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Stealing contemplative moments with students
Thomas Brennen

When we make ourselves so busy that 

we are always rushing around trying to 

get things “done,” or “over with,” we 

kill something vital in ourselves, and 

smother the quiet wisdom of our heart. 

Unpractised in the art of quiet, we hope 

to find our safety; our belonging, and 

our healing by increasing our levels 

of accomplishment. But our frantic 

busyness makes us deaf to what is 

healing and sacred, both in ourselves 

and in one another.

Wayne Muller1

This article is a reflection upon a loosely 

organised action research project which began 

with a scholarship to study with the Franciscan 

teacher of Spirituality, Father Richard Rohr 

in the United States, was furthered through 

introducing contemplative spirituality practices 

to high school students at Concordia College, 

Adelaide, and was further challenged through 

attempting to teach these practices to a 

community of African refugees in the Middle 

East. 

Why the need for contemplative 
practices?

For many years, I viewed those who engaged 

in contemplative practices such as meditation 

with suspicion. I admit to judging them as 

being lazy, and creating more work for those 

around them, but now, as many others have, 

I see contemplation and stillness as a core 

need of my life.

The turning point for me was a trip during 

my study with Father Rohr in the US to visit 

the city of El Paso, which sits on the US/

Mexico border. Only a river separates this 

city from Juarez, Mexico, a place where an 

estimated 3500 murders take place a year 

due to drug cartels fighting for control of the 

trafficking routes. There is little work in Juarez 

or anywhere in the north of Mexico. For this 

reason, many families from Central and South 

America attempt to cross the border into the 

US ‘illegally.’ For every family that makes it, 

there are many who perish in the long desert 

walk to a better life. Against this backdrop I 

shared a meal with ‘John.’ John was in his late 

twenties, as I was, and over beans and rice he 

shared his story with me. 

John managed to obtain a work permit so 

he could leave Juarez and work in the US to 

escape the hardship, but his wife was refused 

a permit to accompany him. Determined not 

to bring his children up in an environment 

where many members of his family had 

been killed and his family business razed to 

the ground, he told his wife to lay down on 
the back seat of his car, covered her with a 
blanket, put his children on top of her and told 
them to act as if they were sleeping. He then 
proceeded to cross the border in his car at 
great risk to his entire family.

As he went on to talk excitedly about his 
daughter’s 16th birthday party which was the 
following week, it hit me. How could I be 
consumed by anger at this situation when 
John himself wasn’t? Despite having lost 
members of his family, despite his homeland 
being destroyed, despite living with the 
constant threat of his wife being caught and 
deported, John lived with great joy. It was 
then I realised that my rage towards injustices 
being perpetrated around the world achieved 
nothing. Not only was it achieving little, it was 
preventing me from relating to, and loving this 
great man in front of me. 

In my recent work with refugees in the 
Middle East, I heard stories like John’s each 
day. Our finance officer literally lived in the 
wild for years in order to escape forces trying 
to eradicate his tribe. One of the deputy 
principals learnt how to write in the dirt under 
the tree in his village with 200 other students 
and a single teacher, while the other deputy 
principal can roll up his trouser leg and show 
you where the police extinguished cigarettes 
in his skin as punishment for his family’s 
changed religious belief.

It is often only when we are pushed to the 
very end of being and our limits that we 
truly find what sustains us. Working with 
these broken communities containing hurt 
people has required me to dig deep to find 
something outside of myself to sustain myself.

I see contemplation and 
stillness as a core need of 
my life.
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When we look at revolutionaries working at 

the edge of their being, we find the practice 

of prayer, stillness and contemplation. Hindu 

social reformer Mahatma Gandhi said, ‘I 

have so much to accomplish today that I 

must meditate for two hours instead of one.’ 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a German pastor who 

opposed the Nazis wrote that, ‘The time of 

meditation…lets us be alone with the Word. 

And in so doing it gives us solid ground on 

which to stand and clear directions as to the 

steps we must take.’2

How often are you fully present for 
your students or fellow staff? When 
was the last time you gave someone 
your full presence?

Contemplative practice in the classroom?

In my work with the African school for 

refugees, contemplative practices were 

invaluable to keeping my staff and I in a 

position where we could deal with high 

workloads and serious issues. This context 

may sound a long way from a classroom in 

the developed world, but it isn’t really. All 

young people are suffering in their own ways. 

For Father Richard Rohr, spirituality in its best 

sense is about what people do with their 

personal pain ; 

(Suffering) is the only thing strong 

enough to grab our attention and 

defeat the ego. Suffering, for me, is 

whenever we are not in control. It is 

our opposition to the moment, our 

inner resistance that says, “I don’t want 

it to be this way.” The ego is always 

trying to control reality and therefore it 

is invariably suffering, because reality 

is never fully what we want. Jesus’ 

suffering on the cross was a correct 

diagnosis and revelation of the human 

dilemma. It was an invitation to enter 

into solidarity with the pain of the world, 

and our own pain..3

CS Lewis similarly understands the role that 
suffering plays in our lives: 

We can ignore even pleasure. But pain 
insists upon being attended to. God 
whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks 
in our conscience, but shouts in our 
pains: it is his megaphone to rouse a 
deaf world. (4)

Whether it is the pain caused by our 
busy lives, or pain in our relationships, 
contemplative spirituality gives us time and 
space to see what our pain can teach us. 
It teaches us to be ‘ok’ with not being in 
control. It allows us to measure ourselves 
by something other than what we do. 
Contemplation has a key role to play in 
enabling both staff and students to manage 
their own pain in order to be able to serve 
others. 

