

[image: Cover]



Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright

FOREWORD

CHAPTER 1

CHAPTER 2

CHAPTER 3

CHAPTER 4

CHAPTER 5

CHAPTER 6

CHAPTER 7

CHAPTER 8

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


I

AM

STRONG

the life and journey of an autistic pastor

Lamar Hardwick


[image: ]



eLectio Publishing

Little Elm, TX

www.eLectioPublishing.com


 

I Am Strong: The Life and Journey of an Autistic Pastor

By Lamar Hardwick

Copyright 2017 by Lamar Hardwick. All rights reserved.

Cover Design by eLectio Publishing. 

ISBN-13: 978-1-63213-334-2

Published by eLectio Publishing, LLC

Little Elm, Texas

http://www.eLectioPublishing.com

Printed in the United States of America

5 4 3 2 1 eLP 21 20 19 18 17

The eLectio Publishing creative team is comprised of: Kaitlyn Campbell, Emily Certain, Lori Draft, Court Dudek, Jim Eccles, Sheldon James, and Christine LePorte.

Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher and neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for the “stripped book.”

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

Publisher’s Note

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.


 

FOREWORD

The popular image of autism is with children. With that we must understand that children with autism will become adults with autism and we must be ready for them. Autism and other disabilities don’t just stop in childhood. 

Growing up on the autism spectrum was often a challenge but today as an adult on the spectrum I’m so grateful to have overcome many obstacles thanks to my greatest champions in my life, my parents, family and therapists to have the opportunity to write several books today along with this foreword for Lamar’s book. I have to say it’s truly an honor. 

Now, when I consult for parents it’s usually when a child is just diagnosed but what happens when adults are the ones who are being diagnosed? What supports do we have out there to help them thrive? I share my personal experiences of growing up on the spectrum in the hopes I can educate and impact the lives of those in our community. 

With this I introduce you to my dear friend Lamar Hardwick. In full-disclosure when Lamar asked for my help with his book I was overwhelmed with gratitude because in many ways I look at Lamar as a role model. Before Lamar shared his story I simply didn’t think about adults diagnosed with autism. We live in a community where the emphasis is on early intervention and children with autism, so many times adults don’t get the acknowledgement they deserve. 

One of the talks I constantly give is the transition to adulthood for those with autism and other disabilities. The issue of what it is like to have your initial diagnosis when you are an adult was not on my radar screen.

A saying we have is if you’ve met one individual with autism you’ve met just that one individual with autism. While I was diagnosed on the autism spectrum at the age of four, Lamar wasn’t diagnosed till the age of 36. 

Lamar’s and my story vary immensely compared to other stories you are going to hear today of other autistics, but what strikes me is the similarities between us. 

We need to help those with autism get a diagnosis as early as possible. Early intervention is the key to help our loved ones across the lifespan regardless of autism or another special need. One way we can do this is about teaching people about the early signs of autism. As we share more about things like those signs we need to make sure that adults also can receive a proper diagnosis like Lamar. No one should fall through the cracks. 

This question of falling through the cracks becomes important because a common but often unspoken question for special needs families is “what will happen to my child when I’m gone?” This question can bring a great deal of anxiety and uncertainty. Add on an autism diagnosis and it can feel even more overwhelming. 

I was completely nonverbal until I was two and a half years old and didn’t start saying my first few words until I was three. I wouldn’t start speaking in complete sentences until I was five. Along the way I’d also have challenges with expressive and receptive language disorder, severe sensory integration dysfunction, auditory processing disorder, twirling, dysgraphia (a handwriting disorder), motor challenges, anxiety and emotional issues due to my lack of speech. 

Like Lamar, I felt different. I felt like I wasn’t enough. I was bullied constantly growing up and didn’t have one friend until high school. For so long I saw my story as a constant challenge and when being told by my parents about having autism at eleven and a half years old, being mad about my diagnosis. I’d fight with myself all the time, confused and scared. I’d ask God before I would go to bed saying things such as…

“Why me?”

And “Why would someone do this to me?”

Thankfully my thought process changed from seeing autism as a hindrance to finding out that autism was one of my greatest strengths in my life. It wasn’t easy but thanks to physical, occupational, speech, music, and theater therapy along with a large amount of visual schedules, reward systems in the household and in school and having a ‘village’ of supports in my families unconditional love of me, like Lamar, I’ve been able to overcome many of my challenges. My faith has been something that has been restored to this day. 

