond normative models of healing 

and embrace a theology of presence, participation, and mutual transformation. 

In many Nigerian Pentecostal contexts, disability is frequently framed in terms of healing or 

spiritual warfare. While this reflects deep spiritual concern, it can inadvertently marginalize people 

with intellectual disability when healing does not occur. This reinforces the idea that their full 

inclusion is contingent upon change, rather than recognition of their intrinsic worth. As Creamer 

notes, such frameworks often fail to acknowledge the theological richness of disabled lives as 

they are. Inclusion is not simply a matter of physical or programmatic accessibility. It requires a 

theological shift toward seeing people with intellectual disabilities as integral to the body of 

Christ.94 Their presence is not a problem to be solved but a gift to be received. As Yong suggests, 

“people with intellectual disabilities are not only part of the church, but they also help define what 

the church is and ought to be.”95  

Conclusion 

The literature review has illuminated the complex theological, cultural, and social dimensions 

shaping the perceptions and treatment of people with mild intellectual disabilities within Nigerian 

Pentecostal churches. From the deeply embedded healing theology that prioritizes deliverance 

over inclusion to the cultural stigmatization of disability as a spiritual deficiency, these frameworks 

significantly impact church practices and beliefs. The discussion has shown that while healing-

centered theology offers hope, it also creates exclusionary narratives when miraculous 
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intervention does not occur, often leaving individuals and their families burdened with guilt, blame, 

and spiritual alienation. 

The theological reflections explored in this review call for a shift from a model of healing-as-cure 

to one of healing-as-belonging. Disability theology, particularly the insights from scholars like 

Nancy Eiesland and Amos Yong, emphasizes the need for churches to embrace intellectual 

disability as part of human diversity, rather than a spiritual condition to be eradicated. The case 

studies and testimonies examined further underscore the importance of moving beyond healing 

ministries toward creating an inclusive faith community where all members, regardless of ability, 

are affirmed in their dignity, spiritual value, and participation. 

The comparative analysis of African Pentecostal churches in Europe highlights potential 

pathways for transformation, with South African churches demonstrating more progressive 

approaches to inclusion. This suggests that Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands 

can evolve in their theological engagement with disability, particularly through exposure to new 

perspectives and contextual shifts within the diaspora setting. 

This literature review provides a strong foundation for the methodology chapter. Having 

established the theological and cultural influences that shape current practices, the next stage of 

the research focus on empirical data. The forthcoming chapter therefore introduce the 

methodological framework, examining how these convictions are lived out and experienced within 

Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands. By exploring the practices, narratives, and theological 

reflections of church leaders, caregivers, and individuals with intellectual disabilities, the study 

aims to identify ways in which inclusion can be fostered within faith communities still shaped by 

healing-centered theologies. 
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   CHAPTER THREE- METHODOLOGY                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                  

 3.1. Introduction                                                                                                                                                                        

This study adopts a qualitative research methodology to investigate the inclusivity of Nigerian 

Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands toward people with intellectual disabilities. A qualitative 

approach is suitable given the current gaps in existing knowledge on this topic, especially within 

the specific cultural and theological context of Nigerian Pentecostalism in the Netherlands. 

Furthermore, the research seeks to capture convictions and practices and their relationship to 

inclusion and reflections related to this complex theme. By prioritizing in-depth data, this 

methodology allows for a nuanced understanding of how individual beliefs, cultural narratives, 

and theological frameworks converge to influence church practices. A qualitative approach offers 

critical insights into the underlying reasons and dynamics that shape whether and how these 

churches foster inclusion. 

The methodology used to answer this research question is Osmer’s model of practical theology, 

which provides a structured way to examine this question. The fourth task of Osmer’s model of 

practical theology, which is the pragmatic task: how should we respond, is not the scope of this 

research. This research covers the three tasks below:  

• The descriptive-empirical task examines the current situation: "What is going on? 

• The interpretative task tries to understand from a literature study of various related 

documents what influences the conviction and practice of inclusion, “Why is it going on?” 

• The normative task consists of normative scripture that describes the desired condition: 

"What ought to be going on?  

3.2. Descriptive-Empirical Task: "What is going on?" 

To attain the first sub-question proposed for this study, which is to gain a clear picture of the 

current situation, it involves gathering data through semi-structured interviews and observation to 

understand the current convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

Netherlands regarding the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. 

According to Mason in Qualitative Researching, semi-structured interviews balance rigor and 

spontaneity in qualitative research.96 By using a semi-standardized set of questions, I maintain 

consistency across participants while remaining flexible to explore emerging themes. This 
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approach is useful for this research as it ensures all key issues are addressed while allowing for 

natural conversation flow. 

Mason emphasizes tailoring data collection methods to the characteristics and needs of different 

participant groups. By conducting separate interviews with people with mild intellectual disabilities 

using customized questions, I create a more inclusive environment that respects varied 

communication styles. This leads to more authentic perspectives and aligns with ethical 

considerations, allowing participants to express their experiences fully.97 

Additionally, Mason advocates for an iterative approach to qualitative inquiry. Initial semi-

structured interviews with key stakeholders can inform further exploration in focus group 

discussions. This strategy enhances the depth of understanding regarding inclusion practices and 

is essential for creating a comprehensive narrative of complex social phenomena, ensuring core 

themes are consistently examined while capturing the multifaceted realities of inclusion.98 

In the methodology chapter, different sources and data play specific, strategic roles in addressing 

the research questions. Here’s an explanation of how each type of source and data is used: 

Primary Data Collection: 

• Interviews and Focus Groups: 

Semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions are conducted with pastors, church 

leaders, congregants, and families of people with intellectual disabilities. These personal 

narratives provide firsthand insights into how Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands 

implement or resist disability inclusion in daily practice. This qualitative data is essential to 

understanding the emotional, spiritual, and operational dimensions of church practices. 

• Participant Observation 

Observations in church settings are used to capture the dynamics of worship, pastoral care, and 

inclusion (or lack thereof) in real time. This method helps verify whether stated church doctrines 

and policies, inferred from interviews and literature, translate into observable actions and 

interactions during services and community events. 

Secondary Data and Theoretical Sources: 

 
97 Mason, Qualitative Researching, p. 60 
98 Ibid 
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• Theological and Academic Literature: 

Texts by scholars such as Yong, Eiesland, and Kabue, among others, are thoroughly reviewed 

to develop the theoretical framework. These sources outline existing perspectives on disability 

theology, inclusive faith communities, and contextual challenges in African Pentecostalism. 

They help anchor the primary data analysis within established scholarly debates and reveal 

gaps that the present research aims to fill. 

• Document and Policy Analysis: 

Official church documents, policy manuals, and published sermons are analysed to understand 

how institutional structures and doctrinal stances shape practices. This documentary data 

provides a backdrop against which the empirical data interviews and observations are interpreted. 

• Data Integration and Analysis 

The methodology chapter describes how the multiple data types are triangulated to build a 

cohesive picture. For example, primary data from interviews and observations are thematically 

coded and compared with the insights drawn from secondary literature. This process ensures that 

the research captures both the lived experiences (the “what” and “how”) and the theoretical 

underpinnings (the “why”) of disability inclusion within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

diaspora. 

Study population  

Nigerian Pentecostal churches in Europe have grown significantly over the past few decades, 

driven by migration, missionary efforts, and the global expansion of African Pentecostalism. 

Nigerian Pentecostalism gained momentum in the 1970s and 1980s, with churches like the 

Redeemed Christian Church of God, Deeper Life Bible Church, and Living Faith Chapel leading 

missionary efforts. By the 1990s, Nigerian Pentecostal churches began establishing branches in 

Europe, particularly in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and Germany, as part of a broader 

reverse mission, bringing Christianity back to the West. The RCCG, one of Nigeria’s largest 

Pentecostal movements, expanded aggressively across Europe, setting up congregations in 

major cities. Nigerian Pentecostal churches became spiritual and social hubs for African migrants, 

offering community support, cultural continuity, and religious identity.99 

 
99Adenekan-Koevoets, Nigerian Pentecostal Diasporic Missions, pp.427-447 
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Participants for this research were chosen from Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

Netherlands, such as RCCG Netherlands Mission Den Haag, Winners Chapel International 

Amsterdam based on their relevance to the study's themes and their ability to provide diverse 

perspectives. Sampling ensures representation from leadership, families, community, advocacy, 

and lived experience. The church leaders, the families of people with ID, members of the 

congregation and advocates of PID were chosen as participants because:  

Mason advocates for purposive, in-depth sampling methods that prioritise “information richness” 

over statistical representativeness. She emphasizes that qualitative sampling should deliberately 

include participants who have the most to contribute to understanding the phenomenon under 

investigation.100 This approach ensures that the selected cases illuminate the nuances and 

complexities of the issue, the church’s inclusivity of people with intellectual disabilities. 

• Church Leaders: church leaders are crucial decision-makers, selected not for numerical 

representation but for their pivotal roles. Their insights are vital for understanding the 

formulation and implementation of doctrines, particularly regarding disability inclusion. 

• Families of People with Intellectual Disabilities: these families are essential, as they 

provide firsthand accounts of how church practices affect them. Their lived experiences 

shed light on support systems and how policies impact community belonging. 

• Members of the Congregation: Congregation members align with Mason’s approach of 

capturing diverse perspectives. Their grassroots insights reveal the day-to-day realities 

of church integration efforts, contrasting top-down influences from leaders with 

communal experiences of inclusion or exclusion. 

• Advocates: Incorporating advocates adds an external perspective that can critique 

church practices often taken for granted. Mason’s purposive sampling effectively selects 

knowledgeable individuals who are invested in the cause, enriching the study with critical 

insight. 

• Voices of People with Intellectual Disabilities: The direct perspectives of people with 

intellectual disabilities are vital. Tailoring interview questions to their communication 

styles ensures their voices are authentically represented. Mason emphasizes that 

qualitative research benefits from varied viewpoints, strengthening the narrative of 

inclusivity. 

Participant Recruitment and Sampling Strategy 

 
100 Mason, Qualitative Researching, p. 54 
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Following Mason’s perspective in Qualitative Researching, the researcher has deliberately sought 

out participants who can contribute deep, context-rich insights into the church’s approach to 

inclusivity for people with intellectual disabilities. Rather than emphasizing statistical 

representativeness, this purposive sampling strategy focuses on gathering diverse viewpoints 

through information‐rich cases, thereby enhancing the overall quality of the study. 

Study Sample: 

A total of 7 participants were engaged, representing a wide array of stakeholder groups: 

• Church Leaders (n = 2) 
• Families of People with Intellectual Disabilities (n = 2) 
• Members of the Congregation (n = 1). 
• People with Intellectual Disabilities (n = 2). 

Data Collection Approach: 

Initially, 7 participants will engage in semi-structured interviews. This flexible format allows for 

both consistency (through a semi-standardized set of questions) and the opportunity to probe 

deeper into emergent themes. The rich data from these interviews serves as a foundation for 

focus group discussions, enabling a more nuanced exploration of the issues across different 

perspectives. 

Recruitment Process: 

• Initial Outreach: 
The researcher has established contact with Pentecostal church leaders and key 

disability advocates to assess their willingness to participate. 

• Community Networks: 

Families with lived experience of intellectual disabilities have been identified through 

existing church networks. This approach ensures that the sample incorporates voices 

directly affected by, and intimately involved in, the study’s focal concern. 

