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PRELUDE
You Always Hurt the Ones You Love: 

Crisis, Diagnosis, Hope

The temptation is to make an idol of our own experience, to as
sume our pain is more singular than it is. . . . Experience means 
nothing if  it does not mean beyond itself: we mean nothing 
unless and until our hard won meanings are internalized and 
catalyzed within the lives of others. There is something I am 
meant to see, something for which my own situation and suffer
ing are the lens, but the cost of such seeing—I am just beginning 
to realize— may very well be any final clarity or perspective on 
my own life, my own faith. That would not be a bad fate, to 
burn up like the booster engine that falls away from the throt
tling rocket, lighting a little dark as I go.

— Christian Wiman, My Bright Abyss

As we shape our stories, we shape ourselves.

— Virginia Stem Owens,  
“Narrating Our Lives”

_Bowman_OnTheSpectrum_ES_sa.indd   9_Bowman_OnTheSpectrum_ES_sa.indd   9 5/14/21   1:53 PM5/14/21   1:53 PM

Daniel Bowman Jr., On the Spectrum 
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2021 

Used by permission.



10

Prelude

October 2019

The last suitcase has been packed into the car. The odometer on 
our 2006 Honda shows nearly 300,000 miles, but we trust it as 
much as ever; it took us safely to Sarasota, Atlanta, Charleston, 
Baltimore, New York, and back home again just a few months 
ago. This trip, Beth and the kids are visiting our friends who 
moved to North Carolina after eight years here in Indiana, eight 
years of developing the most cherished relationship we’ve ever 
known as a family. I ache to see our friends too, but my fall 
break at the university does not come for a few more weeks, 
so I must stay home.

I’m sitting at our dining room table in my usual seat. The 
house looks different when I’m about to be alone. Details sud
denly jump out at me: the original oak framework on the pocket 
doors, the 1950s rose vine wallpaper, the 1930s Wurlitzer our 
daughter Una plays every day. I like telling guests— especially 
my English majors— that the house was built in 1890, the same 
summer that Oscar Wilde’s masterpiece The Picture of  Dorian 
Gray was published in Lippincott’s Monthly Magazine.

The romance of this knowledge is lost in life’s dailiness: run
ning Una to play rehearsals and jazz band, or Casey to robotics 
club; Beth’s baking bread or writing poems; my grading another 
freshman essay that begins with, “In society today . . .” But just 
now the house and its history feel important. They crystallize 
in the shadow of a coming loneliness.

I try to thwart the melancholy with an ambitious mental list 
of things I’ll do this week. Certainly I’ll catch up on school
work. I can probably finish the new Ta Nehisi Coates book. I 
need to call my mom. And it wouldn’t hurt to jog a few miles.

In reality, I’ll clean the house obsessively to exert maximum 
control over my environment. I’ll somehow fall further behind 
on schoolwork because . . . because I always do. I will put off 
all phone calls and texts as they’ll feel unbearable. An indis
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Prelude

criminate number of episodes of shows Beth doesn’t care for 
(spy thrillers, sci fi) will form the backdrop of my evenings. I’ll 
stay up too late staring into screens with near absolute lack of 
purpose, counting down the hours until I’m no longer alone.

Every day of the week I will remind myself, over and over, 
that this leaving is okay. This one is good and right and tempo
rary, and I don’t need to be scared. Yet my body won’t respond 
to reason; it has a memory of its own.

This is not like that other leaving, I tell myself, the memory 
of which makes the back of my neck go cold.

As if reading my mind, Beth puts her hand on my shoulder. 
She’s cautious, but I also detect a playful warmth.

“Love you,” she says.
It sends me. It always has.
It doesn’t come a lot. At times it has stopped coming al

together. Sometimes in its place is its ugly opposite (accompa
nied once by a household object zipping past my ear).

The memories give me pause. I have deserved it if  anyone 
has. I have caused pain; what’s more, I’ve caused trauma. I 
never meant to, but as the Mills Brothers sang in 1944, “You 
Always Hurt the One You Love,” and there’s dark, knotty truth 
in that.

