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Encounters Issue 45:  
A many coloured vision of hope  

 

Editorial  
 

I have the privilege of being guest editor for this quarter‟s edition of Encounters. Our regular 

editor, Tim Davy, has been on leave to complete his PhD on the mission themes in the book 

of Job.  

 

At first reading the contents of this edition seem eclectic: two lead articles, two book reviews 

and an interview. Indeed they are. My own article is on conversion, dialogue and religious 

practice amongst Buddhists, coming out of a paper presented to the Faith to Faith forum of 

Global Connections in late 2011. Many in the West are „converting‟ to Buddhism, or rather, 

as I argue in this paper, „taking up the practice‟ of Buddhism. What might this mean then for 

Christians who use similar language („conversion‟) but also variant language („practice‟). 

Some missional reflection concludes the paper, informed by spending a day in dialogue with 

a Zen Buddhist group.  

 

In contrast, Helen McGeoch‟s case study of Prayer Spaces in one particular Gloucester 

school offers a window into a rapidly growing movement across the United Kingdom. This is 

supplemented with an interview with Joe Knight, one of the Gloucester Prayer Spaces in 

Schools team, which outlines in more detail the background of this ministry. Prayer Spaces in 

Schools offers a cutting edge, dynamic, respectful, and highly creative way for British 

children to explore the Christian faith: it ticks all the boxes that the national curriculum 

requires for religious education. And the kids love it! 

 

Two book reviews are then offered, seemingly on yet a completely different and third theme, 

that of restorative justice. Redcliffe College faculty Andy and Carol Kingston-Smith‟s new 

book Carnival Kingdom is reviewed by Associate Professor Chris Marshall, and then Chris 

Marshall‟s new book Compassionate Justice is reviewed by Rev. Ruth Adams. Andy, Carol, 

Chris and Ruth are all passionate about restorative justice, advocacy and reconciliation 

issues. 

 

But are these three themes all that different? Surely they are linked in that they represent 

three ways to incarnate the Gospel of Christ in innovative ways: dialogue with Buddhists, 

creative prayer spaces for British kids, and restorative justice as an alternative vision to 

conflict and punishment. All the authors are practitioners in their fields, and yet also think 

theologically about what they‟re doing and why. I commend this issue to you, because in its 

apparent eclecticism there is a many coloured vision of hope.  

 

Hugh Kemp 
Redcliffe College 
Gloucester. 
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Buddhist "conversion" and 
Christian mission: steps towards a 
respectful dialogue 

 
Dr Hugh P Kemp, Academic Dean and Head of Mission Studies, Redcliffe College 
 

Introduction 

In their introduction to a recent book on mission to Buddhists, David Lim and Steven 

Spaulding talk of "[communicating] the gospel in culturally sensitive ways and with 

transformational impact" (Lim et al., 2005a). They go on to talk of "reaching Buddhists for 

Christ". Indeed two of their books have in the title "sharing Jesus” in the Buddhist world (Lim 

and Spaulding, 2005, Lim et al., 2005b). These are of course euphemisms for what has 

historically been called the desire to convert others. “Conversion” has been a commonly 

used word in Christian mission, particularly amongst evangelicals.  

 

While not using the word "conversion" explicitly, Esther Baker has given us a conversion 

story in her book I Once Was a Buddhist Nun (2009). She uses phrases like "coming to know 

God", "I submitted willingly [to God]", and "[God rescued me". (Baker, 2009: 142). These 

terms all fall within what has generally been regarded as Christian "conversion". When using 

the word “conversion”, two issues present themselves: firstly “what is conversion”?, and 

secondly “how do people speak of „conversion‟”? It is tempting to impose this category onto 

those to whom Christians witness, or with whom they “share Jesus”. Western Buddhism has 

been growing significantly since the 1960s particularly, and is widely represented in all 

Western countries (Prebish and Baumann, 2002). Drawing on empirical research, this paper 

explores Western Buddhists‟ own understanding of their so-called “conversion” into 

Buddhism, and then explores how Christians might re-tool their own expectations and 

language of mission in light of this.  

 

I wish not so much to look at the technical etymology of the word “conversion” – how it might 

be defined technically – but how it is perceived by 23 Buddhist interviewees I studied 

between 2003 and 2008 as part of a post-graduate research project. The word “conversion” 

and “convert Buddhist” is used so widely and uncritically amongst the literature on Western 

Buddhism that it begs closer scrutiny (for example Wallace, 2002, 34). Yet my interviewees 

were decidedly uncomfortable with the word. By examining their understanding of their 

“conversion” into Buddhism, I wish to hold this as a mirror to those who wish to “share Jesus” 

with them.  

 

The problem of “conversion” 

Two of the interviewees animatedly argued that “conversion” was not an appropriate word for 

“becoming Buddhist”. Philip Jolliffe, who associates with Zen Buddhism, believed 

“conversion” was “inappropriate to use”. He explained that “in a sense there‟s nothing to 

convert to. It‟s a practice in a religion, something with which you „engage‟”. Clara Woodfield 

believed the word “conversion” was not the right word for what Tibetan Buddhists do: “[the 
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word is] too Christian”. In this she was alluding to the sudden conversion of Saul of Tarsus as 

described in various places in Acts.   

Several interviewees talked of the “taking refuge” ceremony in Buddhism. This is a ritual 

which is formalised to various degrees according to the tradition in which one “takes refuge”. 

The ritual‟s core confession is “I take refuge in the Buddha; I take refuge in the Dharma; I 

take refuge in the Sangha”. This is a ritual which is tempting to elevate as the confession with 

which one converts to Buddhism. It is used in some traditions to this end, and also as the 

ordination rite into the sangha. However, many of the interviewees refrained from 

emphasising a defined or sudden event or moment of conversion. Even those who clearly 

stated a point of identification – perhaps a “turning point” (Lofland and Stark in Hunt, 2003, 

102) – did so as a point on a continuum of increasing interest in Buddhism.  

 

This is especially so of Zen practitioners, where structurally there is an intensification of 

commitment in the way of formal ceremonies. Stephen Webster for example articulated the 

“point that I became a Buddhist” was in “becoming a student and taking precepts”, both 

initiation steps within his sect of Zen Buddhism. Philip Jolliffe cautioned seeing “becoming a 

student” as an initiation rite, but preferred to view it as part of a process. Indeed, Tarchin 

Hearn, a Dharma Centre teacher, explained that taking refuge “is a life time process, rather 

than a mere ceremony”. Hearn readily utilizes a refuge ceremony in his tradition – adding his 

own liturgical flurries – but emphasizes that refuge must continue to be taken as an ongoing 

practice and commitment.  

 

Therefore “taking refuge” is not necessarily a conversion rite. Additionally, it is not 

uncommon for Western Buddhists to have taken refuge in several traditions, either 

consecutively or concurrently, indicating the rite‟s multifarious semantic potential. There is a 

utilitarian note to taking refuge: it may be often and with which ever teacher one wants, as 

long as it “strengthens your practice”. In addition, taking refuge may not be so much an 

initiation as confirmation. This was the case for Jennifer Yule. In hindsight she believed that 

by the time she actually formally took refuge that “in my heart I had already taken refuge”. 

There had been an implicit desire or commitment to the Buddhist path already: she had not 

formalised it. Therefore her “becoming a Buddhist” was gradual, and the formal ceremonies 

represented that which had already taken place. She herself did not regard taking refuge as 

only an entrance rite. Her daily personal meditation practice includes taking refuge every 

day. Yule believed this to be common practice amongst Buddhists throughout Asia: 

consequently she located her identity in something much bigger than herself.  

 

Overall, the interviewees did not talk about conversion in any common way, nor did they 

allude to anything normative. Convert-Buddhists talked of their “conversion” in as many ways 

as there were individuals, it seems. Indeed the word “conversion”, I proprose, is problematic, 

both in the sense of sudden change (as may be inferred from the example of the apostle 

Paul, and the semantic of the Greek word metanoia), and in the means of talking about that 

change.  

 

 

 

 



 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 45 July 2013 4 of 41 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
 

 

How Western Buddhists talk about becoming Buddhist 

 

For those interviewees who talked explicitly about “conversion”, only two were comfortable 

using it, but eight actively resisted it. Five interviewees talked of themselves “becoming a 

Buddhist” while eight resisted this phrase. Six were comfortable using “believe”, but nine 

explicitly resisted its use. Ten “chose” Buddhism, and five “resonated” with Buddhism. Six 

talked of “embracing”; five “took up”; fourteen used “connect” in some form.  These verbs 

were not necessarily clearly linked to Buddhism per se: they were often used in conjunction 

with phrases such as “taking up meditation” or “engaging with the practice” or “embracing the 

dharma”. None articulated religious or spiritual change in any theological or doctrinal 

categories that were recognisable from either Christian or Buddhist vocabulary.  

 

Nevertheless, what is clear is that the majority of interviewees, those both formally and 

informally interviewed, could identify a time when they were “not Buddhist” and a time in 

which they now “are Buddhist”. When pressed as to what they declare on the national 

census, they write “Buddhist”, thus conceding they are willing in part to identify themselves 

with some sort of imposed category. Amy Wright talked of this:  

 

Wright: I put “Buddhist” for [census]. But I [did] it from a relative perspective: “yeah, I can say 

I‟m a Buddhist”. But you know “Buddhist” is a Western term invented by Westerners to label 

Buddhism and make it fit in with other religions. The whole aim of practising the dharma is to 

not be “..ist” anything. Buddhists would say “I‟m a follower of the dharma”.  

 

Kemp: Is that what you [yourself] would say? 

 

Wright: It depends on the situation. If I‟m filling out a census form I put “Buddhist”. But 

“follower of the dharma” gets closer to it, because the “dharma” means “the law”, and that‟s 

what I hope to do, is to be a vessel of the dharma, to live the dharma. Not to be a thing, a 

fixed thing, but to respond to causes and conditions in life, so I‟m not wanting to define 

myself as an “-ist”.  

 

This section of transcript illustrates the ambiguity that many feel about the restraints of the 

census. It also illustrates how interviewees may prefer not being described within prescribed 

categories.  

 

“Taking up the practice” 

 The most common way of talking about becoming Buddhist, or “converting” to 

Buddhism was in fact “taking up the practice”. Twenty seven interviewees, both formally and 

informally interviewed, explicitly spoke of their entry into the orbit of Buddhism as “taking up 

the practice” or something very similar.  These interviewees either volunteered this 

terminology, or used it freely in their language. For example Charles Markham “began by 

doing practice”, and Stephen Webster “got serious about practice”. Robert Pierson 

“developed [his] own practice”. Clare Hardy “came to the practice” and decided to “make a 

lifetime commitment to practising Buddhism”.  

 



 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 45 July 2013 5 of 41 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
 

 

 This “taking up the practice” signifies a conversion experience. This experience was 

not something that happened to them: they remained actors in their own stories as they 

made the choice to “take up the practice”. However, as David Yamane (2000) notes, 

“conversion experiences are often recognized as crucial to religious conversion” (2000, 185).   

 

In other words, the action of interviewees in “taking up the practice” signifies an experience 

they had during their spiritual journey which was significant enough for them to note it as 

some sort of turning point, and hence motivated them in a process of self transformation and 

commitment to some aspects of Buddhism. Following Peter Stromberg (1993), I suggest that 

“it is through the use of language in the conversion narrative that the processes of increased 

commitment and self-transformation take place” (1993, xi). Even as interviewees told me 

their stories, and revealed the significance of the phrase “taking up the practice”, it 

reinforced, even created the very meaning of that transformation. Following Yamane (2000, 

185), I suggest that the telling of experiences are made meaningful after the fact, that is in 

the telling and retelling of their story. In some sense, their “conversion” continues in the 

telling and retelling of their experience of “taking up the practice”. 

 

 This is evidenced by the interviewees freely talking of themselves and other 

Buddhists as “practitioners”, that is, those who practise Buddhism, or go on practising 

Buddhism, or, more commonly “practise the dharma”. Three Dharma teachers referred to 

their sangha as “practitioners” whom they urged on to the “practice” of things Buddhist. To 

test whether this was in fact a phrase characteristic of converts, I interviewed two recent 

Chinese immigrants at Fo Guang Shan in Auckland, New Zealand to gain a contrast, if any. 