Research Instrument 

This research involves interviewing participants using 3 key questions and sub-questions to 

explore the convictions and practices of pastors, members, and families of people with intellectual 

disabilities. The goal is to gather insights that guide a subsequent focus group, where diverse 

viewpoints and interactions were observed. During the interviews, note was maintained for 

personal impressions. The focus group aims to clarify areas needing further exploration, allowing 

participants to reflect on preliminary findings, challenge insights, and foster dynamic discussions. 
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By engaging participants with initial discoveries, the focus group seeks to refine understanding 

and ensure that findings accurately reflect their experiences. This process enriches the research 

by promoting critical dialogue and recognizing participants as co-creators of knowledge. Initial 

observations of Nigerian Pentecostal churches served as a foundational step to familiarize myself 

with the context, providing essential background that informs the analysis of themes and 

experiences shared by participants. 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data was analyzed using thematic coding to identify recurring patterns, themes, and 

tensions.  Thematic exploration combining descriptive, emotion, values, and pattern coding is 

effective for this research.101 In addition to individual interviews, focus groups were conducted to 

explore collective perceptions of disability within Nigerian Pentecostal churches. These 

discussions provided insights into shared experiences and highlighted group dynamics 

influencing theological and cultural beliefs. Observational insights provide context to interpret 

participants’ narratives. Detailing the different types of data, the transcription and coding 

processes, and demonstrating how the four coding types were applied below.  

Types of Data and Data Preparation 

Data Sources: 

• Recordings: The primary data are audio recordings from semi-structured interviews and 

focus group discussions. In addition, observational field notes gathered during the 

sessions provide supplementary insights. 

• Transcripts: All audio recordings have been transcribed verbatim. This ensures that 

every word and nuance is captured. Transcripts serve as the main basis for textual 

analysis, while field notes are used to contextualize the narratives. 

Data Scope: 

• Coding Coverage: In line with a comprehensive qualitative analysis, the entire body of 

text has been coded rather than just selections. This exhaustive approach helps ensure 

that all emergent themes, tensions, and subtleties are identified. 

Coding Strategy and Order 

 
101 Saldana, The coding, p.175  
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I combine four types of coding, descriptive, emotion, values, and pattern coding, to capture both 

the explicit content and the underlying sentiments and values expressed by participants. The 

process is largely inductive, letting themes emerge from the data, though informed by the 

conceptual framework suggested by Saldana.102 Here’s the general sequential process: 

Descriptive Coding: 

• Objective: Label the basic “what” of the data, the topics, activities, or events described. 

• Activity: Read through the transcript and mark segments that indicate specific actions, 

events, or straightforward descriptions. 

Emotion Coding: 

• Objective: Capture the affective tone and the feelings communicated by the participants. 

• Activity: Identify words or expressions that reveal the participants’ emotions (e.g., 

“lonely,” “overlooked,” or “rejected”) to clarify the emotional undercurrents in the 

narrative. 

Values Coding: 

• Objective: Highlight the values, beliefs, or attitudes underlying the statements. 

• Activity: Tag segments that carry implications about what is seen as important (e.g., 

“belonging,” “inclusivity,” or “community acceptance”). This step helps us understand the 

participants’ motivational and normative frameworks. 

Pattern Coding: 

• Objective: Synthesize the initial codes into broader themes and categories. 

• Activity: Group together similar descriptive, emotional, and value-based codes to identify 

patterns (such as recurring issues of exclusion, marginalization, or systemic neglect).  

Integration and Iterative Refinement 

• Coding Order: Although the steps are presented sequentially (descriptive → emotion → 

values → pattern), in practice, these coding types are often applied iteratively. Early 

descriptive codes help highlight emotional cues or values that may warrant additional 

descriptive detail, and as new insights emerge 

 
102 Ibid 
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• Data-Driven and Theory-Informed: The initial coding is largely inductive, allowing these 

themes to surface naturally, while the guidance from Saldana provides a structure that 

helps ensure consistency and depth across cases.103 

• Software and Manual Coding: Qualitative data analysis software NVivo assists in this 

iterative process by allowing researchers to tag segments with multiple codes and then 

group and analyse these codes systematically. 

 Conclusion 

This comprehensive data analysis strategy, which incorporates multiple coding types, ensures 

that both the overt content and the deeper emotional and value-laden dimensions of the 

participants' narratives are captured. The use of inductive coding, informed by existing 

frameworks, guarantees that no significant detail is overlooked and that emergent themes such 

as exclusion or a lack of belonging are methodically identified. 

Ethical clearance /Consent form 

This ethics section is designed to assist in understanding the underlying principles and issues 

involved in the conduct of research in an ethical manner. These principles apply to a wide variety 

of settings. The study will adhere to the Helsinki Declaration, the Code of Ethics for Research in 

the Social and Behavioral Sciences, and the VSNU Netherlands Code of Conduct for Research 

Integrity. 

Participants are informed of their right to withdraw at any time without consequences, and all data 

will be anonymized and securely stored in compliance with GDPR regulations.  

Written consent was obtained from PTHU to obtain permission from the prospective subjects to 

participate in this research. Every participant received an informed consent form to complete.  

Informed consent is a method of ascertaining the voluntary consent of the subjects to participate 

in the research after having been fully informed about the purpose of the proposed research, their 

role, risks, and their right to give consent to participate in the research and to voluntarily share 

private information before them being included in the research. The researcher explained the 

following in the informed consent letter: 

• The nature of the research is academic.  

 
103 Saldana, The coding, p.176 
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• What was expected of them?  

• The benefits of the research.  

• The expected duration of their participation. 

• The confidentiality levels.  

• Information on how the outcomes of the research would be dealt with. 

• They have the right to withdraw from the study for any reason at any stage without reprisal. 

The purpose of this consent was to provide full information on the research and what their 

participation would mean for them. The researcher contacted the participants after they had been 

identified by the gatekeepers who were assigned to assist the researcher. Between the provision 

of information and obtaining consent, the participants were granted sufficient time to consider 

whether to consent and to ask questions.  

Data Management Plan and Declaration Sheet 

The researcher has obtained a data management plan and a Declaration Sheet. The DMP, 

compiled in the initial research phase, outlines how data will be collected, stored, and managed 

ethically and securely. An approved DMP (co-signed by the supervisor) is submitted in the final 

meeting. The interviews will be audio-recorded with a digital recorder to ensure the accurate 

reproduction and processing of the data. The data management declaration sheet is under the 

Appendix. 

3.3. Research Challenges and Methodological Reflections 

3.3.1. Difficulty in Finding Participants with Intellectual Disabilities 

One of the most significant challenges was locating people with mild intellectual disabilities who 

attend Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands. Many congregations do not have visible 

or openly acknowledged members with ID, and in some cases, church leaders were unaware of 

any such individuals within their community. 

Response: 

To address this, the researcher travelled to multiple NPC congregations across different 

cities in the Netherlands, engaging directly with pastors and church networks to inquire 

sensitively about the presence of people with ID. This involved extensive networking, 

multiple visits, and building trust within each community before identifying suitable 

participants. 
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3.3.2. Scheduling Interviews Amid Busy Lives 

Another challenge was the availability of participants, particularly families of people with ID and 

caregivers, many of whom juggle demanding work schedules and caregiving responsibilities. For 

church leaders and parents alike, weekday availability was extremely limited, and interviews could 

only be arranged before or after church services, when participants were often tired or pressed 

for time. 

Response: 

The research schedule was adapted to fit around church calendars and participants’ 

convenience. Most interviews were conducted on Sundays, with the researcher arriving 

early before services or staying afterwards to speak with individuals in short sessions. In 

some cases, brief follow-up conversations were arranged through WhatsApp or phone 

calls, with consent. 

3.3.3. Variability in Church Demographics 

Not all churches visited had congregants with ID. In some cases, churches expressed interest in 

the study but noted they did not currently serve any individuals with intellectual disabilities, which 

narrowed the potential participant pool. 

Response: 

The researcher focused on churches that had existing connections with families affected 
by ID, even if only one or two members. These smaller but valuable interactions provided 
deep insight into the lived experiences and theological contexts of inclusion and exclusion. 

Effectiveness of the Approach 

Despite these challenges, the adaptable, qualitative approach proved effective. By remaining 

flexible and responsive to real-world limitations, the research was able to: 

• Prioritize ethical participation and consent. 

• Capture authentic, context-specific insight. 

The intentional focus on mild intellectual disability within diasporic Pentecostal settings remains 

a rarely explored area, making this study a valuable contribution, even with a modest sample size, 

because of its depth of theological reflection and its commitment to centering marginalised voices. 

 Conclusion  
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This chapter outlines the comprehensive qualitative methodology employed to explore how 

Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands engage with people with intellectual disabilities. 

By adopting Osmer’s model of practical theology, this research was structured to investigate not 

only current practices and convictions (descriptive-empirical) but also the underlying influences 

(interpretive) and theological ideals (normative). The combination of semi-structured interviews, 

focus groups, and participant observation allowed for a nuanced, multidimensional understanding 

of inclusivity in these religious communities. 

The purposive sampling strategy, informed by Mason’s emphasis on “information-rich” cases, 

enabled the inclusion of diverse voices, from church leaders, congregants, families and people 

with intellectual disabilities themselves. The use of thematic coding, drawn from Saldana’s 

framework, provided a robust tool for analyzing the emotional, value-driven, and patterned 

dimensions of the data. The ethical framework and data management strategies ensured that all 

aspects of the research were conducted with integrity, transparency, and respect for participant 

autonomy. 

Despite the challenges of recruitment and scheduling, the adaptive approach and sustained 

community engagement enabled the collection of deep, context-specific insights. The 

methodology thus not only supports the study’s objectives but also aligns with its broader 

theological commitment to inclusion and justice. This approach lays a strong foundation for 

interpreting the lived experiences of marginalized individuals within faith communities and 

contributes meaningfully to the discourse on disability theology in diasporic African contexts. 

Having established the methodological framework for this study, including the rationale for using 

a qualitative approach, the data collection methods, and the analytical strategies employed, I will 

now present the empirical findings. The following chapter explores the lived experiences, 

theological reflections, and practical realities discovered through interviews, focus groups, and 

observations conducted within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands. The findings 

are organized thematically, guided by the research questions and informed by the descriptive, 

interpretive, and normative tasks identified in the existing literature. These themes reflect the 

diversity and complexity of perspectives on intellectual disability and inclusion within diasporic 

faith communities. 
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CHAPTER FOUR- EMPIRICAL RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

4.1. Introduction  

This chapter presents empirical results and analyzes data gathered through semi-structured 

interviews and participant observations conducted in selected Nigerian Pentecostal churches in 

the Netherlands. The chapter is structured using the first tasks of Osmer’s four-task model of 

practical theology, the descriptive-empirical.104 These tasks serve as a framework for data 

collection in a theologically informed and context-sensitive manner.  

Pentecostal churches are powerful religious spaces where the Holy Spirit, healing, and spiritual 

warfare are central to worship and theology. Yet, within this framework, the inclusion of people 

with intellectual disabilities is misunderstood. Disability theology challenges these communities to 

view people with disabilities not as problems to be solved or healed but as full participants in the 

life of the church. This chapter explores Nigerian Pentecostal churches’ current convictions and 

practices toward people with disability in the Netherlands. The question about their convictions 

and practices is answered particularly in practices towards disability; are they resisting or adapting 

to the inclusive faith communities in the Netherlands? The findings from interviews and the 

experiences of people will be analyzed. 

4.2. The practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands 

The experiences of people with intellectual disabilities in Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

Netherlands are shaped by a complex interplay of theological beliefs, cultural attitudes, and 

diaspora dynamics. Observations conducted in four Nigerian Pentecostal churches located in 

Amsterdam, Wageningen, and Den Hague revealed a significant lack of inclusion programs for 

people with intellectual disabilities within their services and general programming. Towards the 

end of services, prayers were offered broadly for “anyone in need of prayer,” but there were no 

specific accommodations or efforts to include people with intellectual disabilities in a meaningful 

way. This pattern suggests that many Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands may be 

unintentionally resisting the development of disabilities theology of inclusive faith communities.  

