How effective are disability studies in interpreting biblical texts. You must provide biblical examples.
Disability in the Bible is seen as being nuanced and complex. Because of this, this essay will argue that using a cultural perspective of disability will produce the most reliable and historical perspective of how ancient Israelite society viewed disability. It will argue that this can prevent the biblical view of disability becoming anachronistic, as the ANE did not have the same medicalized view of modern disability. Even though a cultural perspective portrays negative views of biblical disability, it will argue that this is because the biblical view saw disability as being a religious implication. Furthermore, biblical disability needs to be interpreted from a gender perspective. This is because in the ANE, gender impacted how disability was stigmatized. This can be shown through using iconography from the ANE to help examine how the Bible sees disability from a social and cultural perspective. Finally, this essay will show how the Bible uses images of disability as metaphorical devices to present the way disability was used to convey political ideas. 
Disability studies is the most effective in interpreting the Bible when it is views disability from a cultural perspective. This is when disability is used to portray how society shapes and organizes itself according to customs and beliefs within a specific culture. The disability of the priests in Leviticus represents how ancient Israelite society and culture was shaped and organized. For example, in Lev 21:17-23, it states how priests could not perform sacrifices if they had physical defects such as being blind, lame, having a mutilated face, a limb too long, broken foot or hand, having a hunchback, being a dwarf, having an itching eye, a scab or even a crushed testicle (Lev 21:18-21 NRSV). Thomas Hentrich notes how the priest's disabilities represent a social hierarchy within the priesthood. In this case, Hentrich argues that a priest who had a physical blemish was not allowed to perform ritual sacrifices as they did not represent the perfect image of God, being God’s representatives on earth (Hentrich, 2007: 83). This could represent how disability was stigmatized and marginalized from a biblical perspective. 
However, Amos Yong argues that the biblical view of disability ‘‘was less concerned with what we late moderns would call discrimination against people with disability and more concerned with ordering an impure world through proper rituals, a recognizable symbol system, bodily hygiene, and social practices” (Yong, 2007: 23). For instance, the stigma around a priest having a crushed testicle was likely due to the social practice of circumcision (Hentrich, 2007: 84). Hentrich argues that unlike the other defects, which are likely linked to the physical nature of the sacrificial animal (Lev 22:21-26), the crushed testicle is out of place. Because of this, Hentrich argues that a crushed testicle perhaps represents an imperfect cicumcision (Hentrich, 2007: 85), with circumcision being a sign of the convent between God and his male followers (e.g. Gen 17:10). Therefore, perhaps the crushed testicle reiterates how the priests needed to have a successful circumcision, to represent the ideological bodily norm as representations of God. So, what are the benefits of the cultural perspective of disability in interpreting the Bible?  
A cultural perspective of disability in the Bible can help prevent an anachronistic viewpoint of disability. This is because ancient Israelite society likely did not see disability in a medicalized way, in which an individual is diagnosed and treated to become normal (Retief et al, 2018). Anachronism could be seen in how mental health has been applied to biblical texts. For example, Saul has been interpreted as having a mental health condition. It has been argued that Saul shows signs of anxiety, depression, PTSD, bipolar disorder and schizophrenia (Macdonald, 2015, 61). However, trying to diagnose Saul is difficult. Macdonald notes how varied interpretations of Sauls behavior is because of the difficulties in attempting ‘‘to apply etic [contemporary Western] psychiatric perspectives to a narrative text’’ (Macdonald, 2015, 61). This is because a medicalized view of disability would not have been inherent to the biblical text (Moss and Schipper, 2011: 3). Instead, Moss argues that disability was likely seen as being due to religious implications such as divine causation. For example, in 1 Samuel it states, ‘Now the spirit of the LORD departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the LORD tormented him’ (1 Sam 16:14). This suggests that changes in behavior were inflicted from God, with God being able to control Sauls mental relief, but also torment (Macdonald, 2015: 65). This depicts a problematic view of mental health to modern readers, with it seen as being inflicted by God. However, through a cultural lens, it presents a more historical perspective of the biblical view of disability. Furthermore, a cultural model of disability is more applicable to the Bible. This is becasue most biblical scholars would perhaps not have a medical background to diagnose a disability.
However, interestingly, David is asked to play the lyre for Saul to relive his mental torment (1Sam 16:23). This perhaps presents the modern notion of musical therapy, in which music is used to help lift a person's mood (Esler, 1998, 237). This perhaps suggests that the ancient near eastern view of disability is like the modern medicalized view, in which mental health is something to be treated (Retief et al, 2018). 