There’s a particularly autistic way this hurting happens— 
inadvertently, mostly— by virtue of the fact that what autistics 
need so deeply, just to function from moment to moment, seems 
often to run counter to what people need from us. Maybe we 
need structure and predictability at the very time the people in 
our lives need whim, impulse. Maybe we need to be alone when 
they long for companionship. Maybe our senses are overloaded 
when theirs are underwhelmed. It can seem like we’re acting 
unkindly, or worse; though almost always we’re just trying to 
survive in a world that was not made for the likes of us.
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Prelude

Of course, before you have a diagnosis, you don’t know 
any of this. You can’t know. The story you tell yourself about 
yourself, the story that shapes you, is that you’re not normal, 
that you’re an awful human being: a lousy friend, a terrible 
husband, even a bad parent. You think you’re letting everyone 
down, and that maybe the people in your life would be better 
off without you.

For those of us who follow Christ, we believe we’re doing 
that badly too, that pursuit that informs all others— we’re lay
ing waste to a witness in the world.

We ask God, “Where are you?”
We live with intense guilt and shame. One study of autistic 

adults released by Anglia Ruskin University in Cambridge con
firms: “Dr. Steven Stagg, Senior Lecturer in Psychology, said, 
‘One aspect of the research I found heart wrenching was that 
the participants had grown up believing they were bad people. 
They referred to themselves as alien and non- human.’”1

The study also says that many of us are treated for depres
sion. Other studies show that the suicide rate for autistic people 
is ten times higher than that of our allistic peers, and that the 
average life expectancy of the autistic person is just thirty six 
years.2

As the hugs end, the car doors close and the engine starts. 
My wife and our children drive away. I am alone now, trying 
not to remember that other leaving, the one that would change 
everything, that would set me on a path toward answers I didn’t 
know existed.

November 2014

I’m sitting on the edge of the bed in a dimly lit second floor 
hotel room on Sanibel Island, Florida. I’m here for a writer’s 
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Prelude

conference. I’ve come mostly to meet Richard Russo, Pulitzer 
Prize winner and hero to literary minded central New Yorkers 
like me. Russo grew up just a few exits down the Thruway from 
mine. His first novel even bears the name of my hometown: 
Mohawk.

Mohawk is Beth’s hometown too. Her parents still live there, 
in the same house on Church Street where she grew up. The 
house where she and our two kids are staying right now, have 
been staying since she left our home, left Indiana, left me.

We had a fight on our way to the Indianapolis airport. I ex
perienced what I would later call an extreme autistic meltdown. 
But at the time, neither of us truly knew what had happened or 
why. Both of us were devastated. Because I was the one chan
neling the demons, I would need to accept the blame. I would 
need to be left.

You have heard it said that anger is fear’s bodyguard. But I 
say to you that anger is fear’s body double, its evil twin. They 
dress in each other’s clothes; no one can distinguish between 
them, penetrate the veneer to understand the primal reactions 
below the surface. No one knows there is a veneer. At its best 
(or worst), the ruse is complete, the power absolute.

If I’m talking in abstractions here, it’s for at least two rea
sons: (1) I still don’t understand the outright terror that exists 
for me in meltdowns. I don’t really know how to talk about 
them, and I’m a little scared to, as though I might somehow 
afford them even more influence. I know that’s absurd, but my 
meltdowns have threatened to undo me. In them I have seen 
hell. (2) The nature of meltdowns is as close to an out of body 
experience as I’ve had. I honestly don’t remember the details 
after. They seem to be a last resort regulatory mechanism, a 
shocking reset button for the nerve endings. When I come to, 
I’m prickly, rumpled, dazed.
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Prelude

Autistic writer Ashlea McKay describes her meltdowns as 
“emotional avalanches,” saying, “They can happen at any time 
and can be caused by a number of factors, including environ
mental stimuli, stress, uncertainty, rapid and impactful change, 
and much more.” She talks about her heart pounding, throat 
drying up, tears falling, senses blasting, the room spinning.3 
Kaleb Johnson, describing what happens after the onslaught 
of unwanted input, simply says, “[Sometimes] I pass out. My 
brain gives up trying to fight.”4

Suffice it to say that these are punishing events, and we don’t 
have control over them. But again: how could anyone expect to 
know what’s unfolding when you don’t know you’re autistic? 
Back to thinking you’re a horrible person, some sort of insane 
loose cannon.