While transitioning to adulthood I was able to be varsity captain of our high school basketball team, lead in my school play, student council president and, for one of my first dreams ever, getting accepted into college, was able to get into all 15 colleges I applied too. I would later graduate from college, write several best-selling books, become a disability advocate and anti-bullying activist and travel the country as an international motivational speaker who would speak at hundreds of venues a year. 

One of the reasons I became even more curious about religion & autism was when I was the autism film consultant for the 2012 hit Joyful Noise starring Queen Latifah and Dolly Parton. The film is a gospel choir dramedy about two strong-minded women who are forced to work together to save a small town gospel choir after budget cuts threaten to shut them down. One of the characters in the film, Queen Latifah’s characters son was a teenager with Asperger Syndrome. I was brought on to make sure that this portrayal was as realistic to autism as possible. 

During my role on the film I became more experienced on some of these topics and later when giving talks would often be asked about the topic of religion & autism. 

I consider one of my biggest role models in our autism community to be John Elder Robison who wrote the book Look Me in the Eye in 2005 which quickly become a NY Times Best-Seller. John, like me and Lamar, was diagnosed with autism. John’s story has helped pave the way for others such as me and Lamar to share our stories. I can only hope that by Lamar’s story being shared here that we can inspire more people with autism to do the same. 

Like Lamar, there are countless people out there who have felt weak and felt like they weren’t enough. But, as a community we are strong. 

Lamar is strong. 

His ability to never give up, to work on his social skills, and become a pastor has made him a role model to countless today. Whenever I speak I often share Lamar’s story. We may be different than others but like one of the leading autism advocates in the world Dr. Temple Grandin says, “Different not less.” 

Dr. Grandin’s quote inspired me later to come up with my own quote that I shared with my college peers when I came out about having autism to the first time when I shared with them that, “Autism can’t define me, I define autism.”

Lamar’s story is a testament of how great things truly are possible for people in our community. His faith is something we should all aspire to. Regardless if it is in religion or just in what we are passionate about in our careers and in the successes of our loved ones. While going to a catholic university in Seton Hall University I learned about the importance of serving others like Lamar shares in that book. I hope you will be able to serve others in your communities after hearing about Lamar’s story.

With that thought, I hope his book will help you explore how broad the autism spectrum actually is. So many people come up to me today and say, “You have autism? I would have never known.” I’m sure Lamar has heard the same. We sometimes are considered to have “invisible disabilities.” Each one of us though deals with challenges that others may never be aware of so please remember to be kind to everyone you meet.

This couldn’t be any truer then accommodating those with autism and other special needs in churches, synagogues, congregations and many more places of worship. There have been places around the country hosting disability-friendly worship services. Other organizations have provided guides to help children with special needs with visual schedules to better understand the church and even religion. This has been something I’ve been very proud to take part in. 

While you read his story I hope you will take away a few of his lessons to help better your own journey in what you are doing today. I know I have. But above all else I hope that you will learn that you should always have faith in your loved ones. 

Autism doesn’t come with an instruction guide. It comes with a family who will never up. 

Faith is one and the same. Never lose faith. 

“Let all that you do be done in love.” – 1 Corinthians 16:14

Kerry Magro

International award-winning speaker

Best-selling author of

Defining Autism From The Heart and Autism and Falling in Love


 

CHAPTER 1

I AM MISSING

Missing Memories

“Don’t let the excitement of youth cause you to forget your creator. Honor him in your youth before you grow old and say, ‘Life is not pleasant anymore.’”1 I’m not perfect, and I don’t even pretend to be, but for the most part, I try to do what’s right. I particularly try to do what the Bible says. Mostly because I’m a Christian, but also because I try to be a good example to my children and to my church because I am a pastor.

The Bible tells me I should be doing a lot of things that I struggle with doing. Sometimes I am not nearly as generous, compassionate, or gracious as I should be, but I try. I honestly try. This verse, though, is one of those parts of the Bible I totally nailed. I can honestly say that when Solomon advises not to get caught up in the excitement of my youth, I didn’t, and it wasn’t because I was really trying all that hard. Heck, I never even read this verse when I was considered a “youth.” The reason I absolutely nailed the application of this verse is because my childhood wasn’t all that exciting.