Fo Guang Shan is the biggest Buddhist temple in New Zealand, covering some nine or so 

acres in the south eastern suburb of Howick. It is in the tradition of the Taiwanese-sourced 

Buddha Light International movement. These two immigrants also talked of having “taken up 

the practice of Buddhism” when they had personally appropriated their family‟s religio-cultural 

heritage: one of these had “felt empty until I started to practise chanting and meditation”. In 

other words, in appropriating and internalising the Buddhism of their culture, they were 

“taking up the practice”. Could they also be regarded as “converts”, and hence challenge the 

notion of ethnic/convert categories (Tweed, 1999, Tweed, 2002)?  

 

 Indeed, when initially contacting Buddhist groups, I usually received an invitation to 

attend a meditation or chanting event. When visiting Fo Guang Shan, my hostess invited me 

to the meditation session for English speakers on Sunday. She wanted me to “experience 

the practice” of Buddhism, before giving me a tour of the site. To experience practice was 

more important that viewing the buildings, or even talking about Buddhism. When contacting 

the Mountains and Rivers Order – a Zen lineage – I was invited to a zazen, where my host 

first taught me “the practice of Zen”, that is, what I needed to do when and where in the 

zendo during zazen. In essence, I had been invited “to come and have a go” at it. In other 

words, Buddhism was something one did.  

 

 Doing Buddhist practice confirms Buddhists – at least the Buddhists I interviewed – 

as actors in their own life stories. Buddhism is something they begin to do. Thus the time 

when they were “not-Buddhist”, means they did not “practise” Buddhism. If they wrote 

“Buddhist” on a census, they prefer now to call themselves “practitioners”. Therefore “not-

Buddhist” could be reframed as “not-a-practitioner” and “Buddhist” as “practitioner”. While it 
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is easy to resort to the word “convert” to locate this transition, it is clearly a word with which 

they are uncomfortable, and at times actively resist.  

 

 What then do these practitioners “practise”? For the vast majority, it is simply 

meditation, and in particular, techniques of meditation informed by traditions that come from 

what is understood historically to be Buddhism. So, when visiting a Buddhist centre, I was 

warned not to disturb the monk who was “doing his practice”, that is, meditating. Likewise, in 

Zen, those who had “taken up the practice” had “begun to sit” regularly in meditation. 

Buddhist magazines and Dharma centre news-sheets regularly publish articles on “practice” 

and tips on “how to practise”. 

 

 However, “taking up the practice” is not limited solely to meditation: it can be nuanced 

differently as well. It refers to “practising the precepts” or “commitment to [a particular] 

tradition”. It may also imply a willingness to “take up chanting”, or to attend sangha events 

regularly. Intentionally conforming to ethical precepts was also regarded as a component of 

“taking up the practice”. Again, it is something one does: one is an actor in one‟s own story.  

 

Challenging Lewis Rambo’s process model of conversion (1993).  

 Because “taking up the practice” is clearly the preferred way of conceptualising the 

movement from not-Buddhist to Buddhist, I propose that Lewis Rambo‟s process model of 

religious conversion has limited use. The word “conversion” for Rambo means several 

things. Firstly, it may mean the change from the absence of belief or faith to a faith 

commitment. For example, from a secular understanding of the world, to an appreciation of 

the mystical. This is problematic for my interviewees, as only nine were willing to talk using 

the term “faith in …” or “trust in…” a belief or philosophy, and three of these resisted the term 

altogether. In fact, most Buddhists claim that Buddhism is not a Faith (that is, a religious 

ideological system of thought or belief), and therefore when one “practises”, one does not 

necessarily have to change one‟s Faith, that is, religion. Buddhism is about awakening to 

how things really are. Amy Wright for example declared that “you don‟t have to abandon your 

Faith in order to practise Buddhism”.  

 

Secondly, Lewis Rambo says conversion may mean change from affiliation from one religion, 

or “faith system”, to another (for example, from Hinduism to Christianity).  All but four of the 

formal interviewees had had some sort of Christian upbringing, and so, according to 

Rambo‟s scheme, they had clearly converted from Christianity to Buddhism. Rambo also 

defines conversion as change in orientation within a faith system (for example, from 

Methodism to Catholicism, or from Kagyu to Zen Buddhism). There is no evidence to suggest 

that my interviewees considered change between Buddhist traditions as religious conversion 

in any sense. 

 

Thirdly, Rambo says that “conversion” can mean an intensification of an experience or 

commitment within a group: for example the taking of ethical vows or ordination into the 

priesthood. This “intensification” is clearly evident in the themes described above (for 

example in “taking refuge” rites), but I would be slow to name this as a “conversion”. Within 

their acknowledged terminology of “practice”, this would be better termed an “intensification 
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of practice” or “a greater commitment to the outworking of the dharma” or a “desire to be of 

more use for the dharma”. These were all phrases used by the interviewees. 

While some of the ideas in Rambo‟s scheme are helpful, as an overall framework it does not 

account for the ambiguities within the auto-narratives I elicited. This is not so much about 

Rambo‟s scheme being unusable in a generic sense, but that the language that Buddhists 

speak is considerably different to Rambo‟s. He constructed his model chiefly in a Christian 

context. If the interviewees say that “you don‟t have to change your religion to practise 

Buddhism” then the word “conversion” must surely be rejected outright. The interviewees 

acknowledge a change from not-Buddhist to Buddhist, but they allowed this only 

begrudgingly due to the necessity of declaring oneself as something on the census form. 

However, a move from “not-practitioner” to “practitioner” is widely accepted. Only after having 

been willing to identify oneself as a practitioner is it then possible to intensify the practice of 

one‟s Buddhism.  

 

Yet we are caught on the horns of a dilemma. The fact that Buddhism has come to the West 

and “set up home” (Baumann, 1997, 204) and in so doing has bedded down in profoundly 

non-Buddhist cultures and polities, there must be by definition, some sort of entry process or 

rite, if for no other reason than the host Western context, steeped in the exclusivities of either 

monotheism or secularism, expects it. This dilemma is embodied in the comment of 

interviewee Jan Anderton who simply did not know how to become a Buddhist:  

 

Kemp: So why don‟t you become a Buddhist? You just said you wanted to be one. 

  

Anderton:  Why don‟t I commit? [Long pause]. Don‟t know. Because I‟m not sure if there‟s 

anyone... anyway of doing it down here [in my remote place where I live].  

 

I suggest, informed by Rambo, to view conversion to Buddhism as essentially a sociological 

and psychological process, in which practitioners themselves define how and when they 

regard they have become Buddhist. They concede moving from not-Buddhist to Buddhist, 

and they are willing to talk of this as a story. They prefer, however, to articulate language 

around the word “practice”. Rarely, if ever is the change from not-practitioner to practitioner a 

single event that the word “conversion” may conjure up (although it may well be ritualised in 

an event). Rather, it is a process, but not necessarily a causative chain of events. This 

progression has a context, and therefore is influenced by a web of relationships. Multiple 

factors are at play, and these factors are interactive and cumulative. Rambo concludes that 

conversion is “what a group or person says it is” (1993, xiv), yet offers a definition of 

conversion that is so broad it says little: 

 

Conversion is paradoxical. It is elusive. It is inclusive. It destroys and it saves. Conversion is 

sudden and it is gradual. It is created totally by the action of God, and it is created totally by 

the actions of humans. Conversion is personal and communal, private and public. It is both 

passive and active. It is a retreat from the world. It is a resolution of conflict and an 

empowerment to go into the world and to confront, if not create, conflict. Conversion is an 

event and a process. It is an ending and a beginning. It is final and open-ended. Conversion 

leaves us devastated – and transformed (1993, 176). 

John Lofland (1994) rightly critiques this “everything-is-sometimes-true” as “open-ended 

indeterminacy” (1994, 100). Ironically Rambo himself calls for conversion studies that 
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address “the nature of conversion in the formation and transmission of religious traditions” 

(1993, 175), implying that he must concede some sort of formal categories into which one 

can convert. In the case of my interviewees, no single group says conversion is anything in 

particular, and individuals decline the use of the word. Hence if “conversion” is declined both 

as a word and a concept, then we must reject all further talk of it vis-à-vis Buddhism in 

Western contexts. Thus the category of “convert Buddhist”, which is often found juxtaposed 

with “ethnic Buddhist” is put at risk. I conclude that “taking up the practice” and “becoming a 

practitioner” are more in line with the interviewees‟ own understanding of both themselves 

and the process by which they journeyed from not-Buddhist to Buddhist. Hence I propose to 

reword the typology of Alan Wallace (2002), that the interviewees are “those who have a self-

conscious sense of [moving towards, embracing and taking up the practice of] Buddhism and 

who thereafter refer to themselves not simply as having an interest in Buddhism or as 

studying Buddhism, but as being Buddhist” (2002, 34).  

 

 To become Buddhist – that is to be able to declare “Buddhist” (or one of the Buddhist 

sects) on a census form – one “takes up the practice”: this “practice” has various meanings, 

but more often than not simply means meditation. These actors are more than mere 

“sympathizers” (Tweed, 2002, Tweed, 1999) who graze on whatever Buddhist idea or ritual 

takes their fancy. The self as actor perceives that the practice of meditation will fulfil in some 

way their expressed psychological need. In this, they are willing to be identified as Buddhist.  

 

Refuge in practice: re-languaging the self 

I propose that these practitioners are in fact “taking refuge” in “taking up the practice”, that is 

they perceive that action is in itself a refuge. It is the action of meditation (primarily), with the 

intention of initiating “calm” (samatha) (Gethin, 1998, 104, 179, Williams, 2000, 81, Harvey, 

1990, 246).  

 

Massimo Leone (2004) conceptualizes a re-stabilization of the self after experiencing 

“vertigo” when the self had been destabilized. He concludes that “religious conversion is 

primarily a conversion of meanings, wherein the paradoxical constitution of a stable identity 

… is possible only when the elements which compose a soul are rearranged in order to 

express a different language” (2004, 173). This is a semiotic understanding of religious 

conversion, and I propose, following Leone that “taking refuge” in “taking up the practice” can 

be understood as a conversion of meaning. The Buddhist practitioner has not so much 

converted his or her self, but has re-conceptualised and re-ordered the elements of the self 

so as to be able to interpret the self within and using a new and different worldview. This 

allows for the ambiguities expressed, even to the point of allowing oneself to identify 

concurrently with other religions. In other words, they can say “I do particularities. It doesn‟t 

matter so much what I believe”. Or, to say it another way “I wish to story myself as a 

practitioner, not a believer”. Both negative and positive factors conspire together so that the 

actor (that is, the interviewee) perceives that in doing Buddhist practice – mainly meditation – 

that in some way personal or social negativities will be addressed and positive aspirations 

will be fulfilled. I propose that Western practitioners are attracted to a sequence of 

commitment: practice precedes belief. 
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Buddhist identity and the Gospel 

If a British Buddhist conceives him/herself primarily as a “practitioner”, what challenges might 

this throw up for Christians who wish to “share Jesus” with him/her, especially if one is 

concerned to do it in ways that are “culturally sensitive and with transformational impact” (Lim 

and Spaulding, 2005, vii). While no doubt there may be many, I wish to highlight only a few, 

then finish with a personal example.  

British Buddhists are likely to have had some contact with the church, and are likely to have 

storied a negative response to it. It is common to find prejudice against the church: hence 

words like “conversion” are anathema; they are likely to know intimately so-called strategies 

of Christian mission and evangelism, and therefore resist any moves towards them that 

smack of a heresy-rationalist approach of evangelism (Johnson et al., 2004, Neumann, 

2004).   

 

Hence British Buddhists are likely to resist a presentation of propositional truth, especially if 

that truth draws on authorities they perceive as not relevant to them, like the Bible. This is not 

only because of the reason above – many are precisely converts out of Christianity because 

propostional truth claims (or at least the way they experienced them to have been presented) 

were deemed irrelevant – but also because they are not concerned as much with Faith, or 

Religion, of Truth, but with practice. All but four of my 27 interviewees – granted, interviewed 

in a non-British, but nevertheless Western context – had had some sort of Christian contact, 

experience or upbringing. Christians should not be surprised if belief follows practice. This, it 

could be argued, is possibly more a post-modern utilitarian phenomenon – “if it works and I 

find it helpful, I‟ll use it” – rather than uniquely Buddhist per se, but nevertheless, Christians 

may serve their Buddhist friends better if they did religious things with them first.   