How do we as teachers mindfully 
and carefully introduce this 
concept to students without 
encouraging wallowing in misery, 
or offering theologically dangerous 
statements such as ‘When God 
closes a door he opens a window,’ 
or ‘Your suffering is God’s gift in 
order to teach you something’.

The importance of being still - practical 
examples for schools

The heart of contemplation is becoming 
still. This concept is found in the Christian 
scriptures. Jesus frequently stopped and took 
solace in stillness and solitude. He began his 
ministry with 40 days alone (Matt 4:1-11), 
spent a night alone before he called the 
disciples (Luke 6:12), and withdrew from his 
followers when he heard of the death of John 
the Baptist (Matt 14:13) to mention but a few 
examples. Many of the great spiritual teachers 
from across the faiths retreated to silence 
and stillness for periods. Much of the modern 
church has sadly forgotten the traditional 
discipline of contemplation, which is a terrible 
loss given the speed at which we lead our 
lives today.

If we are not centred in the Great Mystery, 
we cannot sustain our hectic lives and truly 
support our students and colleagues. We are 
being violent towards others and ourselves 
when we live in a manner that does not 

acknowledge the sacredness of life by 

stopping and acknowledging that there is a 

higher power. My Lutheran tradition teaches 

that God is already with us, contemplative 

practices are designed to awaken ourselves to 

that reality. In contemplation we do not find 

God, we are found by God and restored by 

him .

 
When was the last time you were 
silent and still?

Let us look at the practicalities of this.

A regular ‘sit’

The foundation of Father Rohr’s practice is 

taking twice daily meditation sessions. 

Find a comfortable space where you can be 

alone and still for 20 minutes. Begin by simply 

slowly breathing in and out, being aware of 

your breath. Relax into the session and don’t 

get frustrated when you find yourself being 

preoccupied with other thoughts. Simply 

acknowledge the thought and place it to the 

side. Father Rohr tells us to imagine we are 

in a river and as each thought comes to mind 

we should place it in a boat and allow it pass 

downstream. Don’t hurry on to the next task 

too quickly. Sit for a moment and thoughtfully 

return to what it is you need to do.

In the classroom we may give students a few 

minutes of silence as we transfer from one 

topic to another to aid content consolidation, 

but also allow students to bring a fresh mind 

to the new material. Note here how this type 

of contemplation is actually in two parts – 

first to reflect on a given subject, and then 

consciously putting it aside. In the Religious 

Spirituality in its best sense 
is about what people do with 
their personal pain.

If we are not centred in the 
Great Mystery, we cannot 
sustain our hectic lives and 
truly support our students and 
colleagues.

In contemplation we do not find 
God, we are found by God and 
restored by him.



28   Dialogue Australasia

For reflection

For reflection

Education classroom we often consider 

complex philosophical concepts and events 

from human history that can be disturbing. 

Providing moments of stillness for students 

to clarify their thoughts and objectify their 

opinions can be very valuable.

I had the privilege of attending a DAN 

workshop a few years ago on Stillness and 

Silence led by Ernie Christie, who offers 

excellent practical advice for integrating silence 

and stillness into schools. His book is available 

at http://www.wccm.org/content/christian-

meditation-gift-life-ernie-christie.

Teachers sometimes use being still 
and silent as a punishment. How 
might that influence students’ (and 
staff for that matter) views towards 
this activity?

A meditative walk

Walking can be a powerful contemplative 

practice. Walk in silence, both internal and 

external. Acknowledge thoughts as previously 

described. Be mindful of your walking – walk 

with slow, small, deliberate, and balanced 

footsteps. When both the breath and the 

walking have found a regular pattern, become 

aware of the number of footsteps per breath. 

Without altering your breathing, lengthen or 

shorten your step so that you have 2, 3 or 4 

steps per inhalation and exhalation. You will 

discover that your body can handle more 

steps per breath as you go.

For those of us who are lucky enough 

to be near a walking meditation tool 

known as a labyrinth (see http://www.

labyrinthlinkaustralia.org/ for a list of Australian 

locations), you can make use of this great 

contemplative tool. Concordia College is 

fortunate to have one within walking distance 

of the campus. We would schedule groups of 

students to spend some time during pastoral 

care sessions to experience this practice. Most 

students talked about this time as being very 

valuable and enjoyed the gentle structure of 

his mode of contemplation.

On Concordia camps we would take 

students for a walk when we had a few 

spare moments. We would walk in silence 

and at a comfortable pace. We would all 

pause together for a moment and I would 

ask students to focus on first on what they 
could see, then what they could hear, then 
what they could smell and finally what they 
could feel. At a later time we might sit for a 
while and share what our experiences of the 
walk were. The beauty of this activity is that it 
changes day by day, location by location.