Notably, one of the research participants was in the service with her daughter, who has been 

diagnosed with mild autism. The lady was accompanied by her mother to join the queue for 

prayer. This experience highlights a common trend in which disability is approached through 

healing prayers, rather than through intentional inclusion or support within church life. 

 
104Osmer, Practical Theology, p.8  
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The interview that followed these observations provided deeper insight into the experiences of 

families and individuals navigating these church environments.  

Empirical data offers insights into the challenges and possibilities of inclusion. The questions were 

answered by applying qualitative research. According to Swinton, qualitative research is empirical 

research that produces empirical knowledge. 

Empirical research is a method of investigation that generates new knowledge based on 

experiences and data collected through our senses. A study is considered empirical when 

it relies on real-world evidence gathered through experimentation, statistical analysis, or 

observation to explore its chosen topic.105 

To know the convictions and practices of people with disability within Nigerian Pentecostal 

churches in the Netherlands, the interview was used to generate what needs to be known in the 

light of disability theology of inclusive faith communities. To gather this information, an interview 

was conducted with church leaders, church members, and families of people with intellectual 

disabilities and PID. The focus group proceeded after the interview; the interview laid the 

foundation for the open dialogue. I seek to develop a deeper understanding of the conviction and 

practice of inclusion of people with intellectual disability within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in 

the Netherlands. The aim is to examine the current convictions and practices within Nigerian 

Pentecostal churches in light of the disability theology of inclusive faith communities.  

4.3. Result  

This initial step involves a systematic description of the raw interview data. It centers on 

summarizing participants’ responses to key sub-questions in three thematic areas: 

• Theological View: How do you think God views people with intellectual disabilities? what 

Bible stories shape your God’s view on PID. How do you envision God’s relationship with 

PID prompt participants to reveal their personal spiritual identity and experiences. 

• Cultural Viewpoints: How does your culture perceive people with intellectual disabilities? 

What are the traditional beliefs and names that exist concerning PID. The personal 

feelings elicited by such labels provide a window into the cultural context. 

 
105 Swinton, John, Empirical research, theological limits, and possibilities. In P. Ward & K. Tveitereid 
(Eds.), The Wiley Blackwell companion to theology and qualitative research (pp.84). John Wiley & Sons. 
2022.  
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• Church and Inclusion: In what ways does your church include people with intellectual 

disabilities? Are there policies, services, or programs designed for People with intellectual 

disability? What does inclusion mean within your church community? it detailed insights 

into how individuals experience community and inclusion during worship. 

The processed data are presented below as the outcome of the systematic analysis and coding 

process, which employs thematic summaries to capture the essence of the participants’ 

meanings. Group A participants were interviewed using a set of questions addressing three 

research sub-questions. The first question focused on elucidating the participants' theological 

views on intellectual disability. For coding the findings in this research, I used manual thematic 

patterns, which enabled systematic application of descriptive, emotion, values, and pattern 

coding, and facilitated thematic mapping and visualisation of data relationships. 

Application of Pattern Coding in Data Analysis 

This study employed pattern coding as a second-cycle coding method to identify overarching 

themes across participant narratives. The first-cycle methods helped break down individual 

responses into meaningful components, enabling a granular understanding of perspectives on 

disability, theology, and inclusion. 

Once these first-level codes were established, pattern coding was used to synthesize recurring 

ideas across all participant narratives, rather than isolating patterns within individual accounts. 

This approach helped uncover shared theological, cultural, and social influences shaping 

perspectives on intellectual disability in Nigerian Pentecostal churches.  

By employing pattern coding at a collective narrative level, this study uncovered systemic 

influences rather than individual variations, contributing to a deeper contextual understanding of 

why resistance toward inclusive faith communities persists within Nigerian Pentecostal churches 

in the Netherlands.  

The responses: beliefs about prayer for healing were consistently linked to theological and cultural 

influences. The raw data (transcript data) and the full report of the findings analysis are included 

in the appendix.  

The analysis of participants' responses to question 1 is presented below. The descriptive, 

emotion, value, and pattern were coded systematically. The full report of the questions and 

analysis can be found in the appendix.  

Analysis of GROUP A Participants’ Responses:  

Question 1: How Does God View People with Intellectual Disabilities? 



 

51 
 

Descriptive Coding – Identifying Core Narratives 

• Belief Statements: 
o "God loves everyone equally, without exception." (A001) 
o "God sees, honours, and includes them in His redemptive work." (A001) 
o “God does not see the disability first. He sees the person.” (A004) 
o “Jesus sees, touches, affirms, and includes.” (A003) 

• Biblical References: 
o John 9:1–12, Healing the man born blind to reveal God’s works (A001)  
o Exodus 3:7, the God who hears the cry of the oppressed (A003) 
o Luke 14:1–24, the Great Banquet—God’s invitation to the marginalized (A005) 

• God’s Relationship with PID: 
o Deep, loving, purposeful presence, not pity (A003) 
o God instils unique light and purpose (A004) 

Emotion Coding – Capturing Sentiments and Conviction 

• Gratitude & Recognition: “Thank you for raising this important point.” (A001) 
• Compassion: Participants express empathy for children/adults with ID (A004, A003) 
• Frustration & Sadness: Regarding past misunderstanding and societal treatment (A002, 

A004) 
• Hope & Assurance: Belief that God’s view is restorative and inclusive (A001, A005) 

Values Coding – Ethical and Spiritual Priorities 

• Equality & Dignity: God's view is not ability-based; all are His children (A001, A004) 
• Sacred Worth: Every person is valued (A003) 
• Scriptural Authority: Reframing disability using scripture (A001, A005) 
• Divine Purpose: Disability as part of God’s redemptive story (A003, A004) 

Pattern Coding – Emergent Themes 

• Unconditional Divine Love: God sees worth and purpose beyond ability. 
• Scriptural Reframing: From punishment to purpose (esp. John 9; Luke 14). 
• Image of God in Disability: Children with disabilities reflect God’s light. 

Conclusion: Synthesized Insights 

This analysis reveals that participants across roles, church leaders, members, and caregivers, 

hold an increasing awareness of the need for theological inclusion of people with intellectual 

disabilities. The most prominent theological themes include God’s Unconditional Love, Biblical 

correction of stigma, and the Church’s call to transformative Inclusion. However, cultural stigma 

remains deeply entrenched and often infiltrates church settings. Participants express hope, 

frustration, and a strong moral vision for change through education, theology, and action. 
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The comparative chart below summarises the responses of Participants A001–A005, using four 

coding categories, Descriptive, Emotion, Values, and Pattern, to organise the three main research 

questions. 

Table: Comparative Chart  

Question Coding 
Type 

A001 
(Church 
Leader) 

A002 
(Church 
Member) 

A003 
(Church 
Leader) 

A004 
(Caregiver) 

A005 
(Church 
Member
) 

1. How 
Does 
God 
View 
PID? 

Descri
ptive 

God loves 
all equally; 
references 
John 9:1-
12 

Experience-
based shift in 
theology; 
God loves all 

God is 
present, 
purposeful
, not 
pitying 

God sees 
the soul first, 
not disability 

Luke 14: 
God’s 
kingdom 
includes 
all 

 
Emotio
n 

Gratitude, 
conviction, 
empathy 

Regret, 
growth, 
compassion 

Reverenc
e, 
conviction 

Love, clarity, 
maternal 
insight 

Frustrati
on, hope 

 
Values Equality, 

dignity, 
scriptural 
truth 

Divine love, 
understandin
g 

Purposeful 
inclusion, 
God’s 
closeness 

Sacred 
worth, divine 
pride 

Respect, 
inclusion
, sacred 
identity 

 
Pattern Divine 

inclusion, 
biblical 
reinterpret
ation 

Theology 
evolved 
through 
exposure 

God 
embraces 
those the 
world 
overlooks 

Disability is 
not flaw but 
divine light 

PID as 
contribut
ors to 
God’s 
banquet 

2. 
Cultural 
Views of 
PID 

Descri
ptive 

Misconcep
tions as 
curses or 
witchcraft 

Misundersta
nding, 
demeaning 
names 

Cultural 
names 
persist in 
church 

Punishment 
beliefs, 
misundersta
nding 

Languag
e = 
violence; 
lack of 
moral 
awarene
ss 

 
Emotio
n 

Concern, 
disappoint
ment 

Regret, 
awakening 

Disapprov
al, 
urgency 

Pain, 
insight, 
anger 

Pain, 
demand 
for 
justice 

 
Values Truth vs. 

myth, 
dignity 

Need for 
awareness & 
truth 

Correct 
cultural 
misconcep
tions 

Protection, 
compassion 

Denoun
cing 
stigma, 
promotin
g reform 
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Pattern Culture 

harms 
dignity; 
church 
must 
respond 

Cultural lens 
distorts 
theology 

Churches 
replicate 
cultural 
names 

Enlightenme
nt through 
diagnosis 

Church 
silence 
mirrors 
society 

3. 
Church & 
Inclusion 

Descri
ptive 

No formal 
policy but 
growing 
awareness 

General 
welfare, no 
PID-specific 
care 

Inclusion = 
active 
participati
on 

Inclusive 
vision; 
training 
needed 

Full 
participa
tion, not 
tokenis
m 

 
Emotio
n 

Hopeful, 
reflective 

Frustrated, 
realistic 

Visionary, 
determine
d 

Passionate, 
Christ-like 
urgency 

Bold, 
determin
ed, 
visionary 

 
Values Reflect 

divine love 
in policy 

All deserve 
respect 

Remove 
exclusion 
barriers 

Christlike 
embrace, 
equity 

Participa
tion, not 
pity 

 
Pattern Church as 

mirror of 
God’s 
heart 

Inclusion 
currently 
vague 

Barrier 
removal 
needed 

Inclusion = 
active 
discipleship 

From 
"pray 
for" to 
"walk 
with" 

 
Table 1: Summary of themes of participants 
 
Summary 

Theological Views: 

All participants affirm a vision of divine love that transcends physical or intellectual limitations, 

yet they articulate this view through various scriptural and personal lenses. Church leaders 

(A001, A003) often draw on biblical narratives, while church members (A002, A005) and the 

caregiver (A004) highlight personal transformation and the need for contextual understanding. 

Cultural Perceptions: 

Participants consistently critique culturally ingrained negative labels and misconceptions, 

whether these come from society at large or subtly persist within church settings. This cultural 

critique is pivotal in understanding the barriers to genuine inclusion. 

Visions for Inclusion: 

Despite differing roles, each response advocates for a shift toward proactive and meaningful 



 

54 
 

inclusion, with practical suggestions such as adapting worship, training leadership, and 

removing both overt and subtle exclusionary practices. 

Emergent Themes: Broadly, the data converges on themes like transformative reinterpretation of 

scripture, the rejection of stigma through divine empowerment, and an urgent call for the church 

to translate its theological commitments into tangible, inclusive practices. 

The following table presents a summary of recurring themes (Pattern) observed across the 

responses of all participants. 

 Common Patterns Among Participants 

Theme Common Patterns Among Participants 

Theological Views on 

Intellectual Disability 

-All participants affirm that God loves people with intellectual 

disabilities.  

-Many reference Bible stories to support this view (e.g., John 

9, Luke 14).  

-They emphasize inclusion and dignity, stating that disability is 

not a punishment. 