 

This of course may be problematic to many a Christian. How does one actually do Buddhist 

things if one is a Christian? At what point might meditation, for example, become “too 

Buddhist” for comfort? Prostrating before a Buddha will probably compromise a Christian. 

Nevertheless, doing practice may well open the windows of conversation, I suggest. It may 

not be Buddhist practice, but Buddhists appreciate seeing Christians doing Christian things. 

It‟s in the doing (rather than the believing) that a Buddhist appreciates that their Christian 

friend is serious in their Faith. Belief is not seen, but religious practice is: belief is trans-

emperical, while practice is emperical.  

 

Hence there is an implicit call in mission to Western Buddhists, that Christians be disciplined 

in their own routinized ritual. This may seem odd to some Christians, but it is second nature 

to others. Daily devotional “quiet time” is well embedded in evangelicalism. Ritual 

mass/eucharist happens every week in Catholic and many Anglican churches. Overlap in 

ethical commonalities offers contact points for involvement with Buddhists in service 

opportunities and or relief and aid projects. This means that Christians must have disciplined 

religious practices, and they must also have the skill and will to be able to speak about them.  

Conversations therefore can and should be about what one does before (or as much as) 

talking about what one believes. A Christian who seeks to relate to a Western Buddhist could 

open a conversation with “what do you do?” rather than “what do you believe?”, then “why do 

you do that?”, or “what benefits does that practice bring to you?” Comparing and contrast of 

practice can lead to many worthwhile conversations.  
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A personal story: working it out in practice 

 I wish to finish by describing a personal story where I tried to apply what I‟ve been 

discussing: as a Christian I sought to meet with a group of Buddhists and prioritise ritual 

practice. I took up an invitation by a local chapter of a Zen group to join them in zazen. 

 

 Knowing that I was a Christian, they explained in detail what to do and expect. In deference 

to me, they changed the Buddha image at the front of the zendo to a pile of round river rocks 

to represent the Buddha nature instead. They figured I‟d be unlikely to want to prostrate to 

the Buddha, and the pile of stones was a less explicit substitute. I then “sat” with them in a 20 

minute silent meditation, then 5 minutes of walking meditation, then another 20 minute silent 

meditation. My back and knees have never ached so much in my life!  

 

 I found the mode of practice remarkably refreshing. Silence had been missing for 

some time in my life; the simplicity of the Zen practice was not immediately threatening due 

to the simplicity of the zendo – there were no fierce deities looking down on me, as one might 

find in a Tibetan temple. I drew two lines: I did not prostrate to the three stones, and I did not 

“empty” my mind.   

 

On completion, these Zen Buddhist practitioners related to me as if I‟d passed some sort of 

initiation rite: “you‟re the first Christian we‟ve met that has actually taken an interest in what 

we do, rather than trying to convert us”. They invited me to stay on for lunch, which I did, and 

some robust yet gracious conversation emerged naturally over good food and in warm 

sunshine. Having “practised” with them, they were now curious as to know what my Christian 

practice was, and what might be common with them, or different to them. I was ready for the 

questions, and so I told them the things I did that facilitated my following Jesus. In other 

words I told them what my religious practice was. The conversation naturally ended up in 

questions of worldview, belief, and theology. And I stayed on to do the dishes with them.  

 

 While no one explicitly made a decision to follow Jesus, windows of trust were 

opened. Like Paul in Acts 17: 32, “some wanted to hear more on the subject”, and I found 

myself with a group of new friends. It was these new Zen Buddhist friends – of the same 

culture, ethnicity and language as myself – who then invited me to a barbeque several weeks 

later. Because of the relationship we had built, the conversations moved to yet a deeper 

level. At the barbeque, some saw an irony: these new Zen Buddhist friends had welcomed a 

Christian to their Christmas barbeque.  
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Abstract 

Prayer Spaces in Schools commenced in British schools in 2008 more by accident than 

design. Though there were only a small number of events initially in southern England, the 

movement has rapidly spread across the United Kingdom.  There is general good will of 

Head Teachers who are keen to give children the opportunity to be creative in a Prayer 

Space in their schools.    

 

This research project is an initial enquiry as to whether the creativity that a Prayer Space 

offers assists the participating children in personal reflection and simple prayer.  Research 

was carried out in a Roman Catholic Primary School in Gloucester, England. Children‟s 

responses were either written, photographed or recorded verbally. 

 

The results showed that children do feel able to reflect and pray freely with the help of the 

creative activities in a Prayer Space. The study demonstrates that creativity enhances 

openness in prayer: the findings are consistent with scholarship on the spiritual development 

of children. The study concludes with brief reflections on mission and by highlighting some 

further research that is needed.  

 

Introduction 

This is a case study of one Prayer Space in one school in Gloucester. It reports the 

responses of children and assesses the ways in which creativity assists them in prayer.  

Simple but creative activities of a Prayer Space assist participants‟ reflective thinking: they 

lead children to whisper heart-felt prayers to God.  

 

I wanted to examine this to see whether these activities and spaces really did lead to young 

people engaging with God in some way.  I wished to see if creating a space designated for 

prayer, and also providing creative activities, does actually assist in prayer and personal 

reflection. Behind these questions was a deeper one: could Prayer Spaces be conceived of 

as missional in some sense? 

 

I have been involved in a team which has set up and run Prayer Spaces in schools since 

2008.  We have worked solely in high schools with young people aged between 11 and 16. 

There are now dozens of Prayer Spaces in Schools each month across Britain. I have been 

struck by the ways in which the young people have chosen to participate in the creative 

activities: they have shared with either a school staff member or a member of the team what 
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they have been thinking, feeling or experiencing. In Prayer Spaces, an invitation is given, but 

non-one is coerced.    

 

 

 

 

A Creative Prayer Space 

A Prayer Space is not something you would see in a monastery: it is not a small room with a 

candle burning in a corner.  A Prayer Space in a school is rarely quiet or orderly.  To date, 

we haven‟t used Cathedral music or incense (although, in the long term, we may well use 

these, but in new ways!). 

 

It is quite the opposite of the monastery image. In a Prayer Space in School, there may be a 

tent in the room, or a couple of gazebos; soft cushions and draped materials; fairy lights and 

coloured shades; a bubble tube and static electricity globe; pegs, string and washing lines; 

glue and glitter; post-it notes; pipe cleaners, tissue paper and card; sand, clay and play doh.  

Any room will do: an unused classroom; a foyer; the school hall.   

 

Each Prayer Space has a theme: we have run them around The Lord‟s Prayer, Community 

Awareness, God our Father, The story of Easter, Christmas.  The individual activities  – we 

call them „stations‟ – unpack that theme. The visitor takes part in each activity, using the 

sample prayer offered beside it.  The stations are explained to the children, but generally the 

children are left alone to decide what it is they want to write, pray or create. 

 

For example, at one popular station, a child drops a small vitamin C tablet into a vase of 

water: it effervesces until all trace is gone.  This is used to illustrate forgiveness.  The 

participant is invited to think of something they need to say sorry for, and then to say that 

prayer as they drop the tablet into the water and watch it dissolve. The activity invites 

reflection on the need to forgive. This can be quite powerful as Tim Abbot, director of 

Sanctum, a leading Prayer Space organisation notes:   

 The encounter that moved us both today was the girl who, having done the 

 Forgiving activity came and sat with Amy at the Character activity, tears flowing 

 down her face. She talked about how she‟d been able to let go of some things that 

 she‟d been holding in for a long time. Conversation turned to her beliefs – atheistic  

 until something that happened at the weekend – and now the surprising sense of 

 God‟s intervention in her life that had arisen from her short time in [the Prayer 

 Space] Sanctum. Later she shared with the teacher and myself, struggling to put  into 

            words what she had experienced, and yet full of joy, as if discovering something for 

           the first time. (Abbott, 2011). 

 

Prayer Spaces in Schools redesigns a designated space within the school for anything 

between one day to two weeks. The space, theme and general approach is negotiated with 

the Head Teacher and staff so that all arrangements are understood.  The room is decorated 

to take away the classroom look and give it the feel of a place that is restful so the children 

can quickly quiet themselves. A selection of prayer stations is set up around the room inviting 
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children to participate in prayer at each activity. The instructions beside the station will 

usually use the words, „If you want to …‟, putting the emphasis on the invitation.  

 

Accessing A Creative Prayer Space 

The Prayer Space is publicised around the school as a special event. This may be a 

timetabled class event or during break times and after school, for children to visit voluntarily. 

Either way, the team will always be on hand to welcome the children, to explain what the 

activities are about, to guide people through the activities and prayers, and to talk further with 

anyone who has questions.  This can be done with a group of children at the same time, or 

individually.  

 

The children are told that no station or activity is compulsory.  The aim is to give the children 

the chance to explore faith and their spirituality and relationship with God in a safe 

environment. Tim Abbot of Sanctum: 

Feedback has ranged from many who said it had helped them to relax, that they had 

enjoyed the peace, that they had been able to let go of worries or hurts, and a few 

who said things like “[Sanctum] helped me believe in God more”. Then there are the 

few who said it didn‟t change their thoughts about prayer and it didn‟t really make any 

difference to them. I‟m grateful for these comments too, because they confirm that 

Sanctum isn‟t coercing young people into a response but allows them to draw their 

own conclusions (Abbott, 2012). 

 

Phil Togwell, the Director of Prayer Spaces in Schools, notes that bringing children into the 

Christian faith is not the main purpose of the Prayer Space. He explains: 

[The Prayer Spaces] enable children and young people to explore spiritual themes, to 

reflect on their big questions about life and existence, and to consider their own 

thoughts and feelings and actions in relation to others, all in simple, non-threatening 

ways. And, of course, they help us learn how to pray (Togwell, 2012).  

 

It is an invitation to ask the question „is there a God and if there is can I talk to him?‟  

Children are free to talk to whomever they believe „God‟ to be, if, indeed, they choose to 

believe in a god at all.  Our role is not to convert anyone to the Christian faith, merely to offer 

a relationship with God. 

 

Children’s spirituality 

Where might this approach then „fit‟ with respect to children‟s spirituality and faith 

development? Does a Prayer Space need to be explicitly Christian at all?  Robert Coles, 

Professor of Psychiatry and Medical Humanities at Harvard University has over thirty years 

of experience listening to children tell about their inner lives. He has concluded that a child 

realises there is a greater being than themselves and understands that they are „in touch‟ 

with that greater being.  Coles believes that this can be witnessed as children talk abstractly 

about their experiences or thoughts: as adults, we just need to tune in to what they are 

saying.  It could be too easily dismissed as mere childhood nonsense (Coles, 1992, p. xvi, 

xix).   
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Rebecca Nye, a leading expert, lecturer and consultant in children‟s spirituality, makes this 

more specific. She defines children‟s spirituality as „God‟s ways of being with children and 

children‟s ways of being with God‟ (Nye, 2009, p. 5).   This definition suggests that one 

cannot be judgemental between one child‟s experience and another‟s, and that the ways will 

change as children become adults.  In attempting to understand what spirituality entails, she 

suggests that as adults, we try using similes or a drawing: „…. A love, breathing, water, a 

puzzle, a journey‟ (2009, p. 8).   Neither scholar is willing to give a precise definition of 

spirituality.  It is more of a fluid, changeable, inner experience that is unique to each person, 

but involves something of the realisation that there is a greater being with whom children can 

communicate.  

 

Because of this, Nye explains that children are more readily accepting than adults of the 

things they experience but don‟t understand.   They don‟t analyse everything in detail as 

adults may, so have a more holistic understanding of what is around them.  They lack 

suspicion and, because they are making new discoveries every day, have a „natural capacity 

for wonder‟.  This outlook helps the child accept those things which they know they cannot 

put into words giving their perception a more „mystical quality‟ (2009, p. 8).  I have witnessed 

this „wonder‟ and acceptance of things not understood in my own three children:  I have tried 

in vain to answer their unending questions of „why?‟ and „how?‟, yet still they accept the 

unknown, without specific rational answer. 

