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Stillness and silence are often missing from the lives of children and young people. Sonia Mainstone-Cotton explores ways in which it can be introduced to support spiritual nurture.
Stillness and Silence
How often, when you are asked ‘How are you?’ is your reply ‘I am so busy.' It’s the same for many of the children and young people in our churches and communities. Their lives are often full of nursery, school, after school clubs, activities to attend and extracurricular lessons. We live in an increasingly busy world, and many children do not experience moments of being quiet, of finding stillness and encountering silence.

I believe we need to help children and young people feel comfortable about encountering times of silence and stillness. We often assume that children want lots of noise, and many worship services for children are loud, noisy, exciting. Of course, there is a place for this, but we also need to help children embrace the line from Psalm 46:10 ‘Be still and know that I am God.'

There is an alarming rise in poor mental health amongst children and young people. When we are feeling stressed and anxious, noise can increase these feelings. Helping children and young people feel comfortable with silence and can enhance their wellbeing.

Practical ideas for finding stillness and silence

Using guided meditation

Children respond well to guided meditations. Keep them short to start with and use parts of the Psalms or poems. 
· Invite participants to make themselves comfortable, perhaps sitting or lying on beanbags or cushions

· Create a focal spot – a candle, flowers, pictures or objects related to the psalm/poem.
· Invite the participants to either close their eyes or look at the focus spot as they listen. You might use one of the breathing techniques to help the participants get ready.
· Read the Psalm or poem slowly once or twice.

· Allow a short space before saying Amen or Thanks be to God to indicate that the meditation has finished.
Suitable Psalms include Psalm 1:1-3; 8; 23; 47:1-7; 100; 139:1-6; 150
Breathing techniques

Often when we feel stressed and anxious, our breathing can become very quick and shallow. This is called over breathing. Breathing techniques helps us to concentrate on our breath and are particularly useful for people who are feeling stressed and anxious. When we exhale more oxygen then we inhale this helps to reduce the over breathing, it slows down the heart rate and can help us to relax.

7/11 breathing

· Get comfortable and sit down if you can.

· Breathe in through your nose and count to seven. Imagine the air is reaching all the way down to your diaphragm, so your stomach gently pushes out with the breath.

· Breathe out through your mouth for a count of 11.

· Repeat as many times as you need to help feel calmer and more relaxed. If you find the 7/11 hard, then use 5/7.

Blowing bubbles

If children find the above exercise hard, blowing bubbles can help in the same way.

· Take a deep breath in

· Blow your bubbles for as long as you can

· Watch as the bubbles fly away 

· Repeat as many times as you need to help feel calmer and more relaxed

Bubble prayers

Bubbles can be used as a tool in praying and is particularly useful for silent prayers. 

· Give each person a pot of bubbles (or enough to share around if a large group)

· Get individuals to pray silently (if the participants are unused to silent prayer, offer suggestions such as ‘Think of something to say thank you for’, ‘Think of someone who needs God’s special help’ ‘Think of something you need to say sorry for’)

· As each prayer is prayed, blow a stream of bubbles.

· Watch the bubbles rise as if taking the prayers to God

This activity was inspired by the Orthodox tradition of incense symbolising our prayers being carried to God

Additional Resources
The Pocket Liturgy Set which includes some all-age meditations

Christian Meditation with children
Sonia Mainstone-Cotton’s website
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