Cultural Perceptions of 

Intellectual Disability 

-Intellectual disability is often misunderstood in Nigerian 

culture.  

- Many describe negative beliefs associating it with curses, 

punishment, or witchcraft.  

- Participants mention demeaning names and stigma that 

persist in society and sometimes in churches. 

Church Inclusion of People 

with Intellectual Disabilities 

- Most churches do not have formal policies or programs for 

inclusion.  

- Some churches provide welfare support but do not focus 

exclusively on people with intellectual disabilities.  

- Several participants emphasize the need for deeper inclusion, 

beyond prayers and charity, through participation in the church 

community. 

Table 2. Common Patterns Among Participants 

These patterns reflect a strong consensus on the importance of inclusion, while also highlighting 

cultural challenges, theological misconceptions, and gaps in church policies. 
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The group B interview and the findings are explored below using the same coding method to 

analyse the findings and tables to group the reports.  

PARTICIPANT GROUP B (PID) 

This analysis focuses on the findings from Group B, which consists of people with intellectual 

disabilities. I used four types of coding: descriptive, emotional, values-based, and pattern coding. 

The analysis examines three key topics: Theological Views, Nigerian Cultural Perspectives, and 

Church Inclusion. Then synthesize the responses from Participant B001 and Participant B002 to 

illuminate both the explicit content of the interviews and the deeper meanings conveyed by the 

participants. This process addresses the three main research questions.  

Analysis of GROUP B Participants’ Responses (People with Intellectual Disabilities) 

Main Question 1: Theological Views – “How Do You Think God Views You?” 

Descriptive Coding – Identifying Core Narratives 

Participant Key Statements 
B001 “I know God loves me because I am special.” “God is my Father in heaven who 

loves me.” 

B002 “Special people have a special place in God’s heart.” “Jesus loves everyone, no 

matter what.” Mentions of Moses having struggles. 

Table 3: Descriptive Code  

Emotion Coding – Sentiments and Convictions 

Participant Emotional Tone 

B001 Warmth, joy, comfort in divine love 

B002 Reassurance, trust, affection toward God shaped by parental nurturing 

Table 4: Emotion code 

Values Coding – Ethical and Spiritual Priorities 

Participant Core Values 

B001 Feeling “special” as a divine truth, not just a social label 
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B002 Emphasis on biblical affirmation, familial spiritual teaching, God’s unconditional 

love despite struggles 

Table 5: Value code 

Pattern Coding – Emergent Themes 

• Divine Love & Affirmation: Both participants deeply internalize the idea that God’s love is 

unconditional and affirming, often rooted in family narratives. 

• Special Status as Spiritual Identity: The term “special” is embraced positively, unlike in 

some cultural uses where it is derogatory. 

Question 2: Nigerian Cultural Views on Disability 

Descriptive Coding – Cultural Perceptions 

Participant Cultural Insights 
B001 “My mother said we left Nigeria because of my disability.” “People over there 

didn’t understand it.” 

B002 “I don’t really know what it’s like in Nigeria.” “My mother is Nigerian… people 

here [Netherlands] understand my disability better.” 

Table 6: descriptive code 

Emotion Coding – Expressed Sentiments 

Participant Emotional Tone 

B001 Uncertainty, but with a sense of past rejection or discomfort 

B002 Security, contrast between Nigerian and Dutch context; comfort in 

understanding environment 

Table 7: Emotion code  

Values Coding – Ethical and Cultural Priorities 

Participant Core Values 

B001 Importance of understanding and acceptance 

B002 Appreciation for inclusion, awareness, and cultural sensitivity 

Table 8: Value code 
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Pattern Coding – Emergent Themes 

• Migration as Escape from Stigma: B001’s family migrated to avoid cultural rejection—

disability misunderstood in Nigeria. 

• Diaspora Experience Shapes Identity: Both participants are more shaped by their current 

inclusive environments than by traditional Nigerian cultural norms. 

Main Question 3: Church and Inclusion 

Descriptive Coding – Church Practices and Experiences 

 

Participant Church Insights 

B001 “We sing and dance together, and that makes me happy.” “I don’t like it when the 

pastor prays and people touch me.” 

B002 “I like going with my family.” “My mother believes God can heal me.” 

Table 9: Descriptive code  

Emotion Coding – Sentiment and Reactions 

Participant Emotional Tone 

B001 Joy in shared worship; discomfort with physical prayer rituals 

B002 Peace and belonging; hopeful through mother’s faith 

Table 10: Emotion code  

Values Coding – Inclusion Ideals 

Participant Core Values 

B001 Consent, safety, joyful participation 

B002 Hope, familial belonging, spiritual comfort 

Table 11: Value code  

Pattern Coding – Key Themes 

• Inclusion Through Joyful Participation: Worship that involves singing, dancing, and 

eating together is meaningful and affirming. 
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• Mixed Experience of Prayer: While community care is appreciated, practices like laying 

on hands during prayer may feel intrusive (B001). 

• Family as Faith Mediator: Parents, especially mothers, serve as interpreters of faith and 

emotional anchors in the church experience. 

Conclusion: Key patterns from Group B 

Cross-Cutting Patterns Explanation 

God’s Love is Internalized 
as Identity 

Both participants confidently identify as loved and “special,” 
viewing their relationship with God through affection and trust. 

Culture of Origin as Site of 
Stigma 

B001’s family left Nigeria due to negative perceptions; both 
participants contrast that with more accepting environments in the 
Netherlands. 

Inclusion Must Be 
Respectful, Not 
Overbearing 

Worship is meaningful when relational and joyful, but intrusive 
rituals (like being touched during prayer) can feel uncomfortable. 

Family Faith Transmission 
is Key 

Parents, especially mothers, play a central role in shaping 
participants’ theology and sense of self-worth. 

Table 12. Patterns code   

Interpretation: 

The overall pattern reveals that while church is generally viewed as a nurturing space that 

fosters communal joy and belonging, there is a critical need to balance ritual practices with 

respect for personal boundaries. The influence of family in shaping these perceptions is also a 

consistent thread. 

The comparative synthesis of common themes and key differences between Group A (church 

leaders, members, caregivers) and Group B (people with intellectual disabilities)  

4.4. Thematic Comparison Across Groups A & B 

Main Question 1: Theological View – How Does God View People with Intellectual Disabilities? 

Common Themes Differences 
 God’s love is unconditional and 

not based on ability.  

 Group A uses scriptural interpretation (e.g., John 9, Luke 

14) and theological reasoning to defend inclusion.   
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Disability does not equate to 

divine punishment.  

 God’s relationship includes 

purpose, dignity, and belonging. 

Group B expresses belief in God’s love in personal, 

emotional, and relational terms (“God loves me because I 

am special”).  

Group B relies more on parental influence (especially 

mothers) to form their theology. 

Table 13: Comparison of Groups  

Main Question 2: Nigerian Cultural Views on Intellectual Disability 

Common Themes Differences 

Nigerian culture is often negative, 

superstitious, or stigmatising toward 

intellectual disability.  

Common use of harmful names and 

misconceptions tied to curses or 

witchcraft. 

 Group A provides detailed cultural critique, naming 

specific terms (e.g., didirin, onye ara) and 

emphasizing the church’s complicity or silence.  

 Group B (B001) reports migration due to stigma but 

lacks specific cultural terms or experiences due to 

leaving Nigeria early.  

 Group B sees the Netherlands as a place of greater 

acceptance and understanding. 

Table 14: Comparison of groups 

Main Question 3: Church and Inclusion 

Common Themes Differences 

The church is seen as having a 

responsibility to include people with 

intellectual disabilities. There is a desire 

for meaningful participation in worship 

and community. 

Group A critiques the lack of formal policies but 

highlights a growing theological vision for inclusion 

(e.g., removing barriers, equipping leaders).  

Group B values inclusion through experiential joy 

(singing, dancing, sharing meals). 

 B001 expresses discomfort with overbearing 

healing rituals, which Group A mostly interprets 

positively or without critique. 

Table 15: church and inclusion   
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The contrast between Group A and Group B reveals a gap between theological ideals and lived 

experiences. While leaders emphasize healing and doctrine, people with intellectual disabilities 

seek belonging beyond prayer. This disconnect highlights the need for churches to shift from 

passive care to active inclusion, ensuring dignity and participation. 

Cross-Group Meta-Themes (A & B) 

Meta-Theme Explanation 

Unconditional Divine 

Love 

Both groups agree that God’s love is not limited by ability. Group A 

articulates this theologically; Group B affirms it personally. 

Scripture vs. Story 
Group A uses scripture to reframe views on disability. Group B 

emphasizes lived stories and maternal teachings as faith-shaping. 

Cultural Harm and 

Migration 

Cultural rejection in Nigeria leads to either advocacy (Group A) or 

migration (Group B), showing different responses to stigma. 

 Church Inclusion Must 

Be Holistic 

Group A calls for policy and theological inclusion; Group B highlights 

emotional safety, joy, and autonomy in church spaces. 

Healing as Harmful? 

A key divergence: Group B’s discomfort with unsolicited 

prayer/touching introduces a critique rarely acknowledged in Group 

A. 
 

 Table 16: Cross-Group Meta-Themes A & B 

Summary of Key Differences  

Group A (Leaders, Members, 
Caregivers) 

Group B (People with ID) 

Theologically articulate, scripturally 

grounded 

Emotionally expressive, relationally grounded 

Advocates for structural/institutional 

reform 

Emphasizes personal experiences of joy or discomfort 

Analyzes stigma in detail Often shielded from direct cultural experiences (esp. 

those raised abroad) 

Sees prayer as care and inclusion May perceive prayer rituals as intrusive or 

uncomfortable 

Table 17: Thematic synthesis in a comparative chart 



 

61 
 

Conclusion 

The findings and analysis reveal a multifaceted understanding of theological views, cultural 

perceptions, and church inclusion for people with intellectual disabilities. The thematic insights 

highlight key areas where personal faith, societal narratives, and institutional practices intersect, 

shaping participants' experiences and identities. 

The theological perspectives emphasized divine love and unconditional acceptance, with family 

members playing a crucial role in shaping participants' spiritual understanding. This emotional 

connection to God reinforced a sense of dignity and belonging, underscoring the importance of 

inclusive theological narratives. 

Cultural viewpoints revealed a detachment from Nigerian stigma, either through migration or 

protective family intervention. Participants consistently contrasted negative societal attitudes with 

the more inclusive environment found in the Netherlands, suggesting that physical and social 

displacement had contributed to their well-being. 

Church inclusion was perceived as positive, with participants valuing communal worship and 

fellowship. However, concerns about invasive prayer practices and physical touch highlighted the 

need for greater sensitivity and respect in spiritual interactions. The emergent themes collectively 

advocate for a transition from passive acknowledgment to active inclusion, emphasizing dignity, 

respect, and participatory engagement. 

4.5. Observation During Church Visit 

During church visits, the emphasis on healing through prayer closely mirrored interview findings, 

where leaders prioritized divine intervention over structured inclusion. The absence of disability-

focused programs reinforced testimonies of exclusion, highlighting theological barriers. The 

contrast between physical accessibility and limited participation underscores the need for 

intentional integration beyond healing narratives. In my visit to these churches, I observed a lively 

and faith-filled environment where worship was central. A notable aspect of the service was the 

call for individuals in need of healing or breakthrough to come forward for prayer. This included 

people who may have had visible or assumed disabilities. While this demonstrated the church’s 

commitment to spiritual care, it also reflected a healing-centered approach, where disability was 

viewed as something to be fixed rather than embraced. 