 

James Fowler, a developmental psychologist, has theorised about different stages of faith 

development, linked to the chronological development of a child. Primary school children, 

aged between seven and eleven are at stage two – Fowler‟s „mythic-literal‟ faith – where 

storying gives shape to wonder: 

 Mythic-Literal faith is the stage in which the person begins to take on for him- or 

 herself the stories, beliefs and observances that symbolize belonging to his or her 

 community.  Beliefs are appropriated with literal interpretations, as are moral rules 

 and attitudes.  Symbols are taken as one-dimensional and literal in meaning … 

 Story becomes the major way of giving unity and value to experience‟ (Fowler, 

 1995, p. 149). 

 

The mythic-literal mind of a child works to sort the difference between what is myth and what 

is real.  Their story telling takes shape as they become confident in generating their own 

ideas and discussing their meaning.  Stories become exciting ways of communicating and 

learning. The interviews Fowler recorded in his book, Stages of Faith (1995), illustrate that 

those who have heard Bible stories have been able to refer back to what they have heard 

and use the information to consider the world around them.    Francis Bridger illustrates this 

further in that children will form their images of God based on their individual experiences of 

life and the world around them (Bridger, 2000, p. 68).   

 

Fowler‟s stage two is helpful in theorizing about how primary school children understand and 

conceptualise religious ideas.  Betty Cloyd, a consultant in prayer and spiritual formation, 

suggests that those children who have heard and understood stories from the Bible are able 

to use the information to help to understand not only the world around them, but who or what 

God is in relation to them.  God is seen as a human person but different in some way: 

different from all the other humans, possibly stronger and more powerful, and maybe even a 
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superhero.  He is seen by children aged six to seven as a giant, an invisible man or a 

magician.  Once a child is around nine they become more understanding of the spiritual 

nature of God though may not be able to describe it (Cloyd, 1997, p. 27).   It may seem that 

children with a religious background have been led to respond to a deity, yet, as Nye writes, 

several studies with children have led to other results: 

The key finding of all these studies is that spirituality is a common, natural feature of 

probably all, children‟s lives.  Certainly no studies have highlighted a type of child 

 who does not possess active spiritual capacities.  From a Christian point of 

view, that makes sense, since it would be difficult to understand why some people 

would be created without an instinctive capacity to respond to our Creator (Nye, 

2009, p.9). 

 

Nye is claiming that it is not just the religiously educated child who has an opportunity to 

respond to what is naturally spiritual within them, but it is innate in every child who wonders.  

Nevertheless, Cloyd adds that some children are more inclined to be contemplative and 

reflective than others.  She claims that these children are „more in rhythm with the life of the 

Spirit of God‟ (1997, p. 15).  Unfortunately she does not give any empirical evidence for this, 

though it would stand to reason that a child who takes the time to stop and think deeply 

would become aware of stirrings within their inner selves. 

Cloyd notes Fowler‟s Stages of Faith, and how the next stages are initialised, claiming that it 

is God who is responsible for leading a person forward, rather than a person being self-

driven or determined.  Cloyd believes the first prayers of a child are not brought about as a 

result of a child‟s initiative, but rather, the work of God in their lives: „The child‟s first attempts 

at prayer are in response to divine nudging from God‟ (1997, p. 41).  This view concurs with 

Nye‟s, that it is God and his ways with children that bring about children‟s ways with God. 

However, Fowler views the stages of faith as a natural progression brought about by the 

chronological development of the child. Fowler‟s model does not presume that that God 

intervenes in a child‟s life.  

 

Openness to God‟s intervention – according to Nye – means that a child of seven or older is 

also more aware of his/her developing conscience and „inner life‟, making them concerned 

about what is right and wrong and seeking judgement and justice (2009, p. 87).   This further 

affects their approach to their experience of life and adds to their development of 

characterising who God is.  The prayers of these children reflect something of what their 

conscience tells them and how it makes them feel. 

 

Creativity in Prayer 

The wonder in a child is evidence of God‟s creativity. Surely then, creativity should not be 

excluded from the expression of prayer. Words in prayer can sometimes be limiting.  A child 

may not be able to verbalise everything they wish to express. Imagination, emotions and 

their own personalities can sometimes be overlooked when words are taught as the only 

tools with which to pray.  The opportunity to use every part of their being in prayer releases 

children from the battle to find the „right‟ words.   As already noted, children still have a sense 

of wonder and welcome opportunities to see, watch, touch and do new things.  One might 

consider such things to be distractions but Chris Leach, a trainer of Children‟s Ministry 

leaders observes, „it‟s a lot more helpful if we can learn to use the „distractions‟ as aids to 
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prayer.  The denial of the physical is particularly difficult for young children, who meet the 

world through eager senses‟ (Leach, 2001, p, 67). 

 

In a similar fashion, the authors of the 24-7 Prayer Manual, express the importance of 

encouraging creativity in prayer, stating that ‟prayer is about using all our senses rather than 

shutting them down‟ (2003, p, 110). From my own observation, the idea of prayer meetings 

using more than words is being more widely adopted in church home groups and other small 

gatherings. Meg Orr, a school teacher and theologian, explains her experience of the use of 

creativity with prayer groups: 

 Over the years I have come to learn that the way we learn something is more 

 influential than the something we learn.  I have found that the use of pictures, 

 posters, prayers, poems as well as passages of Scripture help to stir the imagination 

 when we do theology (Orr, 2005, p. 6).   

 

The advantage of creativity is that it is open to interpretation.  Visual items can be interpreted 

differently by every child, stirring a memory, evoking an emotion or taking them on a new 

path of thought.  Brian Draper, lecturer in Contemporary Culture, and Kevin Draper, a tutor 

on the Oasis Youth Ministry Course, share their views on including something visual in a 

Prayer Space:  

It may be tempting to dismiss this as a „youth thing‟ or as a passing whim or 

phase.Yet if we believe that what is happening is something much more  significant, 

it can point us to the conclusion that, for much more profound reasons, visuals are 

one of the most powerful tools of communication at this point in history (Draper & 

Draper, 2000, p. 38). 

 

In a similar fashion, John Leach, a Parish Development Adviser, is keen to see more 

creativity in the Anglican Church service, recognising the value of „doing‟, and advises 

organisers to ask themselves the question „where would doing something help people to 

understand better or experience more deeply the grace of God?‟ (Leach, 2005, p. 11).  

People are coming to realise that creativity, whether it be making something, watching 

something, touching or smelling something, does actually assist in understanding, reflection, 

and experience.  Prayer is something that can include all of these: the temple rituals in the 

Old Testament are a good example, where drama, personal piety and strong symbol and 

metaphor all come together in one place. Indeed, a key Old Testament simile for prayer is 

incense (see for example, Psalm 141:2). The worship event is truly multi-sensory.    

 

A Prayer Space in a Gloucester Catholic primary school 

We set up a Prayer Space for a day in a local Catholic primary school in Gloucester in April 

2012. Primary school children in a British school are aged between four and eleven. Not all 

children were involved, as some were out of school on a field trip. The team for the day 

consisted of Joe Knight (worker for Prayer Spaces in Schools), Anjali Kemp (photographer 

and general assistant), Rita Rimkiene (parent of one of the school children), myself, and 

Chris Blockley (Chaplain at Gloucester Academy). 

 

Chris Blockley began the day by leading the school assembly, teaching the children actions 

to the Lord's Prayer. A early focused event acts as a signpost for both the children and staff, 
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and sets the tone for the day. Following the assembly, classes of thirty children were brought 

into the hall at half hour intervals.  Their time with us began with a quick Examen type 

discussion. Examen is a prayer discipline, developed by the Jesuits and others, which invites 

God into the day. We asked the children what were the parts of the Lord's Prayer and actions 

they liked and disliked and why. There was considerable uptake on this.  

 

Blockley then explained that each of the stations fitted into the general themes of  the Lord's 

Prayer.  These included ways to say 'Thank you', 'Sorry' and 'Please', as well as others that 

invited the children to 'Forgive' or be forgiven, and to ask 'Lead me' to make a positive 

change or choose to do something kind.  

 

During each session I interviewed one or two children. These children „self selected‟, or 

rather, I was opportunistic in interviewing them, as they had taken themselves aside to ask 

questions. I was able to elicit unique responses from these children about the activities at the 

stations. Others wrote their thoughts or prayers either on paper, card, foam, or in a book. In 

addition, the Head Teacher had asked each class teacher to summarise their thoughts about 

the space. I was therefore able to gain three sets of data: personal interviews, written 

prayers, and formal feedback. I collected data as follows: 

• Photographs of prayers/reflections written on post-it stickers 

• Scanned copies of prayers/reflections written in three books placed at different 

stations in the room 

• Photocopies of pupils‟ and teachers‟ evaluation sheets 

• Recorded semi-structured interviews with children who were selected at random 

I was seeking to gather as much physical evidence as possible of the children‟s responses to 

the Prayer Space. It was more difficult to evaluate the oral responses of the staff or the 

Prayer Space team, although some were recorded in the one to one interviews.   It is 

impossible to evaluate the unspoken thoughts and reflections that maybe led to personal 

conversation with God, or decisions to make changes in attitudes and life patterns. Hence 

the research method was limited solely to physical evidence and oral responses in interview.  

 

Discussion of the Responses 

Below is a selection of the raw data collected.  

1. „Thanks!‟ Prayer Station 

Some of the post-it notes written: 

• I Thank god for my berthday 

• thank you God for all are friends 

• thank‟s for trees 

• (Drawing of a person) Mummy 

• thank you for getting rid of all the thing i did wrong! 

• Thank you for my luck and good family 

 

2. „Sorry‟ Prayer Station 
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Some of the teardrops written: 

• Sorry for being angry 

• I am sorry being nasty to my sister 

• I am sorry for bing norty 

• I‟m sorry for being mean to my familys 

• Sorry for lying and winding my sister up   

• Sorry for not luking after my dog bird and horses 

 

3. „Please‟ Prayer Station 

Some of the hearts written: 

• Please look after everyone in the world who‟s ill 

• Please help me in the futie college and new family 

• Please forgive me for what I done 

• Please help people in Africa 

 

4. „Lead Us‟ Prayer Station 

Some of the bricks written: 

• Not to fight with my brothers or cheak my mum back 

• Lead me to do the right choses forever 

• (Drawing of two people) not argue 

• Lead me to be kind to others 

• Lead me to always to be good    

• Please lead me with helping my mother with our new baby 

 

5. Malawi School Prayer Station 

A fifth component was added to this school‟s Prayer Space. This school was running a 

project to help raise awareness of a partner school in Malawi. Each Prayer Space in Schools 

is adaptable to the needs of the host school. The addition of the Malawi school demonstrates 

this for the school we were in. One of the prayers written on the poster for Malawi was Dear 

Jesus Please help people in Malawi who are sick, ill or injured Amen 

 

 

6.  A quiet space. 

The children were told that the „room‟ created by the cushions in the decorated gazebo was 

for time to sit quietly and think. If they wanted to, they could write a prayer in the book there.  
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• Dear God, Thank you for forgiving my bad Amen 

• Dear god, You‟re the best forgiving me Amen 

• Dear God, help me do great work very hard 

• dear god please help me when I am in trouble 

• Dear god help us Be more like you Amen 

• Dear God keep me safe amen 

 

 

7.  Pictures Station 

Pictures that related to the Lord‟s Prayer were placed on a table with a book. 

• I love the picture of the crashing waves because it reminds me of God‟s power. 

• I like the picture with Jesus because it helps me be a better person. 

• I love the cuddly pengwins because it reminds me of god next to me all the times 

• I like the tree picture because it makes me think of all the miricals Jesus made 

• I like the poppy because they bring memorys of dead soldiers that helped stop wars. 

 

 

8. Poetry Station 

Some poems relevant to the Lord‟s Prayer, written by Chris Blockley, were placed on a table 

and the children were invited to read and comment on them in a book placed nearby. 

• I like the poem „are you there‟ because it reminded me about when I do wrong things. 

• I like thank you because you say thank you. 

• I like “when the evening comes because encourages me to right things. 

• My fav is Father to son because it shows how much they love each other. 

• Lol lol its epic lol lol lol lol.  

