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Ann asks the question:  How can people with an ASC (autism spectrum condition) understand the Bible?

How do people with an ASC understand a Bible written in language not designed for most of us?  The latest research suggests that 1 in 64 individuals in the UK may have a form of autism, which would equate to not far off a million people.  More than the number of wheelchair users.  As far as I know there isn’t one Bible or other key religious text written for us.  Children wishing to learn about faith have to struggle with books and materials designed for ‘neurotypical’ people, not those with an ASC.     Even books for those with learning difficulties are filled with metaphors and expressions that are misleading or meaningless.  It is, frankly, one of the biggest challenges to any person with an ASC trying to access a faith.  Because those with an ASC may take in information in different ways, it is not even as easy as ‘one version’ that would solve this problem.  There might have to be more than one type.

As a young child, I was reliant on visual imagery.  My grandmother would show me pictures of Jesus and talk to me about the practicalities and social justice elements of faith.  There were clear rules.  She was brought up in the RC tradition, and she had no doubt about what was right, and what was wrong.  The structure was very interesting, and I wished to know more.  But actually reading the Bible in words was, and is, something I can find difficult.  If it is a picture Bible, fine.  If it is done as a film, or cartoon, great.   As a series of words, I am struggling against a language barrier, since I only have a clear understanding of words that are things or actions, in other words things that can be pictured.  Not all people with an ASC would agree with this, of course.  Many manage to understand every word in a faster and more useful than I do.  Some are very good Vicars or leaders of other faiths.

I learned the basics of our faith through school assemblies, very simple Christian messages from our Head Teacher, and the words of the hymns.  I went on to do an ‘A’ level in religious studies, but it was mostly about history, not about me understanding the Bible in any depth.  I had to memorise a lot to be able to pass it, but faith has always been hugely important to me nonetheless.  I love the simple explanations in the Gospels, the use of visual imagery within it.

Let us consider John 1’s opening words in the New Testament:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come into being in him was life,* and the life was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.

What are the visual images in that paragraph?  

· A word (which word?  Need more data)

· God (aha, I can visualise God as an authority-figure, older, sitting in heaven. He doesn’t sit in heaven, but it’s a way to visualise the unknowable)

· Some things (unspecified at this point – need more data)

· Some people (which people – unspecified  - need more data)

· Some light 

· Some darkness

Now I have to make sense of that lot.  Not a clue.  No idea at all.  I can read of the intellectual thoughts about the Logos and its history in the OT and theological thinking, but my brain only understands the pictures.   As a result, I get exhausted just trying to make sense of it without all the rest of the information I need, and move on to read something easier. Whatever point the author is trying to make has been lost on me, despite my high IQ.  It took me a very long time to realise that they were talking about Jesus being there with God/as part of God at the beginning of the universe, helping to create things and give us life and hope.

Let us try Jesus’s words in John 6:

Jesus said to Philip, ‘Where are we to buy bread for these people to eat?’ 6He said this to test him, for he himself knew what he was going to do. 7Philip answered him, ‘Six months’ wages* would not buy enough bread for each of them to get a little.’ 8One of his disciples, Andrew, Simon Peter’s brother, said to him, 9‘There is a boy here who has five barley loaves and two fish. But what are they among so many people?’ 10Jesus said, ‘Make the people sit down.’ Now there was a great deal of grass in the place; so they* sat down, about five thousand in all. 11Then Jesus took the loaves, and when he had given thanks, he distributed them to those who were seated; so also the fish, as much as they wanted.
What are the visual images in this paragraph?

· Jesus

· Philip

· Bread

· People

· A test …perhaps like an exam paper? (er, probably not – delete that image)

· A pile of money

· Andrew

· Boy

· Loaves

· Fish

· People sitting down  (what is a deal of grass?!)

· Jesus taking the bread and saying thanks and giving it to people

· Jesus giving them the fish

It works as a set of images.  I know what’s happening.  And because I know what’s happening, I can then feel confident enough to think much more easily about how so few loaves and fish turned into so many. (A miracle!).  And from that, I can consider whether it has another meaning too, because some things do have more than one meaning. I wish they didn’t, but they do.  Maybe Jesus was trying to say that his message could be spread far and wide amongst people, feeding their need to know who God is, and their need for hope and to feel as if they are respected and cared for (most people would say “loved” but that’s an emotion that may have a very different meaning for me).

A third passage, this one from John 12:  

Mary took a pound of costly perfume made of pure nard, anointed Jesus’ feet, and wiped them* with her hair. The house was filled with the fragrance of the perfume. But Judas Iscariot, one of his disciples (the one who was about to betray him), said, ‘Why was this perfume not sold for three hundred denarii and the money given to the poor?’ (He said this not because he cared about the poor, but because he was a thief; he kept the common purse and used to steal what was put into it.)Jesus said, ‘Leave her alone. She bought it so that she might keep it for the day of my burial. You always have the poor with you, but you do not always have me.’
Here we have the sensory-issues problem.  

Try it as a set of visual images first:

· perfume

· Jesus’s feet

· Mary pouring it on his feet

· Mary wiping his feet with her hair

· Judas arguing with Jesus

Yes, it works fairly well as a set of images, but that isn’t the problem.  The problem is that you have a woman getting strong perfume on her hair and wiping Jesus’s feet with it.  If I had to do the same thing, I’d have personally ‘shut down’ through the pain of sensory overload from the smell and the sensation of having a thick perfume in my hair and presumably on my hands.  My brain switches off the communication centre when faced with too much incoming sensory information, rather like you plugging too many things into one socket at home and blowing the fuse in the TV, radio and CD player.  Not a pleasant experience for me.  Rather than seeing this passage as a devotion, it is for me experienced more as a torture, and my response to it is therefore different to that of most other people.  I’d rather endure a beating.  I would experience it as fear, not love. There certainly are challenges aplenty in the Bible if you have a different experience of the world, even without metaphors.