I don’t remember much about my early childhood. I suspect that is because for the most part, my childhood was uneventful. I don’t have grand memories of birthday parties with friends or spending the day at an amusement park with family. I struggle to recall the names of my grade school teachers, and it is almost impossible to recall any names of childhood friends. Childhood was less than a series of moments, and my childhood was a desperate search for significance in a rapidly changing world of social hyperactivity. With that being said, there were at least two critical factors that shaped my identity growing up.

Military Life

My father was in the military. Life as a military “brat” is a unique experience that normally only other “brats” can identify with. When you are young, it is extremely difficult to understand the weight of being the child of a service member. Don’t get me wrong—there were a lot of advantages to having a father in the military. By the time I was ten years old, my family and I had traveled to many places in Europe. The memories are faint, but I do recall our time spent living in Bad Kreuznach, Germany. We even had the privilege of visiting Holland and Austria during our time spent overseas. Those years spent living outside of the United States helped shape my young and impressionable mind.

The thing I remember most about our time spent in Europe is the food. The food was always good. Like many children, I had my favorite places to eat and favorite places to visit, but my favorite among those places was a little candy shop that sat on the corner of a busy intersection just a few blocks away from our home. This place was magical. It was like a scene straight out of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. The colors were vast, the space was quaint, and the chocolate was absolutely to die for. Gathering at the local candy shop on the weekend was a staple in my life in a distant land with a different language. No matter how different I was from all of the other military kids, and no matter how different I was from my German neighbors, the one thing that made me just like everyone else was the candy store. At the candy store, true community was present. Everyone was equal, and everyone was accepted, and although I can recall the beginning stages of discerning that I was different than the other kids, the candy store helped level the playing field.

Growing up in a different country with a different language, different customs, and a different culture actually did a lot to hide my differences. At the same time, it helped me to grow an appreciation for how different everyone in the world was. One of the primary reasons I love and champion the cause of cultural diversity is that I spent my early years immersed in diversity.

The major challenge facing many military children is the lack of stability. As a child, I can remember moving, a lot. Approximately every three years, my father was reassigned to a new military base. I was born in Killeen, Texas, but that is all I know. We moved sometime after my birth and well before my memory of having lived there. My life began as a mystery, and for the most part, the mystery continued on into my early adult years.

In many ways, the mystery was due to constantly being a moving target. Moving from place to place is probably the factor most responsible for masking the more serious issues I faced as a child. Of all the memories I have of childhood, friendships are strangely vague and in some cases nonexistent.

Growing up and never being able to establish roots meant I had difficulties establishing relationships. Every three years, we were given a reset button to press, and we began the process of creating new memories. The problem is that I have no memories of all the “others,” or at least not like most people. My life was a mystery with very few clues as to how to figure myself out.

Pastor’s Kid

The second critical factor that shaped my identity was that my father was also a minister. This meant that not only did I grow up a military brat, but I also grew up a PK (preacher’s kid). I don’t recall much about my father becoming a preacher. Prior to being shipped off to Germany, we lived for a few years at a military base in Georgia. I can recall attending church periodically. I even have some memory of attending two different churches. I later found out that each church only met twice a month on alternating weeks, which explained why we attended two different churches. Both were rural churches, tucked away somewhere on a country road that I couldn’t find today if I were asked. What I cannot recall, however, is exactly when my father became a preacher.

Church was also a mystery. There is an entire section of our spiritual development as children that I am unaware of. I can’t recall the names of the churches we attended. I can’t recall the names of the pastors or the names and faces of any of the people. I have no recollection of Sunday school teachers or choir directors. My only memory is of my father being the pastor of a small little church we attended while being stationed in Germany.

The only vivid memory I have of church as a child is having my hand retracted from the communion plate that was passing across my lap. I can remember the warm summer day, mostly because the suit my mother made me wear was hot and itchy. It was uncomfortable, and it drove me crazy. In those days, I didn’t like wearing certain fabrics. Something about certain textures irritated me—it was not just about what it did to my skin but mostly about what it did to me mentally. Of course, when you’re a child, you wear whatever your parents pick out for you. Perhaps one of the only reasons I have a memory of church at all is that I can remember how I felt about having to wear the itchy, irritating suit and feeling completely isolated at the same time.

The plate passed across me from my right. In the plate were little crackers, which I later learned were communion wafers. I reached out to grab one, just as I had seen everyone else prior to me do, and just as my little hand reached out toward the plate, I felt a cold, gloved hand grip my wrist and pull my hand back away from the plate. I watched as the plate hovered across me just slightly in my line of sight and then moved into the hands of the person sitting on the other side of my mother. I watched my mother take a cracker, and the person next to her take one. As for me, I was apparently prohibited from doing the same.