 

 

9. Interviews I held with 12 randomly selected children.   

There were three main questions: 

• Do you think it (the Prayer Space or specific activity) helped you to pray? 

• How did it help you to pray? 

• What did you say please/thank you for? 
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Ten of the twelve children believed the Prayer Space helped them to pray. Some of their 

response to „how did it help them to pray‟ include:   

• Made me feel about what things God does. 

• I think about why Jesus died 

• I dunno, it just helped 

• Makes me remember stuff 

 

Their responses to the question “what did you say „please/thank you‟ for?” included  

• When I said please……… my sister …she‟s a little bit poorly …….. so I said please 

asked God to make her better 

• Thank you ……. My family and my life 

 

Other comments during interviews included 

• The only thing I like about this is the arty stuff. 

• I think the colours represent all the creatures 

• I think it‟s all helpful. 

• Helps me think …… makes me feel bad. 

 

I did not realise then the influence that a Roman Catholic school would have on the children 

and how this context might influence their responses to the creative prayer stations.  It was 

during the interviews that I discovered that the children had been well educated with regard 

to the Christian faith and were familiar with many Bible stories and common prayers.   The 

Catholic priest often visits the school and they share a Catholic chaplain with their connected 

High School.  The children had recently celebrated Lent and Easter so were well aware of 

the Bible stories and prayers of the Easter season.  This broad knowledge and 

understanding gave them a starting point when they arrived.  

 

The disadvantage was that the children already had a bias and presumed that they were fully 

expected to take part in the activities, as they do when the priest or chaplain visits them. This 

may well have stifled their spontaneity.  They were also used to the religious language: some 

seemed overly eloquent when interviewed.  

 

Nevertheless, the children had previously only used prayers from books or those that had 

been taught to them or those they remembered and recited on set occasions.  The children‟s 

responses ranged from those who followed the guidelines rigidly, copying the suggested 

prayer word for word – perhaps betraying their more formal Catholic context – to  those who 

did or wrote just what they wanted to.  In the Prayer Space we gave them the opportunity 

and the freedom to say, write or draw their own prayers. It was something different to the 

prayers they often said by rote. This impromtu  context was new and refreshing for many.  
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Analysing the Responses 

The prayers written on post-it notes at the „Thanks!‟ station were mainly focussed on the 

things and people in the children‟s day to day lives: friends; Mummy; family; birthday; love; 

food; computer games; football.  This is how both Fowler and Cloyd would expect them to 

pray – the children were being thankful for what is in their daily experience of life. There were 

an few thanks that reached out further than the home or school: trees; animals in the world.  

These children were thinking outside of the „home‟ box and relating God to these things as 

creator. There were a couple of prayers – using Coles and Nye‟s categories – that  would be 

recognised as the children responding from their inner selves, or, „spiritually‟: thank you for 

getting rid of all the thing I did wrong; thanks for giving me life.   

 

Similarly, at the „Please‟ station, the children wrote prayers focussed on their close life 

experience (please help me in the futie college and new family), with a few reaching out 

further afield: please look after everyone in the world who‟s ill; please help people in Africa.  

The response from the inner self said: please forgive me for what I done. 

 

Where the children were prompted to think of something they might be sorry for, there was a 

general response of apologies for specific things that the children recognised as wrong: 

being angry; nasty; norty; mean; lying; annoying; being cheeky; stroppy and abrupt.  Nye 

(2009, p. 87) interprets this as the developing conscience: an ability to  judge between right 

and wrong.  An interesting response that, hopefully, will raise a question with the school staff 

was: I am sorry for being bad at math.  I would suggest that a response from the inner self 

was: I am sorry I disobey you. 

 

The „Lead Us‟ station was very limited in the scope of responses, the majority being very 

closely related to the children‟s home life: not to fight; not argue; help my mother with our 

new baby; do more sporty stuff.  Some were asking for changes in attitude: sharing; be kind 

to others; always to be good; clever and brave.  Fowler (1981, p. 149) and Nye (2002, p. 93) 

refer to the affect that stories have on children at this age. It is possible that this type of 

response was a reflection of a character the child had heard of in a story and admired or 

esteemed to be like.  It is difficult to say which category this prayer falls into: lead me to do 

the right choses forever.  But it is a perceptive one nevertheless. 

 

The children were invited to write a prayer for a school in Malawi.  It was noticeable that 

these prayers were focussed on what the children had learnt about the school and the 

community and environment it was in: Dear Jesus Please help people in Malawi who are 

sick, ill or injured Amen. 

 

The pictures station was noted for its variety of responses. Each picture card could have a 

very wide range of responses. Chris Leach, in his book How to Use Symbol and Action in 

Worship (2005) constantly refers to the power of the visual.  It will resound in different ways 

with different people, as we found with the children.  There were two completely different 

responses to the picture of an ocean wave: I love the picture of the crashing waves because 

it reminds me of God‟s power. In contrast, another wrote [I like] the wave because its so 

peaceful. Some of their responses to the wave specifically referred to God or Jesus: it 

reminds me of God‟s power; god next to me all the times; all the miricals Jesus made; god 
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loves us and hugs us.  I would suggest that these were such because the children thought 

they were expected to connect them to God or Jesus, as there were other pictures of Jesus 

on the table, rather than a connection with their spirituality. Others were straight forward 

reactions: I like the treas with the perpall flowers because it reminds me of naicher.  I like the 

[football] goal picture because it is funny. The most curious response – which I simply 

couldn‟t fathom – was I like the one with jesus because it reminds me of Rasputin. Rasputin 

was a Russian mystic monk of the Orthodox church, and advisor to the Romanov imperial 

family in the early 20th century. I can only explain this as due to a child from another 

nationality – probably Russian – who must have had some respect for Rasputin inculcated at 

some point. 

In the poetry corner, the children wrote some of their thoughts in a book. Comments refer to 

the affects the poems had on their conscience: reminded me about when I do wrong things; 

encourages me to do right things; say thank you.  Another referred to how much love was 

shared: My fav is Father to son because it shows how much they love each other.  Were all 

the prayers serious and genuine? Probably not. One seemed rather flippant: lol its epic lol…  

There are always one or two visitors who deliberately choose not to do what is suggested. 

Some stand back and observe: others deliberately do something completely different; some 

may even sabotage a station.  Yet sometimes, it is because there is something in the room 

or at a particular station, that has hit home and they are not sure how to deal with it, so 

making a joke or unusual comment seems to be their way out.  Other times we recognise 

that the child simply does not wish to participate. 

 

The other stations in the room were „forgive‟ and „kingdom‟.  Rita, a member of our team, 

reported a child saying to her, „my heart feels lighter,‟ after dropping the vitamin C tablet and 

watching it dissolve.  We are assuming that this was that child‟s spiritual experience.  Dewar 

writes „Children are incredibly direct and what comes out can sometimes be amazing and 

profound‟ (2002, p. 22).  Her words simply described what she knew.  The words had not 

been said at any point of the day by any adult or anyone else in the room.  Another child is 

reported on the evaluation sheets, to have enjoyed the saying sorry activity – felt something 

inside when the fizzing was happening.  Other than this we cannot know what responses 

children may have had, but that station was most popular!   

 

The „kingdom‟ station gave the children the opportunity to make flowers which the children 

connected with making God‟s kingdom colourful.  It was a time for conversation with the 

children about what they had done in the Prayer Space and for reflecting on the glory of the 

Kingdom.  There were no written responses for this station. 

 

The interviews conducted with the children took place in the same room as the Prayer 

Space.  Some of the children spoke very quietly and, unfortunately, were not totally picked 

up by the voice recorder. This is a common enough challenge in gaining primary source 

material.  However, I was able to get clear responses to the main question which asked if 

doing things in the Prayer Space helped them to pray.  The response was 80% positive (of 

the 12 I interviewed).  I do not want to put much weight onto this response because, again, I 

think the children in this case were expecting to participate in the activities and joining in with 

school prayers is something they do every day. Because it was a Prayer Space, and 

because it was a Catholic school in which they are expected to pray, then this response 

shouldn‟t be surprising. Nevertheless, the spontaneity, creativity and freedom of a new way 
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of praying  may still inform this high response. Adding the opportunity to be creative makes 

the invitation to pray more welcoming.   

 

Unexpected Findings 

The „please‟, „thanks‟, „sorry‟ and „lead us‟ stations were the main places where children were 

asked to write their thoughts or prayers on something individual and add it to a whole, that is, 

a „please‟ heart was dropped into a hand, a „sorry‟ teardrop was glued with the many others 

onto large teardrops, the „thanks‟ post-its were stuck onto a window with others and the „lead 

us‟ bricks were added to a yellow brick road.  We believed these activities could contribute to 

fostering a sense that prayer could be a community event: it both represented and built 

community. The Head Teacher and staff were quite moved when they read some of the 

heart-felt prayers the children had written.  The Head spoke of her wonder at the honesty the 

children had expressed and saw how the different stations had given them the freedom to be 

so truthful and open without fear of judgement.  

 

The outcome that day was that the Head would like more Prayer Spaces and perhaps 

something permanent in the school.  She is also interested in the team doing a Prayer Space 

for the parents and local community after school.  

 

 

 

Conclusions 

The children‟s prayers were consistent with scholarship on children‟s spiritual development. 

The prayers represented a  „perception of religion as continuous with everyday life‟ (Nye, 

2002, p. 92).  Some of the stations pricked the developing consciences of the children while 

others made them think about what is good in their lives. Some responded with thoughts that 

ranged across the wider world.  The discussion has led us to expect nothing less than this.  

This is how children pray.  It is how they bring their thoughts, concerns and dreams to God, 

whomever they conceive God to be. The children responded to something that aroused them 

spiritually and, whether they understood it or not, they had the freedom in the Prayer Space 

to write, pray and create a response. 

 

The creative prayer stations were distinct and specific in their intention to stimulate reflection 

on one particular aspect.  It was up to the child to offer this thought or reflection as a prayer 

to God, whether something was written down or not.  Many prayers were written in the 

Prayer Space and many responses were shared in the books.  It would be wise to 

acknowledge the variety of responses and motivations: not everything was a heart-felt prayer 

to God.  Nevertheless, the possibility that many were precisely that cannot be ruled out 

either. They represented God-punctuated moments. Giving children the opportunity to 

explore their big questions of life and offering a method for them to express their developing 

spirituality is in effect offering an invitation to experience God intimately.  Children have a 

spiritual nature: creative Prayer Spaces give them the chance to explore that which is 

spiritual. 
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Overall, judging from the feedback on the evaluation sheets, the children enjoyed their 

experience in the Prayer Space.  They liked having the freedom to write their own prayers in 

a variety of ways and sharing the time with their friends.  The quiet space in the tent was 

popular and the children said that they would have preferred more time to do some of the 

things they didn‟t get to do in the thirty minutes allotted.   

 

This preliminary study has been merely introductory. The research methodology was 

qualitative, based on written content and interviews.  Because of the religious nature of the 

school, there was undoubtedly a bias on what the children felt they were expected to do and 

say in response to the interview questions and to some of the activities.  This is evidenced 

especially in the interviews and the responses to the poetry and pictures.  I suggest that 

research needs to be carried out in a non-Faith school, where children have not been taught 

anything religious except that which is included in the compulsory religious education 

curriculum.  If this was undertaken, then a stronger indicator may emerge as to the 

relationship of creativity and prayer. 

 

Prayer Spaces are creative and can appeal to all the senses.  This case study focussed 

mainly on sight and touch.  In the future, we could devise activities that use hearing, smell 

and taste.  It would be interesting to include a station for each of these, or even make them 

part of the Prayer Space as a whole, to discover if they too assist in children‟s reflection and 

prayer. There are other issues that may affect the way children respond in their prayers or 

reflections. These might include cultural background, social and economic context, age and 

maturity, physical or mental ability.  Whatever these future studies reveal, I submit that 

indeed prayer and creativity are linked, and moreover „a mysterious bond exists between 

God and the child, and the adults in the child‟s life have the responsibility to see that that 

relationship continues to grow‟ (Cloyd, 1997, p. xv).  
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Prayer Spaces in Schools:  
An Interview with Joe Knight. 
 