Back to depression. Back to suicidal ideation.
Which brings us back to the dimly lit hotel room on Sanibel 

Island.

It is the worst day of my life. I am positive that I cannot live 
without Beth and our two beautiful children. The only thing 
on my mind is quitting this life. I plan to get up from the bed, 
walk across the patio (past the perky orange lounge chairs with 
drink holders) to the water’s edge, and enter the Gulf of Mexico 
until the saltwater fills my lungs, claims me, ends me.

I don’t want to write this down, now or ever. This is not a 
story I want to tell myself or anyone else. I want to protect my 
kids from it, whatever that means. But I need to tell the truth. 
So if someday my kids do read this account, I will trust them 
to feel their feelings, to come to terms with these realities, to 
mourn my past— their past— as I have. It is awful and there’s 
no way around it but through it.

I want to walk into the water, but my body is frozen to the 
bed. I sit motionless for well over an hour.
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I move only to turn off the light and lie down. When I sleep, 
I do not dream.

Earlier in the day I’d decided to go to the opening session of 
the conference. After all, it’s why I came. A well known writer 
spoke about . . . some element of storytelling, I suppose. I didn’t 
hear a word because I sat apart from everyone and listened 
through earbuds on full volume to a recording of a honey 
voiced therapist talking through deep breathing exercises. The 
recording had come preloaded on a tiny black MP3 player a 
counselor on my campus had given me some months before as 
he ushered me kindly out the door. I’d been more depressed than 
usual, and so he’d agreed to let me stop in and see if he could 
make a referral. His job included triage for anyone— faculty, 
staff, and students— but long term treatment was for students  
only.

I’d jammed the MP3 player into the bottom of my backpack 
and thought nothing of it until my plane landed in Florida and 
somehow it popped into my mind. I checked to see if it was 
still there. Of course it was; I never clean out my backpack.

I don’t know if the breathing exercises worked, but I did 
them religiously because I couldn’t think of anything else to 
do to not die. In that sense, I guess they did work.

Why wouldn’t my body move toward the sea that night? I’d 
rehearsed the act in my mind, and nothing would have stopped 
me from carrying it out. I knew not a soul on the entire island; 
I was a perfect stranger to everyone at the conference and the 
hotel. It was dark out and the beach was empty. It would have 
been easy.

My body wouldn’t cooperate. Something stopped it from 
happening. Was it merely the inexorable pull of Doing Stuff? 
Setting an alarm, getting up in the morning, dutifully attending 
sessions at the conference, eating, brushing my teeth? Was it 
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just my autistic need for structure, routine, control? Did I make 
a choice— conscious or otherwise— to live? Did God save me? 
I don’t know.

I lived. In a few days I came home. And a few weeks later, 
Beth and the kids came home. Though there would be much 
work ahead of us, it was the best day of my life.

January 2015: Self- Diagnosis

I had my life back, but I still had no explanation for who I was, 
or how I was who I was.

I needed a new story that could shape my future and— 
though I didn’t know to want such a thing— perhaps reframe 
my past.

All I knew was that the old story, the only one I had, was 
not right. It didn’t hold up. It just said that much of what I felt 
and did was wrong and bad, and that when I broke down, it 
got ugly. That’s not much of a story to go on. What if instead 
I had something with a name, something clinical— something 
treatable? I needed the promise of better days ahead. I needed 
a new lifeline to the master narrative I had long believed in: the 
story of a fall, yes, but also redemption and purpose. I needed 
a second chance.

I launched into an intense monthslong search. Greater self 
awareness became my obsession. I would figure this out so I 
wouldn’t be doomed to repeat my mistakes and keep hurting 
the ones I love.

I was not put off by the idea of counseling; after all, I’d 
been a longtime adherent to the practice of spiritual direction. 
Back in New York, I met monthly for nearly five years with a 
pastor writer, a doctor of ministry from Princeton Theological 
Seminary. He codirected a nonprofit called Life Listening, and 
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his philosophy of spiritual direction was based on their tag
line: “Helping you listen to your life.” Our times together were 
shaped by a process of increasing intentionality, recognizing the 
patterns I fell into (for better or worse), and making decisions 
toward healthier daily practices, including serving others.