Although the physical structure of the church was accessible, featuring ramps and seating space 

for people with mobility challenges, this accessibility did not extend into the social or liturgical life 

of the congregation. This visit confirmed many of the interview findings from Groups A and B. 
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While there is genuine compassion and good intentions, there is also a lack of theological clarity 

and practical implementation for inclusive worship. The focus on healing often overshadows 

belonging. 

Real inclusion requires reimagining church life, from physical access to leadership roles, so that 

people with intellectual disabilities are not just the objects of prayer but co-participants in the 

worship and mission of the church. 

The experience echoed findings from my interviews: the church's theology may affirm divine love 

for all, but practical inclusion is still lacking. For people with intellectual disabilities to be fully 

included, churches must go beyond prayer lines and ensure intentional participation, 

representation, and support within the community. 

4.6. Focus Group Result   

The primary goal of the focus group was to engage church leaders, caregivers, people with 

intellectual disabilities, and church members in a reflective discussion on the inclusion of people 

with intellectual disabilities within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands. The meeting 

aimed to deepen understanding of theological and cultural convictions surrounding disability, 

identify barriers to inclusion, and explore potential pathways for change. The raw transcript of the 

focus group dialogue is in Appendix V.  

The following points are clarified and explored to establish the barriers to the inclusion of people 

with intellectual disability in Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands.  

• Challenges to Inclusion – Participants discussed the tension between acknowledging 

God’s love for all people and the persistent lack of practical inclusion. Hierarchical 

structures were identified as a significant barrier, with church leaders citing a lack of policy 

direction from headquarters. 

• Stigmatizing Language – The group examined the use of harmful cultural labels such as 

"ode," "abirun," and "didinrin," reflecting the deep-rooted societal stigma that often 

influences church attitudes toward intellectual disability. 

• Exclusion and Hidden Identities – Participants shared experiences of families hiding 

children with disabilities due to shame and fear of social stigma, especially in Nigerian 

contexts, where disability is often misunderstood. 

• Healing-Centric Theology vs. Inclusion – The discussion highlighted how Pentecostal 

healing theology sometimes prioritizes deliverance over practical inclusion, leading to 

exclusion when healing does not occur. 
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• Structural and Educational Gaps – Participants emphasized the need for church-led 

education and training to foster understanding of intellectual disabilities. They advocated 

for leadership and youth worker training to support inclusion efforts effectively. 

Results of focus groups 

The focus group discussion reaffirmed that while theological convictions affirm God's love for all 

people, practical inclusion remains a challenge due to entrenched cultural stigmas, hierarchical 

barriers, and theological perspectives that emphasize healing over acceptance. Participants 

acknowledged that many churches lack the structural framework to accommodate people with 

intellectual disabilities beyond prayers and fasting.  

A key takeaway was the need for intentional efforts to shift perspectives through education and 

theological refinement. Leaders recognized that transformation requires more than doctrinal 

change; it demands active participation, language reformation, and institutional policy 

adjustments. Additionally, personal testimonies revealed the emotional and spiritual harm caused 

by exclusionary practices, underscoring the urgency of fostering a more compassionate and 

inclusive faith community. 

Summary  

The focus group highlighted that inclusion must go beyond theoretical acknowledgement; it must 

translate into tangible, meaningful participation where people with intellectual disabilities are 

recognized as full members of the church, not merely subjects of prayer and healing interventions. 

The findings from this focus group provide a vital foundation for further exploration of empirical 

data, supporting the next phase of the research on lived experiences and theological engagement 

within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands. 

Conclusion  

This chapter has presented a rich and nuanced account of the current convictions and practices 

toward people with intellectual disabilities within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

Netherlands. Drawing on the voices of church leaders, members, caregivers, and people with 

intellectual disabilities themselves, the findings reveal both theological affirmation and practical 

exclusion. Participants widely affirmed God’s unconditional love and scriptural inclusion of all 

people, including those with disabilities. Yet, deeply ingrained cultural stigmas and a persistent 

emphasis on healing over belonging often hinder genuine inclusion. 
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While churches express compassion, their practices frequently prioritize spiritual intervention over 

structural accessibility, leaving people with intellectual disabilities on the margins of church life. 

The testimonies of those directly affected reveal a desire not merely for prayer, but for presence, 

participation, and dignity. The comparison between Group A (leaders and caregivers) and Group 

B (people with intellectual disabilities) highlights a critical gap between theological ideals and lived 

experiences. 

This chapter underscores the importance of moving beyond healing narratives to embrace 

inclusive practices that affirm the full humanity and spiritual agency of people with intellectual 

disabilities. The findings call for intentional theological reflection, cultural transformation, and 

institutional commitment to foster truly inclusive faith communities. These insights lay the 

foundation for the next chapter, where these themes are further explored in light of disability 

theology and the wider implications for ecclesial transformation. 
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CHAPTER FIVE- DISCUSSION, SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATION  AND 
CONCLUSION  

5.1. Discussion  

This research revealed a significant gap between theological belief and practical inclusion within 

Nigerian Pentecostal communities, particularly regarding people with intellectual disabilities. 

While participants widely affirmed that God loves everyone equally, this conviction rarely 

translated into meaningful participation for people with intellectual disabilities in church life. Most 

churches continue to operate within frameworks of charity, healing, and spiritual deliverance, 

rather than models of empowerment, inclusion, and belonging. 

A critical finding was the impact of migration on how disability is perceived and managed. Families 

who moved from Nigeria to the Netherlands did so not only for better healthcare but also to escape 

cultural shame and exclusion. They found greater acceptance and support in their new context, 

which significantly shaped their current expectations of church inclusion. However, many still hold 

onto traditional theological frameworks that interpret disability through spiritual or moral lenses, 

showing that migration alone does not erase ingrained beliefs. 

Another key implication concerns the tension between Nigerian and Western expressions of 

Christianity. Participants often described Western churches as “less spiritual” due to reduced 

practices like fasting and deliverance. Yet from a theological perspective, this shift may represent 

a move toward more compassionate and less harmful understandings of disability, an opportunity 

for liberation from stigma-laden interpretations. 

Overall, the findings point to a pressing need for theological education, cultural transformation, 

and leadership training in Nigerian church communities and the diaspora. Inclusion must be more 

than a theological ideal; it must be embodied in liturgy, language, leadership, and community life. 

Most importantly, people with intellectual disabilities must be seen not as passive recipients of 

care or prayer but as active members of the body of Christ. 

5.2. Interpretation of the finding  

I approached this study with a critically reflective lens shaped by faith, cultural sensitivity, and 

academic inquiry. Through qualitative methods, interviews, church visits, and focus group 

discussions, it became clear that while many Nigerian Pentecostal churches profess that "God 

loves everyone equally," including people with intellectual disabilities, this theological conviction 

often fails to manifest in concrete inclusion. My church observation affirmed this disjunction: 
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although the physical space was accessible and the rhetoric compassionate, there was a lack of 

structured programming, leadership engagement, or intentional strategies for meaningful 

inclusion. 

From a theological standpoint, I observed a tension between healing-centered spirituality and 

relational inclusion. Many churches still operate within a framework that views disability as 

something to be fixed rather than embraced. Focus group participants voiced this gap, sharing 

stories of exclusion, stigma, and lack of understanding, yet also a strong yearning for change.  

These reflections are not just data points but theological and ethical concerns. If the church is 

truly to embody the inclusive love of Christ, it must move beyond charity and healing toward 

participation, dignity, and belonging. This research highlights the urgent need for theological 

education, policy development, and leadership training to reshape how churches understand and 

include people with intellectual disabilities. 

A clear distinction emerged between the responses of Group A and Group B, revealing significant 

differences in perspective, experience, and expression. Group A: comprising church leaders, 

members, and caregivers, approached intellectual disability from an external viewpoint, shaped 

by theology, culture, and caregiving roles. Their reflections were often theological and analytical, 

highlighting issues like stigma, church policies, and the need for inclusion. They emphasized 

teaching, leadership training, and policy change as necessary steps toward full participation of 

people with intellectual disabilities in the life of the church. 

In contrast, Group B: participants living with intellectual disabilities expressed their faith in deeply 

personal, relational terms. Their understanding of God’s love was rooted in experience rather than 

doctrine. They valued joy, kindness, and being included in worship through singing, dancing, and 

shared meals. However, they also expressed discomfort with being singled out during prayer or 

being touched without consent, a reality rarely acknowledged by Group A. 

These findings confirm trends in previous studies on religion and disability in African contexts. 

The belief that disability is linked to spiritual affliction or punishment aligns with research on 

Nigerian Pentecostal healing theology. However, this study also challenges some existing works 

by emphasizing the growing recognition of disability as a social, rather than purely spiritual, issue. 

Unlike older studies that focus solely on miraculous healing, this research highlights perspectives 

on dignity, inclusion, and the shift toward a theology of belonging. 
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1.10. Answer the research question.  

The research question for this study was informed by one primary question, along with three 

secondary research questions aligned with Osmer's four main tasks. The responses to the 

primary question were addressed through associated secondary research questions that followed 

Osmer’s practical theological research tasks. These questions are: - 

• What are the current convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in 

the Netherlands towards people with intellectual disability? 

• What cultural, theological, or social influences contribute to these convictions and 

practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands? 

• What are the convictions and practices of inclusive faith communities taken from disability 

theology perspective? 

To answer the main question of the research, the findings from each sub-question were 

summarized. The result and discussion of this study have explored the tension between healing 

and inclusion within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands concerning people with 

mild intellectual disabilities. By examining theological, cultural, and ecclesial perspectives, it has 

uncovered significant gaps between the conviction of divine healing and the principles of disability 

theology.  

Focus group indicate that enhanced theological education on disability could help churches move 

from healing-centric practices to full inclusion. The findings highlight the need for churches to 

evolve their theological frameworks beyond healing as the sole indicator of spiritual vitality. An 

inclusion-centered approach, emphasizing belonging and mutual recognition, can promote a 

biblically grounded understanding of disability.  

Additionally, the study points out that exposure to Western disability rights can encourage 

Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands to adapt their practices. While healing is still 

central to Pentecostal identity, it should coexist with the theological affirmation that people with 

intellectual disabilities reflect God's image and contribute unique gifts to the community. By 

adopting a disability theology framework allows churches to prioritize belonging, valuing people 

with intellectual disabilities as integral members of the faith community. 

With the Summaries of the findings above, I answer the research question by presenting the 

summaries of the sub-questions  
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5.3.1. What are the current convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in 

the Netherlands towards people with intellectual disability? 

Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands often approach intellectual disability through a 

theological framework centred on healing and deliverance. Results reveal deep theological and 

cultural perceptions surrounding intellectual disability within these churches. The responses show 

a tension between traditional beliefs, where disability is often linked to spiritual causes, and 

evolving perspectives influenced by exposure to more inclusive theological frameworks. While 

church leaders and members recognise God's love for people with disabilities, the lack of 

structured inclusion policies suggests that the theology of disability is still underdeveloped. These 

findings directly address the research question by highlighting the gap between faith-based 

understanding and practical inclusion. While outright discrimination is less evident in-migrant 

churches, full integration into church life remains limited, as people with intellectual disabilities 

are primarily viewed as those in need of divine intervention rather than equal participants in 

worship and service. This creates tension between healing and inclusion within Nigerian 

Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands, which struggle to balance their theology of divine 

healing with the necessity for full inclusion. Healing is often emphasised, but it can unintentionally 

marginalise those who remain disabled. This research reveals that the church provides a space 

for community and joy, with both participants (PID) valuing music, prayer, and fellowship. 

However, prayer for healing remains a complex issue; one participant dislikes being physically 

engaged in prayer, while the other values their mother’s hope for divine healing. This suggests a 

tension between healing narratives and personal experience comfort. 