However, Sauls mental behavior was also seen as not being normal, with those questioning whether Saul was a prophet (Esler, 1998: 230) because of his irrational behavior in stripping naked (1 Sam 19:24) (Esler, 1998, 234). Furthermore, from a cultural perspective, it is likely that Saul’s behavior was seen as not normal because it would have brought shame upon his family (Esler, 1998: 235). In the ANE, maintaining honor was important as it displayed a person's worth within society (Esler, 1998: 222). Saul would have been seen as losing his honor ever since God chose David to become the King of Israel (1 Sam 16:1). 
[bookmark: _Int_lmmEsdqc]Moreover, Saul’s mentality is intertwined with honor until the very end. In Chronicles, Saul is shown as committing suicide (1 Chron 10:4). Esler argues that Saul likely commits suicide due to honor. In the ANE, it was important for men uphold their honor to maintain their masculinity (Haddox, 2016: 180). For example, honor could be lost through losing in warfare (Haddox, 2016 180). It is likely that Saul kills himself, so he is not humiliated and paraded by the Philistines, ‘so that these uncircumcised may not come and make sport of me’ (1 Chron 10:4). This shows how interpreting disability is most effective when it is studied from a cultural perspective, rather than from a medicalized viewpoint. However, if a cultural and historical interpretation presents psychological and physical disabilities in a negative way, should it still be used? This leads onto the next discussion about using a liberational lens to interpret biblical disability. 
 Interpreting disability through a liberational lens could be seen as being effective. This is because the biblical view of disability is seen as being mostly negative due to cultural bias (Hector, 2019). However, liberational theology can be empowering (Wasserman et al, 2020) and help challenge the negative portrayals of disability within the Bible (Hector, 2019). For example, Amos Yong uses a liberational view of disability regarding Jacob. In Genesis 32, it states how Jacob wrestled with God, leading to him having a limp (Gen 32:31). Yong argues against the viewpoint that Jacob’s disability is used to present the sinful state and weakness of humanity, in comparison to God (Yong, 2011:310). Furthermore, Yong argues that Jacob’s disability does not emasculate or de-humanize him. Yong argues this is because Jacob carries on fighting with the deity, even though he is injured (Yong, 2011:310). Yong suggests that this shows how Jacob’s disability did not make him weak. Furthermore, Niemann argues that certain ‘‘individuals are selected by God or a higher power to receive a disability not as a curse or punishment but to demonstrate a special purpose or calling’’ (Niemann, 2005:106). Regarding Jacob, Yong notes how Jacob’s disabled identity is a reminder of Israel’s covenantal relationship with God (Yong, 2011: 31). This is because from then on it the Israelites did not eat the thigh muscle (Gen 32:32). 
However, a liberational lens of disability could perhaps be seen as being biased. This is becasue it purposely looks to make the biblical viewpoint of disability positive, even if it is not the inherent meaning of the text. Therefore, a liberational lens could be seen as a bias interpretation of biblical disability (Macdonald, 2015: 61). This reiterates how the biblical view of disability needs to be studied from a cultural perspective. However, within cultures, people have different experiences of being disabled. This can be seen in how disability impacts one’s gender. This leads onto the next argument that a cultural perspective of disability should be applied to the Bible and gender studies. 
The biblical perspective of disability can be most effective when it is studied alongside gender studies. Interestingly, the study of disability and masculinity studies has been limited. This is likely because, as Thomas Hentrich notes, people with disabilities are often seen as being ‘without gender’ (Hentrich, 2007: 73) as a homogenous identity. However, disability within the Bible has impact on gender identity. For instance, disabled men within the Bible are seen as portraying an unstable masculinity, as they do not live up to the hegemonic norm of being an abled bodied male (Graybill: 2016). Rhiannon Graybill argues this is shown in the figure of Moses. For example, in Exodus, Moses states that he is ‘slow of speech and slow of tongue’ (Ex 4:10 NRSV). It has been argued that this perhaps presents Moses as possibly having a stutter, slurred voice or having a cleft palate (Graybill, 2016: 28). Once again, this reiterates how the biblical view of disability should not be medicalized, as it is hard to diagnose Moses’ disability. Instead, from a cultural perspective, Moses having ‘slow speech’ could have presented possible difficulties for Moses as a prophetic speaker, with Moses having Aaron to act as his ‘prosthetic mouth’ (Graybill, 2016: 29) (Ex 4:15). However, God indicates how he chose Moses to speak for him, and seemingly dismisses Moses’ ‘slow speech’ as being a problem, with God indicating how he makes humans ‘mute or deaf, seeing or blind’ (Ex 4: 11). This once again reiterates how disability would have been viewed culturally as being from God. However, ultimately, Moses challenges the prophetic masculinist norm of being an intelligible speaker, with Jeremy Schipper arguing that Moses’ disability is fundamental to his prophecy (Graybill, 2016: 39). This suggests that the intersection of disability and gender studies can help to challenge gender norms, and further deconstruct the cultural view of disability in the Bible. So how is female disability interpreted in the Bible? 