My spiritual director was well versed in tools like the En
neagram, adopting it as a discernment method years before 
it caught on in evangelical circles. He and his wife also had a 
labyrinth in their backyard. I walked it and prayed. But mostly 
we talked. Well, I talked and he listened, and I listened to my
self, to the rhythms of my days and nights, to the pulses of my 
relationships, to the cadences of the divine. For as Paula D’Arcy 
has said, “God comes to us disguised as our life.”5

Looking back, it seems incredible to me that neither my spiri
tual director nor I recognized symptoms of what was then called 
Asperger syndrome. Yet that lack of awareness is indicative of 
the sheer absence of understanding of the autism spectrum 
(especially as it affects adults) even into the early 2000s, an ab
sence that is only now beginning to abate. At the time, we had 
no familiarity with the terminology, how autism presented, or 
why it might explain so much of my identity. If you’d asked me 
about it, I would have pictured a child, one with “special needs” 
who was probably getting into trouble in school or sitting alone, 
rocking back and forth on the floor. Or—I have to say it— Dustin 
Hoffman in Rain Man. I wasn’t a child with special needs and I 
wasn’t a math genius, so autism never crossed my mind.

Later, when I moved to Indiana to begin my professorship, 
I discovered that the John XXIII Center, a retreat house down 
the street, also offered spiritual direction. I set up an appoint
ment. My spiritual director during those years was a member 
of an order called the Poor Handmaids of Jesus Christ, a group 
originating in Dernbach, Germany, in the mid nineteenth cen
tury. (Their foundress was, in fact, canonized as Saint Katharina 
Kasper in October 2018 by Pope Francis.)
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The sisters landed in the American Midwest upon being 
called to aid the settlement of German immigrants in Hessen 
Cassel, Indiana, in 1868. I felt very fortunate in relocating to a 
rural heartland town that had somehow intersected with a fas
cinating group of devout Christ followers, women who offered 
a substantive history and current record of service, counsel, 
retreat work, and more. Sister Joetta and I lit candles and prayed 
together; we talked and listened and reasoned and consulted 
Scripture. Sometimes I cried. I grew in new ways during this 
time. But again, the hours I spent with her would also prove 
unable to breach the walls of an enormous underlying reality 
of my life: my autistic brain wiring.

In January 2015, as if  making a high stakes New Year’s 
resolution to discover my own identity, I wrestled hard with 
the torments that had long plagued me. I read a great deal and 
pressed further than ever before into my anger, fear, depression, 
and anxiety. Those struggles played some part in my journey, 
to be sure— only I didn’t realize they were mere effects of a 
deeper cause.

That strange word— autism— would only come into my life 
after weeks of prayer and study. I stumbled across the idea down 
some online rabbit hole— so deep, in fact, that I don’t remem
ber how I landed there. But from the moment I began reading 
about it, I realized it fit. Perfectly. So perfectly I was dumb
founded. Of course I never knew I was supposed to be looking, 
but still. Now it seemed glaringly obvious. And because it was 
true, because it was an important truth, God was in it. This 
was the beginning of an enormous change in how I thought  
about myself.

In his book The Journal of  Best Practices: A Memoir of 
Marriage, Asperger Syndrome, and One Man’s Quest to Be a 
Better Husband, David Finch describes the time when his wife, 
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who happened to be an autism expert, decided to confirm her 
suspicions about him. She sat him down to ask a series of ques
tions that might begin a journey toward a better place.

I connected with his astonishment at the profound acumen 
into his life the questions offered:

“Do you tend to get so absorbed by your special interests that 
you forget or ignore everything else?” . . .

“Special interests?”
“You know,” she said, “things like practicing your saxophone 

for four hours a day, or when you wrote scenes at the Second 
City and I hardly ever saw you . . .”

“Oh, well, sure,” I said. “I mean, doesn’t everybody get into 
stuff?”

“No,” she replied. . . . “Many people can do something they 
enjoy and not let it consume their whole life so they forget to 
pay bills, or put on shoes, or check in on their family from time 
to time.”

