Silence

In our culture silence is generally viewed negatively. In all actuality, it hardly even exists. From TV to radio to ipods, there is
a great plethora of physical noise in our world. “Silence in itself and for itself is generally not appreciated (Molly
O’Shaughnessy, Lecture Notes, October 15, 2002).” says A.M. Joosten. It would be possible to even venture further and say
that silence in itself is shunned and even feared. in the words of Max Picard, “Man does not put silence to the test; silence
puts man to the test (The World of Silence, 1).”

When silence is externally imposed on a group of children or adults it is typically done in a noisy, violent manner. It causes a
paralysis of fear and leaves a sense of tension and foreboding. Self-directed silence, in contrast, can be a rewarding and
enjoyable experience for these same individuals. In all actuality it fulfills an inner need within the person, a need that many
adults have forgotten or tried to cover up because silence, in the beginning, is not easy to experience. How is this possible?
If silence is merely the absence of noise, how can that cause discomfort or uneasiness?

Silence is not just the avoidance of noise. The perfect silence of nature, for example, does not mean that there are not
noises in the wilderness environment. Instead, silence implies a state of peace and stillness. Dr. Montessori says that this
stiliness must be willed by the individual for it to be truly silence. “Silence,” continues Dr. Montessori, “can be positively
understood as a state transcending the ordinary run of things. It is a momentary check requiring an effort, a straining of the
will, which separates and isolates the soul from the ordinary sounds of life and external voices (The Discovery of the Child,
138).” Such silence is very different from that imposed by outside authority. It is the fruit of the coordinated, purposeful
performance of any movement and can only be achieved when the will has been developed. This type of silence fulfills an
inner need in every human being. It is not something which can be obtained merely by a command but is a developmental
activity (for every age) which requires concentration and great effort.

Most adults would never state that children love silence. Such an idea would seem to be preposterous and at odds with
their experience of such young people. However, Dr. Montessori came to believe that the opposite was true. This lesson
was taught to her by the children themselves, and, as a scientist, that was the only way she ever would have been able to
dismiss her preconceived notions of the noisiness of children. In this case (as in many others) the children spoke and Dr.
Montessori listened.

One day during the first years of the Children’s House in San Lorenzo, Italy, Dr. Montessori entered the classroom carrying a
little baby. “The silence of the little creature struck me, and | wanted the children to share my feeling. ‘See,’ | said, ‘it isn’t
making a sound.” And, jokingly, | added, ‘Look how still it keeps.... None of you could keep as still as that (Montessori, The
Secret of Childhood, 129).” Through this challenge the children attempted to imitate the silence of the small baby. “At once
the children sat still, controlling even their breathing, and so they remained, with the serene, intense look of those engaged
in meditation.... This incident was the origin of our silence exercise (Montessori, The Secret of Childhood, 130).”

The silence activity is a very demanding exercise, but often it is the children themselves (after having been initially
introduced to it) who initiate it and request that it be performed. The goal of the activity is for the children to find inner
peace, meaning that the body is in harmony with the mind. Because this activity requires a level of normalization and inner
discipline from ali of the children, it should not be done in the beginning of the year. For the same reason, it should never
be used as a disciplinary measure or as an attempt to restore order to the environment. A better solution for such
disturbances would be to quietly and subtly initiate the walking on the line activity until all of the children have joined and
have begun to center themselves.

The very nature of the silence activity requires the full cooperation of all of the children. Through a certain level of social
cohesion they are able to work together and support one another while the activity is in process. To achieve its purpose,
the silence activity should be done long enough (at one sitting) to allow thinking and meditation. The feeling of self-mastery
that the children experience through this activity satisfies a deep inner need. “Silence,” says E.M. Standing, “predisposes
the soul for certain inner experiences. ‘You are not the same after the silence as you were before it (207).”

Not all cultures see silence as a negative facet of life which should be avoided. However, silence reveals parts of the self
which, especially today, many people seek to shun and avoid. By exposing children to the beauty of silence and allowing
them the opportunity to experience it perhaps they will develop an appreciation for the healing and peace that it can
provide. Silence itself is a form of prayer and meditation. “Silent love (St. John of the Cross)” is one definition of
contemplative praver.



Exercises of Practical Life

Silence Activity

“Silence needs to become a habit of being, for prayer, understood as
dialegue, reguires silence. Without it, there is no prayer.”

Age: 3 -6 years

Materials: Group of normalized children; PATIENCE from adult (as it may take time
to extend activity).

Preparation: Once the children have built up their ability to concentrate through
purposeful activity and have thus become fairly normalized, direct
preparation for the Silence Activity may begin. All preparation (like the
activity itself) must be done collectively. Several stages help to introduce
silence gradually.

Sources: CCC: 2717; Gobbi (Listening to God with Children, 103-116).

Direct Aim: To develop control of the will over the body as an aid to prayer.

Indirect Aim: Coordination of movement; Growth as community {working
together); Preparation for prayer.

Preparation:
1) invite a small group or all children to gather at the Prayer Table.

2) Adult sits comfortably and demonstrates hand position for concentration {(hands palm down on knees).
3} Invite children to close eyes and breathe gently.
4) Ask children to concentrate on their feet, attempting to keep them as still as possible.
" 5) Begin with 30 seconds and increase time very gradually with each repetition. Also, little by little extend this
concentration from feet to legs, torso, arms, hands, face, lips, and eyes until the body stops moving.
6) Inthe beginning, silence is s surprising experience and only lasts for a few minutes. Eventually silence is
recognized, willed, and enjoyed by the children.

Silence Activity: (Never done to impose silence or discipline on children.)

1} Invite a small group or all children to gather at the Prayer Table.

2) Adult sits comfortably and demonstrates hand position for concentration (hands palm down on knees).

3) Say, “Today we are going to make silence. What is silence? How can we be silent? Can we even make our
breathing silent? What can we do while we are silent?”

4) Say, “After we make silence, | am going to move just outside the door. I will call each of you by name. When
you hear your name, come to me without making any noise and stand by me very quietly.”

5) Say, “If you hear someone else’s name don’t tell them. If they don’t hear it the first time | will call them
again.”

6) Ask children to close eyes. When they have made silence, go to place you have designated and sit down.

7) Ina quiet voice call the children one by one. Each name may be repeated once if the child doesn’t hear the
first time. Then move on and return to that child later.

8) When all children are gathered around you ask them to return quietly to the circle and make themselves
comfortable.

9) Discuss what sounds they heard during the silence, both inside and outside the Atrium.

10) Invite the children to again close their eyes and lead them to prayer...

11) “Be Still and Know that | am God.” (Ps. 46) :

Extension:
- Assilence is more complete, a psalm verse might be repeated or a song might be very quietly sung.
- Make a prayer card of Psalm 46. o
Points of Interest: Making silence. Listening for own name. Making no sound when walking. Identifying sounds.