Where might mindful walking find 
a place in my school?

A mindful meal

Teachers are busy people – eating in between 
lessons, in meetings or while marking student 
work. In doing so, we miss the opportunity to 
be truly thankful for the food we are blessed 
with. The next time you are eating a meal, 
slow down to really taste the food. Chew 
more often than you usually would. Notice 
too what your breath does while eating. You 
may discover that in your hurry to eat you are 
breathing infrequently, causing extra stress on 
your body at a time when you could allow 
yourself to refuel and relax. 

Getting teenagers to sit and eat quietly (or 
at least in an orderly fashion) is always a 
challenge, but mindful eating is possible 
for the teenager. I still remember the 
wonderful taste of a seemingly normal piece 
of pineapple after being guided through a 
mindful eating session by Father Richard 
Browning. His exercise is one I have often 
repeated with students – challenging them 
to eat a small section of their meal with total 
focus on the food – how it smells, tastes and 
feels. The boys particularly enjoy this exercise 
as many of them comment that when they 
slow down their eating they feel like they have 
eaten more and are thus fuller.

Mindful meals can also begin with blessings 
that give us pause for thought or prayer. 
Another Catholic lay worker working 
with refugees taught me this blessing; 
‘As we have bread we give you thanks, 
for those that do not have bread we ask 
for justice’. 

Corporate worship

When I tried to explain to African 
refugee teachers in Cairo that silence 
was an important part of worship they 
laughed at me. One student told me 
that if there was silence in the worship 

his congregation would walk out, as silence 
indicated a poor worship leader! Providing 
silence in worship is the exact opposite.

Corporate worship in faith based schools 
today is often done poorly. Students of varying 
beliefs are herded into a space while often 
good minded staff and students sing a few 
songs and talk to them in various guises 
about how God is actually quite cool and 
relevant. Having been one of those kids 
being herded into the chapel each morning, I 
know that I didn’t think God was cool, or as a 
popular Hillsong tune put it, ’My best friend.’ 
The services that I remember were those 
that were lit by candles and had very little 
human input. Scripture was read, and silence 
was given for reflection and for personal 
prayer. Contemplation in corporate worship 
restores the notion of coming into contact 
with something greater than ourselves. Even 
amongst my refugee students I found that 
introducing practices that encouraged them to 
ask questions, rather than give answers, can 
have positive results.

The paring of contemplation and its 
relationship to action can also have a powerful 
impact on students, who are by nature social 
justice minded. I recall a powerful service 
where, following a great act of injustice that 
was perpetrated upon a group, we simply sat 
as a school in silence for many minutes, and 
asked a blessing for these people. It allowed 
space for staff and students to sit with their 
suffering and the suffering of others. There 
are some wonderful liturgical resources put 
together for this specific purpose. A collection 
written by the well-known Old Testament 
scholar Walter Brueggemann named 
Prayers for A Privileged people6 is highly 
recommended. 

When I started a student contemplation group 
at my school following studying with Father 
Rohr, many rather witty jokes came my way. 
This attitude changed when I led our school 
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community of almost 700 students in 15 
minutes of total silence in chapel. I offered a 
simple invocation at the start of the service, 
showed one of Rob Bell’s better videos called 
‘Noise’ (available for preview and purchase at 
http://nooma.com/films/005-noise), and the 
remainder of the chapel was in silence. Many 
staff came up to me afterwards and expressed 
how surprised they were that the students 
remained silent for so long without any 
problem. Students too enjoyed a break from 
listening to someone speak a message or 
prayer, but were able to be personally active in 
a safe space.

Does your school worship 
provide space for silence and 
contemplation?

Closing thoughts

The key to introducing contemplation in your 
own life and the lives of your students and 
school is that success cannot be measured 

by numbers of students or sessions. It 

doesn’t have to be a big program or have a 

large amount of time devoted to it. At first 

I simply invited students to voluntarily join 

me to be still during the recess break twice 

a week. There were 3 regulars – myself and 

surprisingly, two 16 year old boys. I didn’t 

want to scare the boys off, so I really didn’t 

want to ask why they were there. Towards the 

end of the year I asked them why they came, 

and they told me they liked knowing there 

was a place where they could come and stop 

for a while in a quiet place.

Simply aiming to provide times for quiet 

reflection is shown to have positive benefits 

for students, both in their emotional health 

and relationships, but also in their ability to 

cope with the fast paced school environment, 

which encourages students to stay busy. We 

need to help them steal those contemplative 

moments when they can.

It doesn’t have to be complicated. I used to 

think my old Grade 6 teacher was just being 

lazy when he would take us outside to sit 

on the grass and enjoy the sunshine for a 

while. Maybe he was, but I always remember 

returning to class feeling that much better 

about the work I had to return to.

Better one handful with tranquillity than 

two handfuls with toil and chasing after 

the wind.

– Ecclesiastes 6:3 
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