Later in the same scene, he becomes ever more dazzled by 
how on the nose the questions are:

“Before doing something or going somewhere, do you need to 
have a picture in your mind of what’s going to happen so as to 
prepare yourself mentally first?”

This question seems rather insightful. “O oh my God,” I 
stammered. “Yeah, that’s totally me.”

“Do you prefer to wear the same clothes and eat the same 
food every day? Do you become intensely frustrated if an ac
tivity that is important to you gets interrupted? Do you have 
strong attachments to certain favorite objects?”

“Those are all yes.”
“I know. Do you have certain routines which you need to fol

low? Do you get frustrated if you can’t sit in your favorite seat?”
“I have literally ended friendships over the seat thing. . . .”
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“Do you feel tortured by clothes tags, clothes that are too 
tight or are made from the ‘wrong’ material? Do you tend to 
shut down or have a meltdown when stressed or overwhelmed?”

All yes. But I was too stunned to answer aloud.6

I shared his amazement as I read his book and others. I 
spent weeks reading everything I could get my hands on about 
autism, from clinical books like Tony Attwood’s The Complete 
Guide to Asperger’s Syndrome to newer own voices narratives 
like Temple Grandin’s Thinking in Pictures and Cynthia Kim’s 
Nerdy, Shy, and Socially Inappropriate: A User Guide to an 
Asperger Life. I gleaned understanding from each and grew 
toward greater self knowledge.

Self assurance, on the other hand, did not come as quickly. 
Though I knew for certain by this time that I was autistic, I 
was afraid to begin opening up about it. How, precisely, had 
my story changed? How would I tell people? What would they 
think? It would take time to unpack.

I reread the autism section of the Diagnostic and Statisti
cal Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM–5) very carefully. Prior 
to 2013, I would’ve been diagnosed with Asperger’s, but the 
hundreds of clinicians and mental health professionals who 
contributed to the DSM–5 had made a somewhat radical and, 
in some circles, controversial decision to fold Asperger’s into the 
broader “autism spectrum.” After looking over the criteria for 
an autism diagnosis dozens of times, I knew without a doubt 
that I had a place on that spectrum, and I was just beginning 
to grasp its contours.

Around this time, I stumbled across a book that illuminated 
those contours in a new way, a book that spoke to me intimately 
and helped assuage my fears that autism was something only 
for techies in Silicon Valley or oddball math savants. Writers 
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on the Spectrum: How Autism and Asperger Syndrome Have 
Influenced Literary Writing by Julie Brown gave me so much 
hope. While many books used examples of autistics drawn 
to science and technology (Finch himself studied music engi
neering technology and describes himself as a “math nerd”), 
Brown’s book focused on novelists, poets, and essayists whom 
the scholar strongly suspected of being autistic, and she pro
vided compelling evidence.

Nothing nourished me more. Within a few short months of 
understanding autism as the underlying operating system that 
ran my brain, I was also thrilled to put myself in the probable 
company of Emily Dickinson, Herman Melville, William But
ler Yeats, and others. I was like them, in neurotype if not talent. 
They were weird, to be sure, but literary weird, my favorite  
kind.

Brown cites professor Michael Fitzgerald, who “argued that 
certain features of [autism], such as persistence, singleminded
ness, intelligence, and nonconformity, can enhance not just the 
analytical process, but the creative process as well.”7 While the 
practice of retrodiagnosis certainly has its drawbacks, it’s tough 
to argue with the logic here, and it was a line of thinking that 
offered me important affirmation as an autistic artist.

Each of these books and others— plus a weekly diet of doz
ens of online articles and essays— kept me learning, growing, 
obsessing, and confirming. At this point, there was not a sliver 
of lingering doubt in my mind that I was autistic. I journaled 
about the feeling of having been in the dark for so long:

I can see the big picture of autism now. Life before was— to cite 
an image I read recently— like a series of car accidents: each day 
when I woke up and entered the world, I crashed again, often 
badly. Only I couldn’t tell from one day to the next that I was 
prone to these accidents. I didn’t remember yesterday’s crash, or 
the day before’s—I knew only a vague malaise, an undercurrent 
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WHY YOU SHOULD READ 
THIS BOOK (AND HOW)

A Note to Neurotypical Readers

Thank you for meeting me here, for wanting to learn more 
about neurodiversity and people on the spectrum.

