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How do autistic people
experience church,
especially worship
services?
 

What can churches do
better so that autistic
people feel that they
belong just like anybody
else? 

Churches can be great
places, but they can
be overwhelming places
too. 

We wanted to find
out two things: 

Autistic people are less likely than
non-autistic people to go to

church 



8 autistic people were non-
speaking and/or had a
learning disability. Some used
a spelling board like this one
to share their thoughts with
us.  

To find an
answer to these
questions, we
talked to 21
autistic people. 

Some autistic people were
also parents of autistic
children and some were also
church leaders. 

We also spoke to 6 parents
of autistic people, 5 church
leaders and a church
advisor.

13 were speaking and
took part in interviews. 



In Singapore, we
visited a church
that tries to be
a place where
autistic people
belong. 

The conversations took
place in the United
Kingdom, Singapore, and
the United States.



So, what did all
these people
say about
church? 

First, the most important
thing was that autistic people
and their parents want a
place where they are
accepted as they are. 

For example, in the church in Singapore, it was okay to
fidget, to walk around, to jump up and down, to make all
kinds of sounds. 

People in churches
shouldn’t give

judgmental looks
or shush autistic

people. 



Second, the autistic people said
they really like making friends in
church. Sometimes it is hard for
non-autistic people and autistic
people to talk to each other,
but all the autistic people that
we talked to said they want
non-autistic people to be their
friends.

People can get to
know the autistic
people in church,

find out what they
like, what they

dream of – and be
their friends! 

 
 



Churches can be creative
and talk to autistic people

and those who support
them. In that way, they can

find out how the autistic
people in their church want

to help with tasks and
duties. 

Third, autistic people said that they like to
do things in the worship service just like
everyone else. 

Some were doing the Bible readings in the
worship service, some went around with
the collection basket, some played or sang
in the music group.

One autistic person led the Lord’s
Prayer, even though he could not
speak very quickly; this actually
helped not to rush the prayer but
to pray it thoughtfully.

Some of the autistic
people we talked to
were already priests or
training to be a priest.



Often small changes can make a
big difference.

But many people we talked to said
that the music was too loud in their
church, or that they did not like a
musical instrument that was out of
tune. Some said the lights were too
bright, or that the smell of the
flowers was too strong. Others said
they didn’t like it when people were
too close to them. 

Fourth, autistic people can
experience the world differently
to non-autistic people. Some
people said that being able to
experience sounds, light, taste,
touch, and smells very strongly
can help them to experience God
more intensely. 



For example, some autistic
people may prefer to sit in
the same place every
Sunday, or may need to
have unscented hand soap
available.

It is OK to ask autistic
people whether they

need help. Don’t
presume that you

know what an autistic
person needs without

talking to them. 

It is helpful to have a
leaflet showing the
structure of the

worship service. You
could include pictures or
symbols to make it easy

to follow



Fifth, autistic people often
think very logically. Therefore,
autistic people can give
different/new insight into Bible
stories because of the way
they experience the world. 

However, it can be
overwhelming to listen to a
sermon when the preacher
says things that do not
connect logically. 

Logical thinking also means
that autistic people can
sometimes be distressed
when people say they will
do something and do not
do it. 



Sixth, the
church is not

complete
without

autistic people. 

The church is the
body of Christ:

every member is
necessary for the

body to be healthy
and function well.

In the Bible, the apostle
Paul said the church
was like a human body,
and that the hand
cannot say to the foot
“I don’t need you.” 



Seventh, when autistic people
worship with the rest of the
church, we all learn something
about worship and liturgy. 

For example, sometimes we
all say the same prayer, but
some will kneel, others
remain seated; some will be
able to say a text that is in
the liturgical book or on the
screen, others join in silently. 

Autistic people help the church to know
that we don’t all need to do things in
exactly the same way when we worship
together. 



However, what most people do and want often excludes
autistic people. 

In summary, 
it all comes down to a 

change in attitude. Making small
changes can be very helpful, but

churches can do more.  

It is easy to look at what most people do and want, and
then do that. That is called ‘normalcy.’ 

A church where everyone
belongs needs to be a church

that values everyone. 



We hope that this e-zine has given you
some ideas for making sure that your

church is a place where autistic people
belong. 
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