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Ann asks the question:  Does non-verbal prayer count? 

For some people with an ASC (Autism Spectrum Condition), prayer might not be verbal.  For me, it usually isn’t.  I am an active member of five prayer chains, some online, some phone-based.  I pray for people, for situations, for all who ask it of me.  So prayer is a big and important part of my spiritual life, but I pray differently.

I communicate with God mostly through imagery, practical acts of helping others, and financial giving.  Those are, for me, prayers.

If I see a truly beautiful sight, I will re-visualise and convey that image to God as a thank you.  

If I hear a piece of music whose words convey something that I think would be useful for God to hear – whether thanks for His presence or world or actions, I will visualise God listening to it too.

If I am praying for someone else, I will visualise a person being lifted up towards God for help.

In the work I do within the community – helping families whose children have an ASC, working for social justice, I will take time to visualise the work and offer it to God.   I sometimes sense that God is there, too.  But don’t ask me to explain it more than that.

If overwhelmed, I will use visual imagery as a way to calm down.

I do use some language to chat to God, but it’s more of a daily quick cheerful chat (from me) in the car about life.  No, I don’t hear His responses – I suspect that bit of my brain got left out of the design, but I don’t mind that so much.  I nevertheless believe He is there, and listening.    I have to be able to visualise the images represented by the words, not hear them spoken or read them out.  If it is a prayer that is hard to visualise, I end up puzzled and distracted, not in a state of prayerful peace with God.

So, is that prayer?  Yes, it is.

There are of course other forms of prayer:  poetry, art, music, theatre.  I know of people who express prayer through dance, too. All valid forms, I am sure we agree.  Yet most services are based on words. I worship through practical works and practical giving as a form of prayer.  Now that is a challenge to the church, as we explored earlier. Is it a form of prayer? It can be.

What can our churches consider as a form of worship for those who find a purely word-based approach to be a barrier?  How can we as a group perhaps encourage good practice?  Can we consider prayer in ways that respect our way of being?    

If we see someone with a form of autism sitting silently in a church, seemingly communicating nothing, can we learn to respect that they may be having a very rich, very meaningful prayer encounter with God through visualisation or through music appreciation, for example? Are we able to see this as their contribution to worship and to the life of our church?    

If we see a child with autism racing about with an exciting object they have found in the church to focus upon with love and devotion, can we imagine that this is, for them, their form of joy, their form of worship?  I sometimes watch and think “Yes, it is, for sure”.

Those of us with an ASC are often told that we have a type of communication disability. We certainly often have a communication difference.  I don’t think God minds in the least.