When you read an autistic memoir, you’re not just getting an 
account of one life or gaining specialized knowledge about a 
tiny subsection of the population. You’re learning about what 
it means to be human. You’re learning about 1 in 45 people: 
friends, family, coworkers, children in school with your kids 
(or, like me, your kids’ instructors), someone at church, and 
folks you encounter along the way— engineers and scientists, 
artists and writers, people who have helped shape our world.1 
You’re learning how to love your neighbor as yourself. That’s 
really the core of this book.

The Importance of #OwnVoices

In general, there are two kinds of nonfiction about autism: 
clinical books by researchers and doctors, and memoirs. The 
clinical books usually center on supporting autistic children, 
with autistic adults either entirely in the shadows or mentioned 
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in passing. The memoirs are mostly written by parents of au
tistic kids, and only rarely written by autistic people. Memoirs 
tend to focus on helping neurotypical readers understand the 
autistic experience, or even just the experience of the caretakers 
of autistic children.

On the Spectrum is not quite either of those. It is, I hope, a 
book for a new era in thinking about autism, one increasingly 
defined by attention to diverse autistic voices (“Nothing about 
us without us,” as the rallying cry goes)—#OwnVoices— and 
a greater comprehension and acceptance of the neurodiversity 
paradigm. The social media hashtag #OwnVoices was created 
by Corinne Duyvis, a Dutch autistic novelist of young adult 
books, to distinguish between books authored by someone in the 
same minority or disability category as the protagonist. This was 
a necessary step for autistic writers, as most books celebrated 
for their portrayals of autistic characters— for example, runaway 
bestseller The Curious Incident of  the Dog in the Night- Time or 
the 2010 winner of the National Book Award for Young People’s 
Literature, Mockingbird— are written by non autistic authors.

Let’s take a step back for a moment and consider that point: 
can you imagine another people group for whom that situation 
would be acceptable? Think, for example, if nearly all of the 
foremost texts of the Black American experience— the nov
els, memoirs, poems, and movies we teach our children— were 
written by white authors. It has been, thank God, a long time 
since we were in that situation. It would be unthinkable now. 
Or what if our most celebrated women characters in all of fic
tion were written by men? Also, thank God, unthinkable. No 
one would stand for that in the twenty first century. Yet when it 
comes to autism, we’re still giving out major awards to people 
who have never lived our experience but attempt to represent, 
perhaps even exploit, us.

Now you understand, I hope, why this book is needed. I’m 
tired of being spoken over by people with neurotypical brain 
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wiring. You want to know what it’s like in here? They can’t tell 
you. I and my fellow autistic writers can speak for ourselves.

Full Immersion

Most of the essays in this collection touch directly on autism, 
while others enact my autistic experience more subtly through 
reflections on family and identity; the relationship between 
art and Christian faith; teaching, learning, and living in com
munity; books and storytelling; and ordinary life in Middle 
America. This, too— this scope of the everyday— is critical.

Telltale signs of my autistic brain reveal themselves in many 
ways. Have you ever moved to a different region of the country? 
Did you read twenty plus books about that new place because 
the move represented a dramatic upheaval of nearly impos
sible magnitude? Probably not. But that response is not unusual 
for an autistic person dealing with change. The essay “Living 
Maps” highlights the importance of such obsession in service 
of structure and routine for autistics.

Moving from the Northeast to the Midwest required my 
learning a whole new social system of manners and expecta
tions; weather patterns; terrain and topography; a new job at 
a new university teaching new courses to a kind of learner who 
was also new to me; and of course new colleagues, friends, and 
acquaintances. The support available in reading the literature 
of place became a necessity— much more intricate than an in
tellectual exercise or gesture of goodwill toward the region.