5.3.2. What cultural, theological, or social influences contribute to these convictions and practices 

within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands? 

The research highlights how Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands navigate cultural, 

theological, and social influences in shaping their views and practices concerning intellectual 

disability. Theological beliefs rooted in Pentecostal healing narratives often frame disability as a 

condition to be cured rather than accepted. Many church members reference biblical passages 

emphasizing divine intervention, reinforcing the expectation that faith should lead to miraculous 

healing rather than inclusion. 

Culturally, Nigerian traditions deeply influence perceptions of disability. Long-standing beliefs 

about spiritual affliction and ancestral curses persist, affecting how intellectual disabilities are 

understood within diaspora churches. Some congregants still use stigmatizing language, 

reflecting societal attitudes in Nigeria where disability is often linked to punishment or misfortune. 
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Socially, migration and exposure to European perspectives introduce alternative approaches to 

disability. Participants who have lived in the Netherlands for longer periods report shifts in 

understanding, moving from exclusion to acceptance. Dutch society’s emphasis on inclusion and 

rights for people with disabilities contrasts with traditional Nigerian views, prompting some 

churches to rethink their stance. However, the absence of formal inclusion policies suggests 

ongoing tension between these influences. While churches offer welfare support, theological 

frameworks for disability remain underdeveloped, limiting full participation for people with 

intellectual disabilities. 

5.3.3. What are the convictions and practices of inclusive faith communities taken from disability 

theology perspective? 

The diaspora setting presents an opportunity for Nigerian Pentecostal churches to reconsider 

their approach to disability in light of Western disability rights movements and inclusion models. 

However, resistance to theological change remains strong. Disability-inclusive faith communities, 

particularly in the Netherlands, embrace a theological perspective that sees disability as part of 

human diversity rather than an affliction needing healing. These churches emphasize full 

inclusion, accessibility, and active participation, ensuring that people with intellectual disabilities 

can engage in worship, leadership, and fellowship without being viewed primarily through the lens 

of healing. Disability theology teaches that all people are made in the image of God, advocating 

for church adaptations that foster dignity, respect, and belonging rather than exclusionary 

practices centered on miraculous intervention. 

Biblical Framework for Inclusion 

Passages like Acts 2:17-18, Luke 14:13, and 1 Corinthians 12:21-26 highlight the importance of 

prioritizing marginalized individuals within church life. Nigerian Pentecostal churches must shift 

from a healing-centred model to an inclusion-centred one. 

Participants in the focus group reinforced individual narratives, particularly regarding healing 

theology. However, some discussions revealed greater openness to inclusion than initially 

suggested in one-on-one interviews. The study urges churches to implement theological 

reflection, pastoral education, and inclusive policies that move beyond charity and healing 

services toward fostering belonging, leadership, and full participation for people with intellectual 

disabilities. 
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1.11. Effectiveness of the Approach in Answering Research Questions 

The research approach, grounded in Osmer’s Four-Task Model of Practical Theology proved 

highly effective in addressing the main research question and its sub-questions. By integrating 

the descriptive, interpretive, and normative tasks, the study offered a comprehensive exploration 

of the convictions and practices within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the Netherlands 

concerning people with intellectual disabilities. The qualitative methodology, comprising 

interviews, focus groups, and observations, enabled in-depth engagement with personal 

experiences, congregational practices, and theological reflections. 

The approach was particularly effective in the following ways: 

Capturing lived experiences: 

 Interviews with pastors, congregants, families, and people with disabilities revealed rich 

narratives that exposed the gap between theological ideals and practical expressions of inclusion. 

• Identifying cultural influences:  

The study shed light on how Nigerian cultural beliefs surrounding disability intersect with 

Pentecostal healing theology, revealing critical barriers to inclusion. 

• Assessing theological responses  

By engaging with disability theology in relation to biblical principles, the study emphasized the 

need for a theology of belonging rather than a theology centered solely on miraculous healing. 

• Offering practical recommendations 

Through critical engagement with current church structures, the study proposed realistic and 

actionable steps toward building more inclusive faith communities. 

However, the approach did face some limitations. Recruiting people with intellectual disabilities 

for interviews was challenging due to persistent stigma and accessibility issues. Additionally, 

some churches were reluctant to openly acknowledge exclusionary practices, resulting in guarded 

responses from certain participants. 

The finding of this research contributes valuable insight to discussions on disability inclusion 

within faith communities. It emphasizes the importance of moving beyond healing narratives 

toward full integration of people with intellectual disabilities in church life. This impacts religious 
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studies, theology, and disability advocacy by revealing the nuanced ways in which churches can 

shape perceptions and experiences of disability. 

Practical Application 

The results can inform church leadership on the necessity of formal inclusion policies and 

programs. Churches can use this research to: 

• Develop accessible worship spaces. 

• Train leaders to engage with people with disabilities beyond healing services. 

• Address harmful language and cultural stigma within congregations. These applications 

encourage faith communities to adopt more comprehensive disability-friendly practices. 

• Create a practical inclusion day.  

Contribution to Broader Knowledge 

It enriches academic discourse by bridging theology, disability studies, and African cultural 

perspectives. It expands the understanding of how Pentecostal churches engage with disability, 

offering a framework that integrates spirituality, advocacy, and inclusivity. By documenting 

firsthand experiences, this research helps shift the narrative from exclusion to belonging, 

informing scholars, religious leaders, and policymakers. 

This study opens more questions than it answers, particularly regarding how African Pentecostal 

theology can reconcile deliverance with disability inclusion. Further ethnographic work among 

second-generation migrants could enrich these insights. 

1.12. Recommendations for Practice and Future Research 

To enhance disability inclusion within Nigerian Pentecostal churches and address gaps in existing 

literature, the following recommendations are proposed: 

5.3.2. Practical Recommendations for Churches 

• Develop Inclusive Theology and Teaching Materials 

• Churches should reframe healing narratives to emphasize belonging rather than solely 

miraculous intervention. 

• Create teaching guides that help pastors integrate disability theology into sermons, Bible 

studies, and discipleship programs. 
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• Highlight biblical texts that affirm dignity and inclusion, such as Luke 14:13 and 1 

Corinthians 12:21-26. 

Train Church Leaders and Congregants on Disability Awareness 

• Conduct workshops for pastors on disability theology to correct misconceptions that link 

disability to sin or punishment. 

• Train church volunteers on how to foster inclusion in worship, discipleship, and leadership. 

Develop Structural Policies for Inclusion 

• Establish disability ministries that provide tailored spiritual support and accessible 

engagement. 

• Implement guidelines that ensure people with mild intellectual disabilities can participate 

in leadership roles, church services, and communal activities. 

• Provide clear accessibility measures (e.g., adaptive seating, visual and auditory support) 

to Future Research Directions. 

 

5.3.3. Future research recommendations 

• Development of Inclusive Theologies for African Pentecostal churches.  

• Comparative Studies Across Pentecostal Denominations  

• Longitudinal Studies on Shifting Attitudes 

• How the second-generation Nigerians in diaspora churches perceive disability compared 

to first-generation immigrants 

•   Intersectionality of Faith and Disability Advocacy 

1.13. Contribution and Significance of Research 

This research provides new insights into the intersection of Pentecostal healing theology, cultural 

beliefs, and disability inclusion, particularly within Nigerian Pentecostal churches in the 

Netherlands. While existing studies explore disability theology and Pentecostalism separately, 

this study highlights the tension between healing-centered theology and the need for inclusion, 

revealing how migration and exposure to Western disability rights discourses shape theological 

adaptation. 

By analysing personal narratives, church practices, and theological perspectives, this research 

moves beyond doctrinal analysis to capture real experiences, offering a practical framework for 

fostering inclusion. It uncovers how cultural stigmas persist in diaspora churches and identifies 
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key theological shifts necessary for integrating disability theology within Pentecostal faith. Rather 

than rejecting healing altogether, this research proposes a theology of mutuality, where healing 

includes restored relationships, participation, and belonging, aligned with Luke 14’s vision of the 

banquet for the marginalized. 

Conclusion  

Scholars such as Amos Yong and Nancy Eiesland advocate for a liberative approach to disability 

theology, while others emphasise the significance of spiritual warfare as a key component of 

Pentecostal identity. This tension has led me to conclude that healing and inclusion are not 

mutually exclusive; instead, they require rebalancing. Given my own background in 

Pentecostalism, I approached healing narratives with caution, intentionally seeking alternative 

theological interpretations to avoid reinforcing ableist assumptions. 

This research has illuminated the intricate interplay between theology, culture, and social practice 

that shapes how intellectual disability is perceived and addressed within Nigerian Pentecostal 

churches in the Netherlands. While dominant healing narratives and stigmatizing cultural 

assumptions persist, exposure to more inclusive European contexts has begun to shift 

perspectives among some church members. Nevertheless, the continued absence of formal 

inclusion policies exposes a critical gap and underscores the necessity for a deliberate theology 

of belonging that prioritises presence and participation over cure. 

The comparative findings between Group A (church leaders and caregivers) and Group B (those 

with lived experience) reveal a dissonance between institutional intentions and personal realities. 

Group A emphasises prayer, theology, and institutional limitations, while Group B shares insights 

from personal experience, expressing both the joy of participation and the pain of being 

misunderstood or excluded. Group A often highlights theological rationales and structural 

constraints, whereas Group B articulates moments of inclusion alongside profound experiences 

of marginalisation. This disparity challenges the adequacy of miracle-centred theologies and 

underscores the urgency of centring the voices of those directly affected. 

This study bridges Pentecostal theology, disability studies, and diaspora cultural adaptation, 

advancing the conversation beyond current frameworks. It calls for a shift from a top-down, 

healing-focused model to an inclusive, relational, and participatory approach. This perspective 

recognizes people with intellectual disabilities not as objects of ministry but as full participants in 

the life of the church.  
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Real transformation will occur only when their voices are heard, their contributions valued, and 

their presence welcomed as essential to the body of Christ. Therefore, this conclusion not only 

offers original insights to the field but also challenges existing ecclesial paradigms, advocating for 

theological and structural reform grounded in justice, empathy, and inclusion. 
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APPENDIX I 

Research interview question group A   

Participant number: ………………………. 

Church position:…………………….. 

Gender: …………………………………….. 

Warming Up 

Can you tell me something about this church/community? 

Topic 1: Theological Views on Intellectual Disability and People with Intellectual Disabilities  

Main Question: How do you think God views people with intellectual disabilities? 

• Sub-question: Bible stories shape your God’s view on PID  

• Sub-question: How do you envision Gods relationship with PID?  

Topic 2: African Cultural Views on ID and PID 

Main Question: How does your culture perceive people with intellectual disabilities? 

• Sub-question: What are the traditional beliefs of PID 

What names exist concerning PID? 

• Sub-question: Do you think these beliefs and names also exist in the church? 

Topic 3: The Church and Inclusion of PID 

Main Question: In what ways does your church include people with intellectual disabilities? 

• Sub-question: Are there policies, services, or programs designed for PID? 

• Sub-question: What does inclusion mean within your church community?  
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APPENDIX II 

Group B research interview questions (People with Intellectual Disabilities) 

Warming Up 

• What does this community/church mean to you? 

Topic 1: Theological View (As a person labelled with an intellectual disability) 

Main Question: What do you believe God think about you? 

• Sub-question: What helps you feel close to God? 

• What do you think God expects from you?  

Topic 2: African Cultural Viewpoints 

Main Question: What do people in your culture say about people with disabilities? 

• Sub-question: What names or words do people use for disability in your home country? 