I never quite understood what was happening in that moment. When I grew older and became a pastor myself, I realized that I had observed the church engaging in the Christian practice of communion. I understand that now, but what I remember is how I was made to feel at the time. I felt different. I felt singled out, isolated, and disconnected. This was a rather normal occurrence for me outside of the church. The lack of memories about friendships and fun as a child is the result of not having friends to create memories with. When I felt isolated that day in church, it seemed to only confirm what I already knew about myself. I was different. I was an outsider. I was a mystery that no one could figure out, and because I was so different and so deficient in my ability to relate well to others socially, it demanded that I be excluded from all attempts to build relationships with others, even God.

The combination of being a military brat and a preacher’s kid was a deadly cocktail of confusion that led to me creating the false image I would learn to live with. Growing up in an environment where my father’s service to country and God was all I knew, it forced me to embrace the idea that life was about giving yourself to something greater than yourself, even at the cost of giving until the real you is completely gone.

As a young child, I had to figure out who I was on my own. Since one of my earliest and most vivid memories of church was one of isolation and rejection, I subconsciously came to believe that God must be disappointed in who I was and what I wasn’t. I wasn’t good enough to receive anything from his table, so faith, love, and hope became concepts that had no value to me because I believed I had no value to God. I was different, and even God didn’t think I was worth his time.

More than Me

Despite not having many memories, I do recall having a tremendous struggle with social interactions. I was born in 1978, and we didn’t really know much about autism then. It just wasn’t a word that came up too often. After all, I could talk. I often didn’t talk, but I could. In those days, we just labeled it “shy,” a label I would learn had several other derogatory labels attached to it. This made being a part of a big family a big deal for me.

Life in our home was interesting. I don’t recall any one person in my family being a “social butterfly” except for my mother. My mother was the talker. She could talk to anyone about anything for any length of time. I never did understand how she could be so friendly. I actually thought it wasn’t normal. She was almost superhuman in my eyes. I certainly didn’t have whatever it was that gave her the courage to be so outgoing, and that was an early source of self-doubt for me as a child.

There weren’t a lot of meaningful conversations in our home. Our home was almost always a very quiet and serene place. Of course, growing up as I did, I never quite understood that everyone’s home did not operate in the same manner as my own, so I believed that everyone grew up not talking to their family members. It seemed natural to me because I preferred silence. Silence was good. In fact, I could go an entire day without talking to anyone, not because I did not have the ability to speak, but because I had little desire to.

Some of my silence was due to the style of parenting my parents subscribed to. In all honesty, I’m sure it was the same way they were reared. Children were not meant to make a lot of noise and a lot of fuss, and certainly children were not meant to have a voice in the family, at least not one that mattered. Truth is, for my early developmental years, that suited me just fine. I spent the majority of my time thinking and living inside of my own head.

As long as I can remember, I enjoyed reading. I am still an avid reader, and on most occasions, I will choose a good book over a great conversation. When I was young, I used to read myself to sleep nearly every night. My mother would have to come in and take the books off of my face because I would literally fight sleep to read, and of course I would eventually lose.

Books were a lot easier than people. People were scary and confusing. Books provided a space for me to learn and to live. In many ways, books became the doorway to the world for me. Almost everything I knew about people came from books. I am still a book learner. When I sense there is more information available that may impact or increase my abilities, I look for books, not people. I like people, and I enjoy the company of small groups of people in small doses, but books would win a head-to-head contest with people every time, hands down.

This worked well for a while, particularly in my early years. My love for books actually made me a good student. I made excellent grades in elementary school. While living in Germany, I was even placed in the talented and gifted program because of my intellect. Learning to read was the greatest thing I had ever accomplished. It helped me academically, but the real reason reading was such a joy was that it meant I could avoid having to converse with others. Books became my sanctuary; after all, God did not want me in his, so I had to find my own place of peace.

As long as I was home, everything was good. Reading worked. Solitude worked. Unfortunately, I couldn’t live in my own world twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. I had to go to school, and going to school meant I had to brave the noise and activity, and I had to socialize with other kids. I didn’t like it at all. It was the worst part of being a kid.

Living in a relatively quiet home, living with my nose inside of a book, and having no internal desire or skills to socialize with other children created
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