So: please suppress the urge to skip ahead to the “more au
tistic” parts of this book. Every essay in the book is thoroughly 
autistic! More importantly: there are no shortcuts to learning 
how to love your neighbor. There is no list of action items, and 
there is no saying, “Just tell me what to do.” What you can do 
is inhabit the whole story— and see the autistic heart, mind, 
body, and spirit at work in both the profound and the mundane.
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Let me invite your attention another way.
As codirector of a national literary conference, I’ve booked 

many writers of color to speak at my campus. Most of them 
said to me, “Please don’t bring me in just for another diversity 
panel.” They followed up by telling me something they love and 
are good at but are never asked to speak about: French cuisine; 
poetry about pets; the history of vampire movies.

Asking them to speak only about race is telling them that I 
want to use them. In fact it’s saying I have a very limited use 
for them. This is the opposite of honoring their full humanity, 
the imago Dei, including the work, and play, they’ve chosen 
for themselves.

Tokenization is a form of racism. Reducing an autistic per
son to bullet points is a form of ableism.

This is a memoir, a story of a life, and life rarely conforms 
to simple takeaways, no matter how badly we might want them 
when facing complexities beyond our grasp. Attention is the 
form of love called for here. Or let me borrow a strong symbol 
from my Baptist years: full immersion is what I’m asking for. 
Come down to the river to pray.

Autism and Neurodiversity

The phrase “the gifts of neurodiversity” appears in the subtitle. 
Neurodiversity’s gifts do not form a discrete list. I think they are 
ways of being, of approaching our days; they are lenses through 
which the autistic person sees and feels the world uniquely— lenses 
that can lead to helpful contributions to culture. In my case, my 
autistic brain wiring leads me to see storytelling and poetry and 
teaching and learning and worshiping God in ways that are differ
ent from what most readers will be accustomed to. I hope you’re 
open to exploring those ways alongside me, wherever they lead.

Neurodiversity may in fact be a new idea for some read
ers. It’s not a scary or difficult concept; it simply means that 
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there are different kinds of brains, different operating systems 
(OS) that run different people, to use a common, if simplistic, 
image. There’s a neurotypical OS, which means that the brains 
of people in that group are similar, within a certain range. 
They are highly diverse in many aspects, and so they will func
tion differently and yield different results, making for unique 
individuals. However, neurotypical brains are similar enough 
overall that the outcomes— neurotypical peoples’ behaviors and 
actions and language— will mostly be considered “normal.”

Then there’s a neurodivergent operating system. It will result 
in people on the spectrum functioning in the intellectual, emo
tional, social, and physical realms differently from neurotypical 
people. Our actions and behaviors, then, should not be seen 
in light of the absence of neurotypical traits but instead the 
presence of autistic brain wiring.

When I talk about the pathology model or paradigm of view
ing autism, I mean seeing an autistic OS and viewing it, and 
the results it produces, as deficient because it’s not a neurotypi
cal OS with neurotypical results. A laptop that runs Windows 
is not deficient just because it’s not Mac OS, or vice versa; 
it’s just a different operating system that functions in different 
ways. Overall, many of the needs of the average user— word 
processing, photo editing, web surfing, online collaboration— 
can be achieved by either OS, and even by other, more obscure 
operating systems.

So it is with neurodivergent persons: we have most of the 
same core features and bugs as anyone else. Our autism itself 
is our OS, not a bug.

Autistic brain wiring occurs naturally, not through insidious 
means like vaccines gone wrong or bad parenting. And it occurs 
in about 1 in every 45 people, regardless of race, ethnicity, cul
ture, gender, and other factors. It’s not true that there is “more 
autism than ever before”— there’s not more than ever. It’s that 
medical and psychology communities have grown better able 
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to recognize and correctly diagnose it. Autism is simply more 
visible as a direct result of that knowledge.2

A neurodiversity paradigm asserts the basic fact that au
tism doesn’t need to be fixed; it simply needs to be understood 
and accepted. This is important, because people who see it 
as needing to be fixed often put their autistic kids in tenuous 
situations like applied behavior analysis (ABA) “therapy.” They 
often believe that their child needs, and will get, a new operat
ing system— that the therapist will, if all goes well, replace the 
autistic brain wires with a neurotypical OS.