• Sub-question: How do you feel when people talk like that? 

Topic 3: The Church and Inclusion 

Main Question: What does church service mean to you? 

• What does belonging to this church/community mean to you?  

• What do you like about church? Having a meal together, praying together  
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APPENDIX III 

RAW DATA GROUP A 

Question 1: How do you think God views people with intellectual disabilities? 

• Sub-question: What Bible stories shape your God’s view on PID  

• Sub-question: How do you envision God’s relationship with PID 

Participant A001 (Church Leader) Respond  

Thank you for raising this important point. I truly believe that God loves everyone equally, 
without exception. If we think of God as the ultimate parent, then like any loving parent, 
God’s love is not based on our abilities, appearances, or status, but on our identity as His 
children. 

Unfortunately, a lack of understanding of God’s beautiful diversity often leads to 
misconceptions, especially around disability. But Scripture tells a different story. Take, for 
example, the man born blind in John 9:1-12. When Jesus is asked whether the man’s 
blindness was due to his own sin or that of his parents, Jesus firmly responds that it was 
neither. Rather, this man's life was an opportunity for God's works to be revealed. That 
completely shifts the narrative, from blame to purpose, from exclusion to participation in 
God’s glory. 

Throughout Jesus’ ministry, we see His deep compassion for those who are often 
marginalized. He doesn't just heal physical conditions; He restores dignity, invites 
belonging, and reveals the heart of God. Disability is not a punishment; it’s not something 
that separates people from God’s love. In fact, it’s often in those very places of perceived 
weakness that God's strength shines most brightly. 

So yes, God is not only compassionate toward people with disabilities, He sees them, 
honors them, and includes them in His redemptive work. As a church, we’re called to 
reflect that same heart of inclusion, care, and respect. 

 

The second question is to reflect on the cultural perception of disability; this question answers the 

second sub-question of this research. Nigeria's cultural beliefs hold that intellectual disability is a 

curse or punishment for past sin or a witchcraft attack. 

Question 2: How does your culture perceive people with intellectual disabilities? 

• What are the traditional beliefs and names that exist concerning PID? 

Respond A001 
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In many traditional Nigerian settings, intellectual disabilities are often misunderstood and 
surrounded by stigma. There are cultural beliefs that associate such conditions with 
spiritual causes, some people believe that an intellectual disability is a curse, a 
punishment from the gods or ancestors, or a result of witchcraft. Others see it as a sign of 
bad luck or a spiritual attack on the family. 

These beliefs have led to the use of many negative and demeaning names for people with 
intellectual disabilities. In Yoruba, terms like “ode” (fool) or “didirin” (dumb) “abirun” 
disabled are commonly used. In Hausa, words like “dolo” or “wawa” are thrown around 
carelessly. In Igbo, people may say “onye nzuzu” or “onye ara”, which means a foolish or 
mad person. These names strip people of their dignity and reinforce the belief that they 
are less human or less valuable than others.  

Question three is towards the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. It establishes 

whether these churches are included or excluded and what their convictions are toward inclusive 

faith communities. 

 Question 3: In what ways does your church include people with intellectual disabilities? 

• Are there policies, services, or programs designed for PID? 

• What does inclusion mean within your church community?  

Respond A001 

Within the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG), there is a growing recognition of 
the need to care for people with intellectual and other disabilities. While there may not yet 
be a formal denomination-wide policy specifically targeting people with intellectual 
disabilities, there are several programs and initiatives in place that reflect a commitment 
to inclusion and support, but for now, there's no theology of inclusion except care for the 
needy. 

 

Participant A002 Church Member  

The first question is to understand the participants' theological views on Intellectual Disability 

Question 1: What is your view about intellectual disability?  

• Sub-question: How do you think God views people with intellectual disabilities? 

RESPOND A002 

Growing up in Nigeria, I remember a girl in our community who used to greet everyone in 
church, on the street, constantly and without hesitation. People didn’t understand her 
behaviour, so they called her names like “stupid” or “dumb.” There are many stories about 
the root cause of her sickness. Some said it's witchcraft, others said it’s a punishment for 
the family's bad deed. At the time, I didn’t understand either. I just accepted what others 
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said, we know something was “wrong” with her, men even enticed her with food, money, 
so that they could get close to her. She was pregnant without knowing who the father was.  

It wasn’t until I moved to the Netherlands that I began to understand what intellectual 
disability really means. Here, I learned about conditions like Down syndrome and 
intellectual developmental challenges. I realized that what we often called “mental 
retardation” or dismissed with terms like “didirin” or abirun in Yoruba was actually a 
condition, a challenge not a disease to be cure. 

Now I see clearly: yes, it is a form of disability, but not in the way people often think. It 
doesn't mean the person is worthless or to be mocked or cursed, it means they need 
understanding, patience, and love. 

And more importantly, I know that God loves then too, God is love, He must love each 
child regardless of their differences or abilities. The problem is that many people, 
especially in our cultural settings, lack understanding of God’s diversity. That leads to 
harmful misconceptions about people with disabilities. 

Question 2: The second question is to reflect on the cultural perception of disability, 

This question answers the second sub-question of this research. Nigeria's cultural beliefs hold 

that intellectual disability is a curse or punishment for past sin or a witchcraft attack 

Sub-question: Do These Beliefs and Names Exist in the Church? 

RESPOND A002 

Yes, unfortunately, our culture is cruel toward people with ID, these beliefs and names 
sometimes still exist within the church, though often in more subtle ways. While we preach 
that all people are made in the image of God, we don't always treat people with intellectual 
disabilities with the full respect and inclusion they deserve. Sometimes, churches remain 
silent on the issue or exclude people with disability.  

Question three is towards the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. It establishes 
whether these churches are included or excluded and what their convictions are toward 
inclusive faith communities 

Question 3: In what ways does your church include people with intellectual disabilities? 

 Are there policies, services, or programs designed for PID within NPC 

RESPOND A002 

There are no policies or programs for people with ID. Only Welfare to care for everyone, 
especially the poor and needy within the church and the broader community. Not 
exclusively focused on individuals with intellectual disabilities, these services aim to 
extend the practical love of Jesus Christ to all in need. Other churches I often visited have 
regular Healing and Deliverance Services, which are open to all individuals seeking 
spiritual support and healing. These services may provide comfort and community for 
individuals with various challenges, including intellectual disabilities.  
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Participant A003 (Church Leader) 

The first question is to understand the participants' theological views on Intellectual Disability 

Question 1: How do you envision God's relationship with PID 

Sub-question: How do you think God views people with intellectual disabilities 

RESPOND A003 

Envisioning God's relationship towards those who are disabled may be a little bit 
challenging, looking at the capacity in which God is often portrayed, perfect, all-powerful, 
and beyond limitation. Yet, it is precisely within the seeming contradiction of divine 
perfection and human limitation that the richness of God's relationship with people with 
disabilities can be found. 

God’s relationship with disabled persons is not one of pity or mere tolerance, but one of 
profound presence, value, and purpose and love. Scripture consistently reveals a God 
who is close to the marginalized and attentive to those the world overlooks. God hears the 
cries of the oppressed (Exodus 3:7), and throughout the Gospels, Jesus’ ministry is 
marked by intentional engagement with those who were blind, deaf, paralyzed, or 
otherwise excluded. But even more importantly, Jesus does not only heal, but He also 
sees, touches, affirms, and includes. 

The second question is to reflect on the cultural perception of disability; this question answers the 

second sub-question of this research. Nigeria's cultural beliefs hold that intellectual disability is a 

curse or punishment for past sin or a witchcraft attack 

Question 2: What names exist concerning PID?  

Sub-question: Do you think these beliefs and names also exist in the church?  

RESPOND A003 

Yes, there are still cases where people with disabilities are seen as spiritually afflicted or 
as objects of pity, some people even see them as a punishment from God, some church 
members may even use those same cultural names and labels without realizing the hurt 
they cause. This shows that the church is not fully free from the cultural attitudes that 
shape society widely. 

However, I believe the church also has a powerful opportunity here. We are called to 
challenge these beliefs and to model a different kind of community, one where every 
person, regardless of ability, is seen, loved, and included. Jesus never excluded anyone 
based on their condition. He embraced, healed, and honored those who were pushed to 
the margins. That should be our example. 
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Question three is towards the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. It establishes 

whether these churches are included or excluded and what their convictions are toward inclusive 

faith communities 

Question 3: What does inclusion mean within your church community?                      

RESPOND A003 

Inclusion within my church community means creating a space where everyone feels 
seen, valued, and accepted, regardless of ability, background, or condition. It’s not just 
about allowing people to be present; it’s about making sure they can participate fully and 
meaningfully. 

 I noticed that people with intellectual disabilities were often treated as if they didn’t belong 
or couldn’t contribute. Sometimes they just prayed for and then left out of the rest of church 
life. But the true inclusion goes deeper. It means we intentionally remove the barriers, 
physical, social, and even spiritual, that keep people from being part of the body of Christ. 

 

Participant A004 (Caregiver) 

The first question is to understand the participants' theological views on Intellectual Disability 

Question 1: How do you think God views people with intellectual disabilities? 

RESPOND A004 

As a mother of a child with disability, I have often asked myself how God sees my child, 
and over time, I’ve come to see something beautiful and powerful in the answer. 

I believe with all my heart that God sees my child with deep love, purpose, and pride. He 
does not see the disability first. He sees the person, the soul, the heart that He created. 
My child is not a mistake or an accident. In fact, I believe God has placed a unique light in 
children like mine. They may not express themselves in the way the world expects, but 
their value is not less in God's eyes. 

The second question is to reflect on the cultural perception of disability; this question answers the 

second sub-question of this research. Nigeria's cultural beliefs hold that intellectual disability is a 

curse or punishment for past sin or a witchcraft attack 

Question 2: How does your culture perceive people with intellectual disabilities? 

 RESPOND A004 

As I was saying, intellectual disability is something that is widely misunderstood in Nigeria. 
Many people refuse to acknowledge it as a real disability. They believe it's simply a matter 
of someone having “screws loose” stuck in their brain. 
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Back in Nigeria, when I was still a teenager, one of our neighbors had a son who always 
came home from school in last place in his class. He didn’t know anything. He couldn’t 
understand anything. His father used to beat him every day, thinking that violence would 
somehow fix his brain. He didn’t realize that the boy was actually living with an intellectual 
disability. 

It wasn’t until my own child was diagnosed with the same condition ten years ago that I 
began to understand what was really going on. It felt like a light switched on, or like seeing 
through a camera for the first time. That moment changed everything for me. 

I made the decision to move to Netherlands so that my son could grow up in an 
environment where he would be understood, supported, and able to learn in school.  

Question three is towards the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. It establishes 

whether these churches are included or excluded and what their convictions are toward inclusive 

faith communities 

Question 3: What does inclusion mean within your church community? 

RESPOND A004 

When Jesus welcomed people, He didn’t just tolerate them, He embraced them. He 
listened, He touched, He healed, and He made them part of His story. That’s the kind of 
church I want to be a part of a church that reflects the inclusive heart of Christ. Inclusion 
means making space in our worship services for people with different needs, training our 
Sunday school teachers and leaders to understand and engage children or adults with 
intellectual disabilities. More importantly, being mindful of the language we use so we don’t 
unknowingly harm others. it means seeing people not just by their disability, but by their 
identity in Christ. 