Hugh P Kemp, Academic Dean and Head of Mission Studies, Redcliffe College 
 
Encounters guest editor Hugh Kemp interviewed Gloucester-based Joe Knight on 23rd May, 2013. 
Prayer Spaces in Schools is a growing movement across the United Kingdom, and has significant 
missional success and potential. 
 

Encounters: What is Prayer Spaces in Schools, and what‟s your involvement in it? 

JK: Prayer Spaces in Schools are events that happen in every level of education: infant, 

primary, secondary schools, 6th form colleges and universities. The basic idea is to create a 

space where people can reflect and grow in an awareness of themselves, others and God. 

They‟re spaces that are geared to help people not just to learn about prayer, but to help 

people in their praying and to actually practise some of the ideas behind Christian spirituality. 

They‟re quite flexible spaces: very open and very welcoming, to people of Faith and no Faith. 

And they‟re geared to help students to reflect on different aspects of life, of their story, and to 

see how their story might fit into God‟s story, and how God‟s story might fit into theirs.  

 

Encounters: So do you just present yourself at the school and say „can we have a 

classroom for a week and run a Prayer Space?‟ How does that work? 

JK: It‟s different for every school. It started through 24/7 Prayer, which is an international 

movement and that‟s largely about prayer rooms in churches, but also in other contexts as 

well. And it‟s not just about prayer, but about how prayer results in mission and acts of justice 

as well. A few guys linked with 24/7 Prayer looked at experimenting with hosting a prayer 

space in a local school and it went very very well. It‟s grown to become a movement in its 

own right and a whole heap of research has been done to see how Prayer Spaces link in 

with the local school and national curriculum and guidelines. British schools have to teach 

Religious Education, and have to conform to Religious Education guidelines: however, 

schools are also interested in how Religious Education relates to the pastoral care of the 

students, and how it relates to other curriculum guidelines that deal with spirituality and other 

social and emotional aspects of the children.  

In the first week of June, 2013, there were 11 Prayer Spaces hosted by primary and 

secondary schools around the UK. That‟s now 500 Prayer Spaces since we began … at 

least, 500 that we know of.  

 

Encounters: Are you telling me that the principals actually approach you because they have 

requirements in the curriculum that they might need to fulfil? 

JK: That‟s how it‟s grown. Yes. So, really it was an accident, but it has become something 

that people are seeing adds value to the way Religious Education and a whole heap of other 

subjects can be taught. And so, yes, Prayer Spaces do tick a lot of boxes for schools. It‟s 

normally the case that the schools find it quite difficult to tick these boxes themselves. It‟s a 

different style of learning. It‟s not front lead. It‟s where students learn at their own pace. It‟s 

not forced in any way, shape or form. It‟s something where students can go away and 
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explore, question, and find answers for themselves, within a very flexible but yet still 

reasonably structured sort of environment.  

Encounters: Can you just walk me through a Prayer Space that you‟ve lead recently? What 

happens? If I was a child, coming into a Prayer Spaces in School event, what would I expect 

to see and experience?  

JK: That‟s a good question. I‟d just say first that we work hard to create a space that works 

well for the each school. So every Prayer Space is different and will probably have different 

stations or focal points unique for where that school is at. I‟ve been involved quite a bit at 

Gloucester Academy. There have been specific seasons that the school has gone through 

where a story or a theme or a particular kind of focus has been relevant to shape the Prayer 

Space around. But generally you walk into a transformed classroom. It‟s usually lit differently, 

and it might be decorated with fairy lights and material, and it‟s very moving and evocative. 

Around the room you see various focal points, at which help people think about various 

aspects of life.  

Generally a Prayer Space will always include something about thankfulness, something 

about relationships: so forgiveness and what we are sorry about it. We‟ll also include 

something about what we‟re hoping for. So, „please‟ kind of stations. So it‟s like a core of 

thank you, sorry, please.  

But then there are other things that can be drawn into a Prayer Space. We can think about 

situations that are going on in the world; situations going on at school. So we can pull in 

together various themes to help where-ever someone is at in their own life and situation. 

There‟s probably something in the room that will speak to them. Well that‟s the hope anyway. 

Sometimes Prayer Spaces in Schools will explicitly be themed like that: „be thankful‟ or „be 

forgiven‟ or „be hopeful‟. And other times we‟ll look at a story from the Bible – we‟ve recently 

done the story of the Prodigal Son.  

 

Encounters: A room just with that whole theme? 

JK: Yes. The room was based on the story. So we pulled out themes for stations, from the 

story. So it was themes like forgiveness and reconciliation. And so we had different points in 

the room where people could deal with those parts in their lives where they felt distant, and 

places in their lives that they were sorry for, or had to deal with negative emotions. It‟s very 

reflective. Anyone could do it. But it‟s in the context of the Prodigal Son, and the context of 

prayer. And so I think that God‟s right at the centre of that.  

 

Encounters: So does Mrs Jones bring her class and put all 32 students through altogether, 

or are kids free to wander in at lunchtime? How does that all work? 

JK: Again, depending on the school, whatever works for them. So in the very first Prayer 

Space I was involved with in Gloucester, we set up a Prayer Space on the story of Jesus 

calming the storm. It was based in a school where about 40% of the kids had special 

education needs. Most of them were from some sort of broken family situation. Our idea was 

that the story of Jesus calming the storm would actually set the tone from when they walked 

in. Our hope was they‟d find the storms of their lives being calmed. Because this was an 
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experiment, we did it by invitation only: break times, lunch times. We did an assembly to kick 

it off, but that was basically it.  

At the end of the week, the chaplain was in tears, just moved by the whole situation. He said 

„Joe, I thought that we might get 10 people through, but we‟ve actually seen half of the 

school‟s students.‟ It was a small school – about 250 pupils who had come through, but it 

was hugely significant. That‟s why we keep being invited back. As the relationship has grown 

with the school, we‟ve found we had more open doors during lesson times, and so we‟ve 

taken Religious Education – they call it „Beliefs and Values‟ lessons – but sometimes we‟ve 

taken over their English lessons for a week as well. We actually able to work different parts 

of those subjects into the Prayer Spaces. So for the English lessons, we focussed on one 

prayer station about writing poetry. For one particular reflection the children were 

encouraged to write a poem. That activity related the hopes for the English teacher.  

 

Encounters: It covered the English lesson as well!.  

JK: It can become an English lesson. It can become a science lesson or a geography 

lesson. It‟s kind of strange. So, yes, it‟s very flexible. The ideal is to split a normal large class 

in two, and maybe have 15 students in a time: it just gives them more physical space go 

around the different stations.  

 

Encounters: So you‟re dealing with multiple stations. Activities to do. Objects to focus on? 

JK: If it‟s a lesson situation, we often begin the lesson with some sort of visual meditation 

with music, or some sort of simple looping power point, maybe with a poem. Or if the Prayer 

Spaces relates to a story –like the Prodigal Son - then it introduces the story. And then from 

that, we‟ll explain the room to the class: „and so you‟ll notice around the room there are focal 

points. What spoke to you in the visual meditation? What spoke to you about the story?‟ You 

get the children thinking about what might be relevant to them. And normally, if we‟ve done 

our work right, there‟ll be something in the room that we can recommend to a student: „well 

maybe that station over there, for you, is going to be relevant. Why don‟t you go over there 

and have a think?‟ And we stick some music on and we let them loose, basically. They‟re 

free to go around and explore at their own pace.  That‟s generally how it works. And then 

we‟re on hand to help anyone who‟s confused about this.  

 

Encounters: So who‟s „we‟? Is there a team of you? 

JK: Yes. There‟s a team. Here in Gloucester there‟s a core team of three. But then we pull in 

some youth workers or teachers to help out too, to cover the unexpected and support the 

children when needed. Even in a crowded classroom, we‟ve had students who have been in 

tears because something has spoken to them.   

One example: we had a class – it was one of the busy ones, about 25 students – so as well 

as the music going – it was loud, kind of busy, not as peaceful as you might imagine – but I 

was sat there at the forgiveness station, and there was this 11 year old boy just started to cry 

at the station. His mates were around him. It was just something you weren‟t expecting  an 

11 year old boy to do. And so I was just able to be there and just say „Hey, what‟s going on?‟ 
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We were able to have a conversation. He‟d felt guilty about his last conversation with his 

grandfather before his grandfather died. It had been a poor conversation. I learned that his 

grandfather had died when he was 7 years old. He‟d been carrying this guilt for about 4 or 5 

years.  

And so we were able to talk about it, and to go through the station together: the station was 

about wiping off something dirty on the whiteboard to make the board clean. And I 

encouraged him that he might find that helpful to do. And he did. He wrote his feelings on the 

white board and then wiped it off. Then he started to cheer up and we were able to talk some 

more. And so a team is really helpful, because then you can respond to those ones and two 

where it‟s really needed, or who have questions.  

 

Encounters: This is a Christian ministry and yet we‟re in a secular, multi-religious cultural 

context here in Britain. In what ways can you continue to be Christian? The word „God‟ is a 

bit of a slippery word. How is this all Christian? Where is Jesus in all this? 

JK: Absolutely. The one major thing that really has helped us out in the last 18 months or so 

is the OFSTED guidelines – the national curriculum has changed. There is a greater 

emphasis on learning about spirituality. There are specific guidelines about learning about 

Christian spirituality, and then schools are free to look at other religions of their choice. But 

there‟s a specific point about learning about Christian spirituality. So purely on an academic 

kind of basis, we‟ve got these guidelines, which really support this kind of Christian ethos of 

these Prayer Spaces. If it becomes a little bit difficult with a school, we can use that 

imperative. 

 

Encounters: You‟ve got the state behind you? 

JK: Yes, that‟s right. But having said that we want to be respectful and welcoming to anyone. 

We don‟t want to create the space where people feel uncomfortable participating. So we run 

a risk of just how explicit we are with the Christian focus, and how hospitable we are for 

people. For all the ones we‟ve done here in Gloucester, they‟re in the context of Christian 

spirituality. If we do a story theme, it is always from the Gospels, and so there is always 

something of Jesus at the centre.  

 

Encounters: So would you expect kids to make a decision to follow Jesus at the end of a 

Prayer Spaces week in a school? Are there any conversions? 

JK:  Do you mean is that our aim? I think it would be hard to expect that. Put yourself in the 

student‟s position. A lot of students these days haven‟t had any sort of Christian exposure to 

anything, let alone stories in the Bible. We do the Lord‟s Prayer quite a bit in schools now (as 

a theme), but it‟s quite rare for people even to know the words of the Lord‟s Prayer. So it 

would be quite a jump I think to go through the Space in the middle of a school day and be 

brought to a place of conversion. Although I‟m certain that significant steps have been made 

in people‟s journeys towards sparking a Faith in them. We‟ve definitely seen people impacted 

by the presence of God and then they‟ve not really known what to do with that. That‟s quite 

interesting: so we can support people when they‟re there in that place.  
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Encounters: And help them to interpret it.  

JK: Yes, that‟s right. It‟s really important. And that‟s led to on-going conversations with some 

of those kids as well. Or staff members. And so it‟s hard to say, in terms of conversion. We 

have had stations before where there‟s been the opportunity for them to say „I‟m a child of 

God‟. And we‟ve seen those stations become very popular. And so God only knows how 

serious someone‟s taking that.  

Helen McGeoch – one of the team members – did a brilliant station one time about making 

friendship bracelets. It was all about becoming friends with God. And the way that students 

were meant to do it was make a friendship bracelet and tie onto these letter G O D - „yes, I‟m 

a friend with God‟ – and then see how to link up with other people. So being a friend with 

God – it‟s all about loving God and loving your neighbour – you could tie your friendship 

bracelets together. A lot of kids just kept coming to that station. Friendship bracelets became 

popular that week! They not only did that station, they started wearing them as well. And it 

became quite a popular thing: „Yeah! I‟m a friend of God‟! But it‟s kind of hard to interpret that 

in a true spiritual sense. What‟s really going on there? Are there little salvations going on? 

Are they really becoming friends with God? Are they really becoming children of God? For 

some of them, probably yes. For some of them, maybe not.  

 

Encounters: You must periodically hit a brick wall with staff at school. Resistance? 