This kind of thinking is frankly foolish and deeply harmful. 
Many parents are scared when their kids begin in infancy or 
childhood to show common traits of autism; for example, self 
regulatory behaviors, or stimming. Maybe they repeat a com
forting phrase in an unusual tone while flapping their hands. 
Or maybe it’s worse— maybe there are meltdowns that threaten 
harm to the child or others. The parents freak out and send 
their kids to ABA, assured by the practitioners that the therapy 
will stop those behaviors and make their child act “normal.” A 
stated goal of ABA is to make autistic children “indistinguish
able from their peers.”

As the saying goes, be careful what you wish for.
ABA doesn’t change an autistic into a neurotypical— it just 

teaches them to act neurotypical so they won’t be punished. 
There are much healthier ways of accommodating an autistic 
person’s differences and supporting them toward integration 
into society than the rewards and punishment system that is 
ABA. It’s like conversion therapy for LGBTQ teens. It does not 
change their orientation and in fact inflicts lifelong trauma on 
most people who are subjected to it. Conversion therapy has 
been largely discredited by the medical community.

We are still mid journey on the ABA front: many doctors and 
mental health experts do not know any other course of action, 
and ABA has yet to be supplanted by something healthier and 
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widely recognized. Many doctors still recommend it to families 
searching for help. Universities training teachers and special 
education professionals still teach it.

One reason I wrote this book is to take part in leading from 
the inside. This is a case where you want to weigh medical ad
vice with the hundreds of terrible stories told by autistic people 
themselves. I personally know many autistic adults who carry 
awful wounds from ABA, from therapists who punished them 
for stimming and other (normally) harmless behaviors that in 
fact— under the autistic OS— have purpose, meaning, and even 
richness. ABA causes trauma. Autistics don’t need any more 
trauma than what we already attain from daily navigating a 
social world built by and for people with neurotypical brain 
wiring.

Form: On the Look and Feel of Autistic Narratives

Although I’ve revised this book for coherence, the essays touch 
on many different memories and topics, and they sometimes 
deviate from a larger narrative arc. As such, they reflect my 
autistic brain. I repeat things. I hold the same thing up to dif
ferent lights to see its angles and the qualities of its shadows. 
I leave some thoughts half finished. I define and hyperarticu
late something small, or take a wildly deep dive into a minor  
point.

And I frequently can’t see the forest for the trees: the whole 
for the parts, the larger story for the details. That may feel jar
ring to a reader at times, just as being around an autistic person 
feels jarring to many neurotypicals. I ask you: Stick with it. Let 
us teach you how to love us.

That’s not to say this book is experimental, only that it may 
feel a little different at times from more linear memoirs. Julie 
Brown notes, “[Autistic] writers . . . show a marked resistance 
against . . . writing . . . [that requires] a sustained, organically 
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whole narrative.” She alludes to the work of critic Stuart Mur
ray, who “suggests that the neurotypical notion of narrative may 
itself be challenged as we become sensitive to the way [autistic 
people] express their world view through language: [Murray 
writes that] ‘autism may in some way supply narratives of its 
own, stories and versions of life and its events that differ from 
those produced within the majority culture.’”3

Outside the overall structure of this autistic narrative, my 
writing can be a bit different at the sentence level too. I’m 
very particular about language, both in my speech and on the 
page. In a world of unpunctuated text messages and tweets, 
of LOLs and emojis, I might come off as annoyingly fussy. 
The reach for precision in my diction, grammar, and syntax is 
not stylized— it’s an extension of my autistic brain wiring at  
work.

The Arts and the Relational Sphere

While some of the essays in this book reveal classic signs of 
autistic brain wiring, others may push back against persistent 
myths about autistic people. “Autism and Poetry” is a Künstler
roman in miniature, a glimpse at the coming of age of an art
ist. As I’ve discovered in the last few years, the very notion of 
an autistic person steeped in the arts is new to many. We’re 
supposed to be that socially awkward uncle writing code in a 
dark corner of the basement, or, God forbid, Raymond “Rain 
Man” Babbitt answering four digit multiplication problems in 
milliseconds (notice also: white and male, when the truth is 
that autism is consistent across cultures and is finally being 
recognized and diagnosed in women around the globe).

Autistic people are supposed to be immune not only to the 
creative nuances of the arts but even to art’s raw cathartic 
effects— its very humanity. Indeed, we’ve had few autistic role 
models who show us otherwise.
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