Participant A005 (church member)  

The first question is to understand the participants' theological views on Intellectual Disability 

Question 1: What Bible stories shape your God’s view on PID 

The Great Banquet (Luke 14:1-24): Jesus teaches about inviting the poor, the crippled, 

the blind, and the lame to the banquet, showing that God's kingdom is open to all, including 

those with disabilities 

The second question reflects on the cultural perception of disability, this question answers the 

second sub-question of this research. Nigeria's cultural beliefs hold that intellectual disability is a 

curse or punishment for past sin or a witchcraft attack 

Question 2: How does your culture perceive people with intellectual disabilities 

RESPOND A005 
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Our culture does not truly understand intellectual disability. People often use hurtful names 
like moron, stupid, dumb, or idiot and these are not just words, they are weapons. These 
names discriminate. They damage the dignity of people living with disabilities, and they 
create pain that doesn’t go away. 

When this kind of language becomes normal, it shapes how people think and act. It 
creates a culture where people feel no responsibility, no moral obligation to treat others 
with compassion. They joke, they laugh, they exclude, and they don’t even realize the 
harm they’re causing. 

What’s even more painful is that the church, especially in some places, is silent. Churches 
are not doing enough to raise awareness, to teach love and respect, or to challenge the 
stigma that still exists. Instead of leading the way, some churches follow the same harmful 
patterns found in society. 

But we must do better. If we believe in the love of Christ, we must act like Him. We must 
stop discrimination, speak out against these names, and create a church culture that 
includes and uplifts everyone, especially those with intellectual disabilities. 

Question three is towards the inclusion of people with intellectual disabilities. It establishes 

whether these churches are included or excluded and what their convictions are toward inclusive 

faith communities 

Question 3: What does inclusion mean within your church community? 

RESPOND A005 

Inclusion within our church community should mean that everyone, regardless of ability, 
can participate fully in the life of the church, fellowship, service, and leadership. In the 
RCCG, we talk about being one body with many members, each valuable and gifted by 
God. True inclusion means recognizing that people with intellectual disabilities are not just 
recipients of charity or prayer or healing they are part of the body of Christ with something 
to contribute. 

This can look like creating accessible worship experiences, training ushers and leaders to 
welcome and assist people with special needs, adapting Sunday school lessons for 
different learning styles, or simply fostering a culture where people with disabilities and 
their families are not isolated but embraced. 

There’s still work to be done, but inclusion means moving from a mindset of “let’s pray for 
them” to “let’s walk with them, learn from them, and grow together as the church of Christ.” 
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APPENDIX IV  

Analysis Report of Group A Participants’ Responses:  

1. Theological and Cultural Perceptions of Intellectual Disability 

Main Question: How Does God View People with Intellectual Disabilities? 

Descriptive Coding – Identifying Core Narratives 

Belief Statements: 

• "God loves everyone equally, without exception." (A001) 

• "God sees, honors, and includes them in His redemptive work." (A001) 

• “God does not see the disability first. He sees the person.” (A004) 

• “Jesus sees, touches, affirms, and includes.” (A003) 

Biblical References: 

• John 9:1–12 (A001) – Healing the man born blind to reveal God’s works. 

• Exodus 3:7, the God who hears the cry of the oppressed (A003) 

• Luke 14:1–24, the Great Banquet—God’s invitation to the marginalized (A005) 

God’s Relationship with PID: 

• Deep, loving, purposeful presence, not pity (A003) 

• God instills unique light and purpose (A004) 

Emotion Coding – Capturing Sentiments and Conviction 

• Gratitude & Recognition: “Thank you for raising this important point.” (A001) 

• Compassion: Participants express empathy for children/adults with ID (A004, A003) 

• Frustration & Sadness: Regarding past misunderstanding and societal treatment 

(A002, A004) 

• Hope & Assurance: Belief that God’s view is restorative and inclusive (A001, A005) 

Values Coding – Ethical and Spiritual Priorities 

• Equality & Dignity: God's view is not ability-based; all are His children (A001, A004) 

• Sacred Worth: Every person is valued (A003) 

• Scriptural Authority: Reframing disability using scripture (A001, A005) 
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• Divine Purpose: Disability as part of God’s redemptive story (A003, A004) 

Pattern Coding – Emergent Themes 

• Unconditional Divine Love: God sees worth and purpose beyond ability. 

• Scriptural Reframing: From punishment to purpose (esp. John 9; Luke 14). 

• Image of God in Disability: Children with disabilities reflect God’s light. 

 

2. Main Question: Nigerian Cultural Perceptions of Intellectual Disability 

Descriptive Coding – Defining Cultural Attitudes 

• Misconceptions: ID as “curse,” “witchcraft,” or “ancestral punishment” (A001–A005) 

• Negative Naming: “didirin,” “ode,” “wawa,” “moron,” “onye ara” – linguistic stigmatization 

(A001, A005) 

• Church Complicity: Harmful names and beliefs sometimes echoed in the church (A002, 

A003) 

Emotion Coding – Expressed Sentiments 

• Pain & Regret: Witnessing abuse or ignorance (A002, A004) 

• Anger & Frustration: At cultural cruelty and silent churches (A005) 

• Transformation: A002 and A004 share personal change through new understanding. 

Values Coding – Cultural and Ethical Priorities 

• Human Dignity: Rejection of demeaning cultural labels (A001, A005) 

• Education & Awareness: Need to challenge myths and inform society (A002, A004) 

• Biblical Truth: Church must correct harmful cultural beliefs with scripture (A003, A005) 

Pattern Coding – Overarching Themes 

• Cultural Stigma Rooted in Superstition: Negative beliefs widely entrenched. 

• The Role of the Church in Perpetuation or Correction: Churches sometimes echo cultural 

ignorance but also have transformative potential. 

• Awakening Through Exposure: Migration or education sparks rethinking 

(A002, A004). 

3. Main Question: The Church and Inclusion 

Descriptive Coding – Church Practices 
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• Limited or Absent Programs: No formal theology or specific ministries for PID in most 

churches (A001, A002) 

• General Welfare Programs: Often not targeted at PID (A002) 

• Inclusion Philosophy: More visionary than programmatic (A003, A004, A005) 

Emotion Coding – Tone & Sentiment 

• Hope: A desire for deeper inclusion (A003, A004, A005) 

• Conviction: Calls to action based on the life and example of Jesus (A004, A005) 

• Disappointment: At limited progress or tokenism (A002) 

Values Coding – Theological Imperatives 

• Belonging & Participation: Inclusion means full involvement, not just presence (A003, 

A005) 

• Training & Awareness: Church leaders and teachers need equipping (A004) 

• Christlike Hospitality: Seeing inclusion as an embodiment of the Gospel (A004, A005) 

Pattern Coding – Key Themes 

• Inclusion Beyond Tokenism: Participation, not just presence, is the goal. 

• Barrier Removal: Social, spiritual, and physical obstacles need dismantling. 

• Church as Healing Community: Embracing the marginalized as Jesus did. 

Conclusion: Synthesized Insights 

This analysis reveals that participants across roles, church leaders, members, and caregivers, 

hold a growing awareness of the need for theological inclusion of people with intellectual 

disabilities. The strongest theological themes include: 

• God’s Unconditional Love 

• Biblical Correction of Stigma 

• The Church’s Call to Transformative Inclusion 

However, cultural stigma remains deeply rooted and often infiltrates church settings. Participants 

express hope, frustration, and a strong moral vision for change, through education, theology, and 

action. 
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APPENDIX V 

Focus Group Dialogue 

The focus group discussion was transcribed verbatim from the audio recording, ensuring accuracy 

and preserving the original expressions of the participants. This verbatim approach captures the 

nuances of their responses, including tone, emphasis, and emotions, providing a rich, authentic 

representation of their perspectives. 

Participants: 

Researcher - The R001 is used to identify the researcher.  

R001: Thank you all for joining this focus group discussion. During the interviews, many of you 

spoke about how God see people with intellectual disabilities, how they are viewed in the 

churches and communities. Today, I would like us to reflect further and clarify some of those 

points together. Let’s begin with this: We all agree that God loves everyone equally, but practical 

inclusion is still lacking, why do you think that is? 

Participant A001 (Church Leader): 

We would love to do more, but we cannot make significant changes unless the headquarters 

gives us the go-ahead. Without policy support or instruction from the church headquarters, it's 

difficult to implement meaningful inclusion on our own in this place. The headquarters still operate 

within the realms of charity and healing related to disability. They show sympathy, but they do not 

know how to include people with intellectual disabilities beyond merely praying for them. 

Participant A002 (Church Member): 

Yes, and sometimes, people are afraid or unsure. They don't want to say the wrong thing or don’t 

feel equipped. So they keep their distance instead of making space. Especially the children's 

class.   

Participant A004 (Caregiver): 

For me, it's also that most church programs are not built with people like my son in mind. The 

worship, the teaching, it’s not accessible. And leaders don’t always ask parents like me what 

could help. 

Participant B001 (Person with ID): 
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I like church, but I don’t like when everyone touches me during prayer. I just want to sing and be 

happy with everyone. 

Participant A005 (Church Member): 

That’s so important. We need to move from just praying for people to walking with them, side by 

side. Inclusion means changing how we do church, not just what we say. 

R001. It’s troubling me that Christians still use these kinds of cultural labels. The church should 

be setting the standard, not following harmful social habits. Some of you mentioned words like 

"ode," "abirun" and "didinrin." Can we talk more about how these words are used and how they 

affect people? 

A002: Yes, those words are common, but they are hurtful. I think people use them without 

realizing the damage they cause. In church, we try to discourage that kind of talk, but it’s still part 

of daily speech. 

A004: As a mother, I feel the pain deeply when I hear those words. They reduce our children to 

nothing. It’s like society has decided they don't matter. Even family members sometimes use them 

without thinking. 

A005: At home (Nigeria), people say "he’s just a didinrin" and laugh. It's ignorance, but also fear. 

They don’t understand what intellectual disability really is. They think it's a curse or a spiritual 

attack. 

A001: Young people especially need to be re-educated. We hear these terms growing up and 

repeat them. But now, some of us are learning to be more inclusive. The church has a big role to 

play in that. 

R001: That’s helpful. In the interviews, many of you mentioned stigma and hiding children or 

adults with intellectual disabilities. Can you explain why this still happens? 

A003: It’s mostly shame. People fear that their family will be labelled, especially in rural areas. 

Some even think it will affect marriage prospects for siblings. So they keep the child hidden. 

A004: I was told not to bring my son to church at one point. Some people said he was distracting 

others or making noise. I cried that day. But now, I bring him proudly here in Netherlands. God 

created him too. 
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A002: I think some churches are changing. We are slowly learning to embrace people with 

disabilities. But others still don’t have a clue. They think deliverance is the only answer. 

A005: Yes, that’s something we must address. Many times, pastors only offer prayers or fasting, 

as if that will ‘fix’ the person. But there is also a need for understanding and practical support. 

R001: That’s an important point. Do you feel the church is ready to support people with intellectual 

disabilities and their families in a more inclusive way? 

A003: Some are ready, some are not. We need training, especially for leaders and youth workers. 

People don’t know how to interact or support. That leads to exclusion, even if it's unintentional. 

A001: I agree that Inclusion is not just about bringing them to church; it’s about making space for 

them to participate and feel loved. That’s what Jesus did. 

A004: It would help if the church could organize sessions to teach about disability, what it is and 

what it’s not. We also need to hear from the families, not just talk about them. 

R001: Thank you all. This conversation has been very rich. Before we end, what one thing do you 

think must change in our churches or communities to better include people with intellectual 

disabilities? 

A004: We must change our language and mindset. 

A001: We must teach people what intellectual disability really means. 

A003: We need to create room for participation and inclusion. 

B001: We need compassion with knowledge, not just prayers. 

R001: We need love without conditions. 

R001: Thank you all for your understanding and contributions. 
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