JK: Yes, there has been occasionally. Just yesterday I was talking to a school that‟s invited 

me on a spirituality day. For them, their resistance is a fear from the parents. Throughout the 

school year they‟ve done a lot of Christian spirituality things. They‟ve done school trips to 

churches. For some of the parents, it‟s like „we‟re not a church school, so why are you doing 

all this Christian focussed stuff?‟  But it‟s in our plans to have a spirituality day. And so she 

[the principal] was asking me: „is it possible to have a Prayer Space without mentioning God? 

Can it just be reflection, because then it will keep our parents happy.‟ So we had quite a long 

conversation. We talked about the curriculum, and we talked about what the children would 

want and the ethical issue of prescribing for your children their decisions. The interesting 

thing she said was that staff and the pupils will love this – they will love it being explicitly 

Christian - but „we‟re just a bit nervous about parents.‟ So we do get resistance some times.  

 

Encounters: What kids of other religions? Jewish kids? Muslim kids? How is this received 

amongst the parents? Especially if it‟s explicitly Christian? 

JK: Last Christmas we did a prayer week on the Christmas story and the Gloucester 

Academy has a Christian chaplain, and a local Muslim Imam goes in – there are a number of 

Muslims kids at the school – to care for them. And so we invited him along to the Christmas 

Prayer Space and he loved it! It was quite interesting. Christmas is quite an interesting thing 

anyway. The Koran talks about the birth of Jesus and that the Gospel was bestowed upon 

him. It‟s really interesting language. And I suspect there are not a lot of Muslims who know 

those parts of the story. But again, forgiveness was a big issue.  

And we had a wonderful conversation with a Muslim lad about forgiveness. Because of his 

own context and life story, he thought there are people who don‟t deserve forgiveness. Why 
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should I forgive those people? So that was quite an interesting conversation. So we put the 

question to the class. What do you think? Are there people who don‟t deserve forgiveness?  

And overwhelmingly – I was a bit surprised – they all said „yeah, there are people who don‟t 

deserve forgiveness.„  And so, one of the youth workers on our team stepped in and he just 

talked about forgiveness in an excellent way and just explained about how forgiveness is not 

only about letting someone else go, but it‟s also about letting yourself go free as well. And he 

just really opened people‟s minds as to what forgiveness is. And then when it came to letting 

the students go free and explore the Prayer Space, the Muslim lad who brought up this 

question of forgiveness  made straight for the forgiveness station, and did it. So we can kind 

of see God working there with people where they‟re at, but challenging them in that place as 

well.  

 

Encounters: You‟ve talked a lot about Gloucester. Is Prayer Spaces in Schools just in 

Gloucester? 

JK: No. It‟s a national movement. So the first Prayer Spaces we did was 2008 or 2009 in the 

country.  It was out of the ministry of 24/7 Prayer. There was about 9 Prayer Spaces in 

Schools in the country just done as experiments during that whole first school year. One of 

the places was Colchester. And Romford in London, and Stanford-le-Hope which is part of 

London, in Essex. I‟m sure there were some more, but I can‟t remember where they were. 

The guys over in Colchester created a generic space, like a „pop up‟ space they could take 

into local schools. They called it Sanctum.  And that really became the inspiration for a lot of 

other spaces that have happened. But for us here in Gloucester, it‟s flexible – every time it‟s 

different. But for the guys in Colchester, they set up Sanctum, and it changes infrequently.  

 

Encounters: And now? 

JK: Well I just heard in March (2013) there were 40 Prayer Spaces in Schools, just in the 

one month. And so it‟s just grown phenomenally across the country. In primary schools, in 

secondary schools, and it just keeps growing. Every month there are just more Prayer 

Spaces in Schools registered on the website. There‟s a national conference that happens 

each year now to help and inspire people about Prayer Spaces in Schools, but also to 

resource people into how to set them up. And what you do afterwards. And also thinking 

about how do we deal with Muslims who will come and join in and write a prayer „I love you 

Allah‟, and stick that on the prayer wall. How do we deal with things like that? There aren‟t 

quick answers really. There‟s a national team I‟ve been invited to become a part of. And 

we‟re trying to see how best to resource people.  

 

Encounters:  So these are all local volunteers?  

JK: Largely local volunteers. Or teachers.  

 

Encounters: Not necessarily an extension of a church ministry? Just people who are 

passionate, in the area? 



 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 45 July 2013 33 of 41 
 

 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
 

 

JK: Yes. One of the main principles of Prayer Spaces in Schools is not just do a „hit and run‟ 

with a school. The idea is that we build a relationship with the school. And so you can carry 

on some open conversation with the school, and then maybe host another. The three towns 

mentioned above – they didn‟t have chaplaincy work at all in the schools. But as a result of 

Prayer Spaces in Schools, the chaplaincy ministry has grown in that town. It‟s welcomed and 

wanted by the local schools. So it‟s not an extension of church ministry, although church 

ministry is extended by getting involved.  

 

Encounters: Could we conceptualise this as „pre-evangelism‟? A ministry of reminding 

people of the important questions of life. Reminding people that there are resources in God, 

and the Christian tradition. And also that it‟s a legitimate mission of the church.  

JK: Absolutely. Like I said before, it‟s not just an academic process. So the students are 

welcomed and invited to experience God himself as well as learn about what Christians think 

about prayer, and indeed how Christians pray. It‟s a completely different way of treating 

schools ministry.  It‟s scary as well, because students actually meet God and experience Him 

as real and true, right in the middle of the classroom. So I guess it is a kind of pre-

evangelism. It‟s full on evangelism as well, some times. Prayer is completely mission, in that 

context.  

 

 

Encounters: So if a local school saw your website and wanted this. They ring you, or email 

you?  

JK: They can email Prayer Spaces in Schools (www.prayerspacesinschools.com) but they 

can also email me directly: joe.knight@prayerspacesinschools.com  

 

Encounters:  And then you just set it up with the Head Teacher? 

JK: Yes. I was at a conference yesterday at a thing called Sacre – it‟s a network of Religious 

Education teachers – there were over 100 teachers represented. A lot of people were 

interested after the workshop, and so they were coming to me. I said „email me, we‟ll have a 

conversation, I‟ll come and visit the school, and we‟ll see what‟s going to be best for you 

guys and we‟ll create something that‟s going to work.‟  

Something else I‟d like to add, if I may. We‟ve learned that Prayer Spaces in Schools 

becomes quite powerful when they‟re NOT used as an evangelistic tool. But to recognise that 

they are missional is very important. To recognise that you‟re opening up a space for the 

Holy Spirit to be „doing mission‟ in that space is really important. But what we‟ve found to be 

very powerful is in fact hospitality. We‟ve found that the welcome people receive has been 

the important thing which has helped them feel at ease to engage with the Prayer Space and 

then actually engage with prayer. That‟s so important. There‟s conversation going on around 

the role of hospitality  – it‟s something we try to push. So we‟ve found with our team, you 

don‟t get the heavy evangelists involved: you get the people with gifts of hospitality involved:  

the welcomers, the listerners. So we‟re kind of learning this.  
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Encounters: That‟s a really important nuance to my earlier question about pre-evangelism. 

As I said it previously I was thinking „this is the wrong word and I need to edit this out‟. 

You‟ve balance it now by emphasising the fact that it is the ministry of hospitality and that 

there is a special gift set of people that you‟re actually looking for.   

JK: That‟s a huge key to this. And one of the biggest reasons why it‟s been so powerful. 

Schools and organisations and the world we live in are sceptical of people turning up and 

being over sure of themselves. But if you‟re welcomed into a dialogue and welcomed into a 

Prayer Space, it‟s a completely different way of thinking about mission.  

 

Encounters: Do you have a team with whom you sit down and think this all through? 

Somebody sometime must have named „the ministry of hospitality‟. Do you theorize about 

this? Is there a clear well thought out theology of what you‟re doing? What are we learning, 

and why are we doing this?   

JK: There is a national team that thrash out those questions. Locally when we plan for a 

Prayer Space, we‟ll spend hours together going through a story. The chaplain we work with 

at Gloucester Academy – he‟ll have a whole folder of reflections about the Prayer Spaces in 

Schools. But we‟ll only end up with 8 stations with 2 sentences at each to guide the students 

when they‟re at the station. So there‟s a lot of thought that goes into the theology and what‟s 

going on in the background of the stations, which is important for us to be aware of, because 

then we can cope with the students‟ interpretations if they come and talk specifically with us. 

I‟ve not been involved with a lot of the conversations that have gone on in terms of exploring 

the theology of Prayer Spaces in Schools,  although it comes up a lot simply because a lot of 

this has been accidental: we‟ve not planned to be hospitable. We‟ve just observed that that‟s 

what‟s going on. So there are guys who are taking this on nationally, and I‟m grateful that I 

can be involved with that.  

 

Encounters:  There‟d be a reflection afterward, right? You‟d all sit down and ask what 

worked and why? 

JK: Yes. And then all of that gets fed back into the resources and the shape that it takes in 

order for people to help carry it on. Like I said, it‟s a national movement that keeps on 

growing. 
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Compassionate Justice: An Interdisciplinary Dialogue with 
Two Gospel Parables on Law, Crime, and Restorative 
Justice. Christopher D. Marshall. (Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock, 2012) 
 
 
Reviewed by Rev Ruth Adams 
 

 
An internet search for the term “restorative justice” comes up 

with well over two million results. A reader searching for 

descriptions of its theory and practice has many books to 

choose from.  As one might expect therefore, there is no 

clear consensus within the field about how “restorative 

justice” can be defined.  For Christopher Marshall, restorative 

justice places “the healing of hurts, the renewal of 

relationships and the re-creation of community at the center 

of its agenda” (p321). It is, above all, about repairing the 

harm caused by wrong-doing, harm that is felt both by the 

offender and the victim.  Where possible “by actively 

involving the affected parties in mutual dialogue and 

decision-making about their needs and obligations”.   

Marshall argues that restorative justice provides a very different paradigm from the standard 

way of thinking about crime and its impact and deserves to have a distinctive place within the 

criminal justice system (p5). Furthermore, Marshall argues that restorative justice enables 

compassion to have a much larger role in social and legal systems. 

 

This book is the latest of several that Marshall has written on this subject and he is regarded 

by peers as a key Christian contributor to restorative justice theory.   However, the reader 

would not need to have read any of his previous works to find this book both useful and 

thought provoking: useful, as he provides a helpful summary of both the principles and 

practice of restorative justice, and thought provoking because of his particular theological 

reflections.  

 

Here is a wonderful work of exegesis on two Lukan parables of Jesus.  Through his detailed 

analysis of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10) and the Prodigal Son (Luke 15), Marshall makes it 

hard to refute the notion that issues of justice and community restoration were at the heart of 

Jesus‟ understanding of the gospel.  The parables were not just stories told to affect personal 

spirituality, but also to impact social behaviour. Parts one and two of the book provide 

fascinating insights about the parables and a broader reading of the themes in Luke‟s gospel.  

Marshall effectively uses the disciplines of social psychology, moral philosophy and legal 

theory alongside theology in his reading and imagining of the texts.   The parable of the 

Good Samaritan is read as an examination into the treatment of victims and the Prodigal Son 

as an example of how offending behaviour must be dealt with. 

 

Marshall argues that the purpose of the Good Samaritan parable was to illustrate the true 

meaning of the love commandments in the Torah, addressing the lawyer‟s question of who 
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our neighbour is (and hence what true love is).  “The figure of the enemy-loving, wound-

binding, care-giving, compassionate Samaritan” (p322) highlights the primacy of love for 

Christian practice.  He points out that the Samaritan chose to meet the needs of the victim 

without first working out if he was required to by religious obligation.  The victim‟s need made 

him a neighbour who deserved compassion.  This response is contrasted with those of the 

others who pass by without helping.  Marshall argues convincingly that they may have had 

perfectly justifiable religious reasons for their choices. He provides a careful description of 

the religious world of the first century and the importance of defining who one‟s neighbour 

was as a way of honouring one‟s relationship with God.  For Marshall this was a 

revolutionary parable.  Alongside Jesus‟ lived example, it showed that the true follower of 

Torah did not operate by dividing people into categories: those we need to help and those we 

can ignore.   A religious person must not ask the question “who is my neighbour” but rather 

“to whom am I a neighbour?” (p129).  We cannot pick those we wish to help.  The Kingdom 

of God is built through concrete acts of love, with the believer required to be a neighbour to 

everyone.  And this commitment requires all of who we are.  The Samaritan “is engaged 

emotionally, physically, materially, socially, financially, and morally in reaching out to the 

dying man on the roadside” (p128).  Thus the victim requires all of our support in order that 

the harm done to them may be repaired.   A justice system must therefore provide means by 

which the victim can be repaired. 