Being unfertile is the most attributed disability to women. This is seen in Genesis, where Leahs womb is opened by God, but Rachels is not (Gen 29:31) (Vivian, 2022). To modern readers, this could represent a stigma towards women who are infertile. However, once again, it is important to acknowledge the cultural and religious context. This is because being infertile was seen as being because of divine intervention, with the viewpoint that God had the power to open the wombs of women (Vivina, 2022). However, fertility is not seen as being a disability in modern society. This could bring bias to interpretation, with modern readers not seeing fertility as being a disability. Because of this, it is important to study the Bible from a cultural perspective.
For example, ancient Near Eastern viewpoints of conception can be seen through poetry. Koosed argues that cultural products such as poetry were ‘‘created to express some of the deepest human feelings, sentiments’’(Koosed, 2017: 192). Marten Stol argues that in Babylonian and Sumerian poetry, agricultural imagery was used to portray how the male had agency, being the ‘seed’ for the soil, whereas the female was the land (Stol, 2000). This perhaps presents the view that the female body is passive and reduces the female bodily agency. Because of this, using a cultural perspective could be seen as negative due to it limiting the cultural viewpoint of female disability to a particular community, leading to the ongoing negative cultural images of female infertility. However, ultimately, a cultural perspective of disability presents the most historically accurate interpretation.
Furthermore, iconography from the ANE can show how disability was feminized. For example, Carol R. Fontaine argues that images primarily tended to view the female gender as being disabled. She looks at a wooden figurine from Egypt, which she argues represents a handicapped female (Fontaine, 2007: 66). Even though the figure is male, Fontaine argues that it has been emasculated. She argues this is through the figure having huge incised pubic triangles, which was a common way to of regendering in Mesopotamia and Levantine iconography. Furthermore, the figure does not have a penis, with Fontaine suggesting that it had been cut off to emasculate the enemy (Fontaine, 2007: 66). She argues that this is because the figurines were used to represent enemies, with the destruction of the figurine hoping to obliterate their power. So how can this feminization of disability be seen in the Hebrew Bible? 
Fontaine argues that the feminization of disability is shown in 1 Samuel. Samuel 4:9 states, ‘Take courage, and be men, O Philistines, in order not to become slaves to the Hebrews as they have been to you; be men and fight’ (Fontaine, 2007: 67). The explicit demand from God to ‘be men’ highlights how masculinity needed to be performed. Fontaine argues that men feared the consequences of not participating or losing in the warfare, because they will be seen as weak and fragile (Fontaine: 2007: 69) and become disabled as a female. This leads onto the next argument that the biblical view of disability is used as a political rhetorical device to convey the perspective of disability. 
An analysis of disability from a cultural perspective is shown in the work of Jeremy Schipper, who looks at disability from the social and political perspective of the Bible. For example, Schipper argues that the Bible uses disability imagery for political rhetoric (Shipper, 2005: 243). Schipper argues that this is shown in 1 Samuel 5:8, as ‘The blind and lame may not come into the House’ (2 Sam 8:5b). ‘House’ could represent a sanctuary or temple (Schipper, 2005: 423). As previously noted, Leviticus 21:17-23, notes how priests who had blemishes were unable to perform sacrifices. In this case, it suggests how normal people who were blind, or lame could not enter the temple. 
However, Schipper argues that the blind represents David's heir, Zedekiah who was blinded (Jer 39:7). Whilst the lame represents the heir of Saul, Mephibosheth, who became lame (2 Sam 4:4). Schipper argues that the biblical authors use the image of the blind and lame figuratively to represent the lack of threat to David’s kingship, with physical disabilities emphasizing the weakness of Davids opponents in Mephibosheth and Zedekiah (Schipper, 2005: 424). Furthermore, Schipper notes how the agility of David 'leaping and dancing' (2 Sam 6:16) before God is contrasted to the physical weakness of Mephibosheth (Schipper, 2005: 423). This suggests that the ANE viewed having a disability as being fragile and weak, with Mephibosheth being portrayed as not posing any political threat to the reign of David. This presents a convincing argument of how using a cultural perspective, the biblical author's biases and perspectives of disability can be discovered. 
Overall, this essay aimed to show how the biblical view of disability needs to be looked at from cultural perspective to have the most effective interpretation. This is because, unlike modern times, physical and mental disability was not medicalized in the ANE and was more likely seen as having religious and social implications. Furthermore, disability in the Bible can be effective when it is studied alongside gender studies. This is because in the ANE having a disability had an impact on gender roles. Furthermore, the biblical perspective of disability needs to examine ancient iconography and apply this to the Bible to help interpret the biblical view of disability. Finally, a cultural perspective can help to show how the Bible uses disability as a metaphorical device to convey political ideas.
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