 

While we may get on board with the primacy of love in all our dealings with neighbours, with 

the need for society to help the victims of crime, helping to repair harm caused even if it 

takes us well out of our own comfort zone, Marshall provides an even bigger challenge with 

his interpretation of the parable of the Prodigal Son.  In this interpretation he considers the 

impact of offending, our treatment of the offenders, and our obligation to show compassion in 

our responses.  

 

The murder of the 12 year old girl, Tia Sharp, in August 2012, has recently dominated the 

British media due to the arrest in May 2013 of her self-confessed killer, Stuart Hazell.  Part of 

this coverage focussed on the response of Tia‟s mother to the murderer and her desire to 

see him in jail, in order to ask him why he had done it.  It is notable that her motivation for 

this has been reported as one of revenge.  Press coverage of this verged on the salacious, 

with headlines such as “Hang him”   with Tia‟s step-father saying on breakfast TV that he 

hopes her murderer “rots in jail”.  It is seen as publically acceptable for the family to express 

such sentiments, and also seen as obvious that any decent person would want such 

offenders to be put away for life.  Perpetrators of these horrible crimes are seen somehow as 

“other” in society.  We demonise them and make them less and less like “us”.  They must be 

monsters, the narrative goes, to commit such appalling acts.  Compassion for the offender is 

absent from these narratives.  Nevertheless, Marshall insists that the parable of the Prodigal 

Son can help us change our perspective towards offenders, even like Hazell.  We may even 

start to feel an obligation to look at offenders with compassion. 

 

At first sight it might not seem that the father in the story of the prodigal son parable was as 

wronged as the parent of a murdered child, but rather was simply a father dealing with a son 

who had „gone off the rails‟. However, Marshall demonstrates the depth of the appalling 

wrong done to the father in the story, but then holds him up as “the figure of the patient, 

forgiving, banquet-throwing, compassionate father of the prodigal son” (p322) as an example 
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of someone demonstrating extraordinary compassion. For Marshall, offenders and victims 

are on parallel journeys of dealing with the crushing impact of shame – “for one, the shame 

of doing harm, for the other the shame of being harmed…[and] each party, paradoxically, 

holds the key to the other‟s healing” (p231). By exercising his extraordinary compassion, the 

father in the story enables both parties to move forward from this shame.  Marshall is very 

concerned to point out that the encounter is very costly both for the victim and the perpetrator 

in the story.  Such costliness, however, is worth it, Marshall believes, as it promotes the 

cause of justice, the purpose of which is human flourishing for all people (p221).  

 

One might question how much the rage of victims who have been terribly hurt will, in the end, 

help with their own flourishing, or whether it serves instead to trap them in a cycle of 

retributive rage.  Further, it is hard to see how the demonization of offenders will help them 

understand the impact that their crime has had, make amends to their victims and resolve to 

lead a different life henceforward.   Something that offers a different way forward, which 

offers more life to both victim and offender, should surely be welcomed. 

 

As well as helping Christian readers to reflect on these issues through the lens of well-loved 

parables, Marshall also uses this book to deal with some objections to restorative justice that 

have been voiced.  He has a very helpful section devoted to a response to the work of 

Annalise Acorn, and in particular to her objections to restorative justice being allegedly soft 

on criminals and helping them avoid punishment.     

 

An article in the New York Times at the beginning of 2013 discussed the experience of two 

families who had committed to a restorative justice process that ran alongside the regular 

legal process.    It provides a fascinating account of the struggles and benefits of such a 

process and underlines many of the points that Marshall makes in this book.  This was an 

emotive case of murder, where the Grosmaires‟ daughter was murdered by the McBrides‟ 

son.  Yet the headlines in this case are not about revenge, but rather about forgiveness. The 

process proved costly for both victim and offender in this case, but it appears to have helped 

them to see a future beyond the particular crime. This case legitimizes Marshall‟s claim that 

restorative justice can provide a helpful addition to the legal process and demonstrates that 

there is nothing “soft” about restorative justice practice.  

 

For our British culture, where religious contributions can often be relegated to the private 

sphere, Marshall provides the Christian with a helpful way of engaging with public issues of 

justice.  In a culture saturated with film, TV, and video games, coming to issues of ethics with 

these two stories rather than abstract principles of morality could be very helpful.  This is 

empowering to those of us who are unsure how we should speak on important social issues 

without hectoring or appearing dogmatic. 

 

The public place for Christian practice is even clearer when Marshall opens his section on 

the Good Samaritan by quoting from Martin Luther King.  King used his interpretation of the 

parable to give a loud moral voice to the protest movement against segregation and for civil 

rights.  For him the parable was not just a good story to help private Christian conduct, but 

had very public implications for the state and the laws of the country.   For Marshall, Jesus‟ 

parables were both a realistic description of the kind of violence and mess that humanity can 

live in and an extraordinary vision of the Kingdom of God. It seems unreal: the wonderful 
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response that is possible to such violence and mess, through compassion.  This is a 

response that we may think we can only dream of, but he argues that it reflects what he calls 

the “eschatalogical plus dimension” (p251) of the Gospel.  That is the dimension that we 

seek to live in as followers of Jesus, and the Kingdom of God that we preach and seek to live 

out.    

 

This is a long book that deserves to be read in detail and has much to offer the Christian, 

who, like Martin Luther King wishes to be actively committed to living a gospel-led life, who 

admires the stories of the Prodigal and the Samaritan who had a “love ethic by which he 

journeyed life‟s highway”. Marshall has done the Christian community a great service in 

publishing this book. In addition he has underlined restorative justice theory with a clear 

biblical theology, emphasising that ethic of compassion, as best expressed in the life and 

death of Jesus, should have an impact on all areas of our life and society. 
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Carnival Kingdom: Biblical Justice for Global Communities, 
edited by Marijke Hoek, Jonathan Ingleby, Andy Kingston-
Smith & Carol Kingston-Smith. (Sandyleaze, Gloucester: 
Wide Margin Academical, 2013), 249pp. 

 
Reviewed by Associate Professor Dr. Christopher Marshall Head 
of School, Art History, Classics and Religious Studies Victoria 
University of Wellington, New Zealand. 

 
 
In the biblical tradition, the experience of God‟s hoped-for 

reign is sometimes likened to a huge feast or a banquet or 

wedding celebration. Jesus made great use of this motif, 

most obviously in his parables and allusions to jubilee 

themes, as well as in his notorious practice of sitting at 

table with tax collectors and sinners. Playing on a variant of 

this motif, the editors of this book – which is a collection of a 

dozen or so essays on a variety of justice issues – use the 

analogy of the medieval carnival as an image that captures 

the distinctive ethos of God‟s kingdom and its justice.  

 

The metaphor is surprisingly apt. As the opening chapter 

explains, the medieval carnival was more than just a big day out for local peasants. It was a 

time during which the normal rules and conventions that governed everyday life were 

temporarily suspended or even held up for ridicule. An alternative, revolutionary reality took 

over, albeit for a moment, one in which the poor held centre stage and peasants could act as 

lords for the day. And the whole event, with its lampooning of the powerful, was permeated 

with laughter and fun.  

 

The social reversals enacted at carnival time are powerfully reminiscent of the upside down 

kingdom proclaimed by Jesus. While deadly serious about confronting injustice, God‟s 

carnival kingdom is also full of laughter, even in face of pain and suffering. It is laughter than 

stems from knowing that the unjust kingdoms of this world are transitory and will eventually 

be eclipsed by God‟s new order, and also from witnessing the first-fruits of this new order 

already at work in the present, in the feeding of the hungry, the freeing of the captives, and 

the lifting up of the downtrodden.  

 

The social character of God‟s justice is explored imaginatively in chapter 2 by consideration 

of the image of the Shire in the Lord of the Rings. The justice of the Shire corresponds in 

interesting ways to the vision of shalom found in the book of Deuteronomy, which may have 

partly inspired it.  

 

In chapter 3, there is a fascinating account of the radical theology of the Levellers and 

Diggers in 17th century England. The author is a green economist who thinks there are 

lessons to be learned from this historical experiment in social and environmental justice 

relevant to the quest for sustainable living today. The focus shifts in chapter 4 to modern 

Latin America. The evangelical community in Peru is challenged to acquire a more biblically 
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faithful and politically engaged theology if it is to make a difference to that society. “A 

mutilated gospel, dedicated to the salvation of bodiless souls, disconnected from the 

historical reality, will never produce exemplary citizens who are preoccupied by the search 

for the common good…”  

 

Chapter 5 discusses the precarious plight of religious minorities in India. The growth of 

extremist nationalist movements in that country over recent decades, and the tacit, and often 

active, support of the police and judicial authorities for their targeting of minorities has 

created a pervasive and deepening sense of insecurity on the part of religious sub-groups 

there, particularly Muslims and Christians. Insecurity is also a part of the experience of 

exiles, whether they are migrants, refugees, asylum seekers, or displaced persons. Chapter 

6 examines the complex needs of those who move, or are forced to move, across political 

and cultural borders; it also outlines a “theology of migration” that includes an obligation on 

the Christian community to minister grace to those dislocated from home by forces beyond 

their control.  

 

The number of such people is expected to grow exponentially in the coming decades, not 

least as a result of climate change. The phenomenon of climate change is taken up in detail 

in chapter 7. Not only is this arguably the greatest challenge humanity has ever faced, it is 

also one that, as always, bears down most heavily upon the poorest of the poor, wherever 

they happen to live in the world. Justice for creation and justice for the poor are therefore 

inseparably united. 

 

Perhaps the most common way of formulating justice debates today is through the idiom of 

human rights. Focusing on Martin Luther‟s Freedom of a Christian, chapter 8 identifies some 

of distinctive insights the Protestant Christian tradition has to offer contemporary discourse 

on the meaning of rights and freedoms and their undergirding “ur-principle” of human dignity. 

Amongst these is Protestantism‟s “reflexive egalitarian impulse”, which is rooted in its 

apprehension of universal human accountability to God. Chapter 9 continues the theme of 

equality by offering an exposition of “the justice of equality” articulated both in scripture and 

in contemporary post-colonial studies. “A culture of hierarchy”, the author explains, 

“inevitably means a lack of freedom”. The egalitarian inclusivism evident in the social 

patterns of ancient Israel and the earliest church provides an enduring paradigm for the 

agenda of the God‟s kingdom in today‟s post-imperial world.  

 

But why, even after empire, do some countries remain stubbornly poor while others flourish? 

The answer lies, at least in part, chapter 10 proposes, at the level of culture and religion. 

Without denying the role of structural exploitation and unjust distributions of global power and 

wealth, the author explains that endogenous cultural and religious patterns are also key to 

explaining the “development conundrum” that baffles experts and defies our best attempts at 

remedy. 

 

The penultimate chapter discusses how Christians should engage in public debate, 

especially in the media, by telling stories that bear witness to the counter-narrative of God‟s 

kingdom. “When the media features youth as „a lost generation‟, we respond with hope. 

When they discuss asylum, we talk about the need to recover compassion for the 

persecuted. When they speak about the penal system, we speak about restorative justice”. 
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The final chapter of the book looks at the role of entrepreneurship and Christ-centred 

business practice as a form of Christian mission and a tool for achieving the holistic justice of 

God‟s kingdom. 

 

Carnival Kingdom is an excellent resource book on the all-embracing nature of Christian 

mission. The contributors reflect the global face of the church, and the subjects they address 

are as desperately important as they are diverse. Undergirding the entire volume is the core 

conviction that the hope of God‟s kingdom is not just some spiritual aspiration for the future: it 

is also a call to positive action in the present in the service of greater justice on earth. Such 

action is not empowered by some kind of stern ideological purism but by the joyous 

experience of participating with others in God‟s upside down, carnival-like, laughter-filled 

kingdom here and now. Highly recommended. 
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