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The Tale of Four Prayer Spaces

What pupils say: ‘I really enjoyed this, it made me cry with happiness. I am very grateful and I wish I could experience it more often. I would recommend this to other people.’—Pupil, aged thirteen

 

What teachers say: ‘I spent two hours close to tears as the pupils’ responses took my breath away. I knew that they would enjoy being somewhere different and doing something unusual. What I wasn’t prepared for was the depth with which they would engage with the prayer space.’—Head of religious education, UK

Beginnings

Beginnings are important. We all like a good origin story, and this chapter is my best attempt at one for Prayer Spaces in Schools. Think of it as a flashback scene from a movie – the scene that tells you where it all began. Kind of.

I say ‘kind of’ because prayer spaces actually popped up in a few different places within a few short months of each other, organised by people who had no idea that others were doing something almost identical elsewhere. (Coincidence or God-incidence? I know what I think!) And so what you’re about to read are the stories of the first four prayer spaces in schools (although there may, of course, have been others).

Chichester, West Sussex, UK

The first beginning was in Chichester, a pretty cathedral city on the south coast of England, and the birthplace of the 24–7 Prayer movement, of which Prayer Spaces in Schools is a part.

The 24–7 Prayer  movement began in a warehouse on an industrial estate just off the ring road that encircles Chichester. The building wasn’t easy to find, and even when my wife, Emma, and I pulled into the car park we weren’t entirely sure we’d come to the right place. Until we went through the door, that is.

This was October 1999, just a few weeks after the team at Revelation Church in Chichester had launched their 24–7 Prayer Room on 5 September. Pete Greig, one of the church leaders, had called me and suggested that we come for a visit, so the following weekend we bundled as many young people as we could into a couple of cars and drove the ninety or so miles from where we lived in Romford, just east of London. I still remember the sensory overload as I opened the door of that first 24–7 Prayer Room: the background sounds of ambient drum-and-bass worship music and people quietly praying; the chaos of colour on every surface of the room – boldly graffitied prayers of gratitude, cries of lament, words and images . . . and as for the smell! It wasn’t just the smell emanating from students who’d spent a little too long in a badly ventilated room though. You’ll have to forgive the cliché because I can’t think of a better way to describe it, but it felt like there was another fragrance in the room. It was something that we would soon come to recognise in 24–7 Prayer Rooms all over the world – the incense of the prayers of the people of God.1

To my surprise, the teenagers we’d brought along got stuck in immediately, grabbing paint and Bibles and finding new ways to express what they wanted to say to God. Leaving them to it, I went outside and sat on the front steps with Pete and listened as he told stories about what had happened during those first few weeks. He talked about young people returning to the Prayer Room again and again, some staying for hours on end. He talked about young people praying for the first time, and about others becoming Christians. (For more about the start of the 24–7 Prayer movement, read Pete’s extraordinary book Red Moon Rising.)2 At the time, Pete and the team were beginning to wonder what was stirring and spreading, having already filled more than a month with non-stop prayer. But if you’d told him back then that this simple, creative 24–7 Prayer Room would spark a movement that would continue for more than twenty-five years (with no sign of slowing down), and that it would spread into more than half the nations on earth, I suspect Pete would have laughed.

One of the students who prayed in that first 24–7 prayer room was eighteen-year-old Carla. It was a new experience for her, as was the city, where she’d recently arrived for her first year as a student, but both quickly became home. After a few months, Carla offered to volunteer some of her time to help support and resource the other 24–7 Prayer Rooms that were popping up around the UK, and in other nations too. Eventually, this turned into an actual job, and Carla became one of 24–7 Prayer’s first employees.

Fast-forward nine years to April 2008, when Carla received an unexpected email from the head of the religious education (RE) department at a local secondary school: she knew about the prayer rooms that Revelation Church had been hosting over the last eight to nine years, and she wanted to know if the church could help set up something similar in one of the school classrooms as part of a special day for the Year 10 cohort (fourteen- to fifteen-year-olds). 24–7 Prayer Rooms had already been escaping church buildings and popping up in some unusual places – shopfronts in town centres, youth clubs, nightclubs, even the Houses of Parliament in London – but a school? This was something brand new. Nevertheless, Carla emailed an enthusiastic reply: ‘Yes, of course!’

Three months later, in July 2008, a team from Revelation Church transformed one of the carpeted classrooms into a prayer space. They blacked out the windows and used rope-lights and lamps to illuminate the room. They hung sheets to break up the space, and suspended a huge net filled with coloured balloons in the centre of the room. There were cushions and mirrors, sticky notes and pens, cardboard boxes to crawl into and a huge wooden cross to pin ‘help me’ prayers onto. It looked amazing.

‘I remember being surprised at the pupils’ honesty,’ said Carla afterwards. ‘Small classes of fourteen- to fifteen-year-old pupils were timetabled to visit the prayer space throughout the day, and I thought that maybe the odd one would pray. I really didn’t expect them all to interact, but they did. When I read what they wrote on the sticky notes, I was surprised, and then when I read the feedback book, I was deeply moved. The pupils wrote about stress and anxiety, about the prayer space being a peaceful place. One even wrote: “Wow, please can we have this all the time?”’

A few months later, the head of RE emailed again to ask Carla if the team could host another prayer space, but this time as part of the school’s arts festival. She wanted something that would stimulate spiritual reflection, and she couldn’t think of anything better. This time the prayer space was open for longer, for more pupils, and it was outside, too. They even parked a small ‘24–7 Prayer’ caravan on the school playground as a mobile prayer space. Something was stirring.

Ryton, Tyne and Wear, UK

The next beginning happened 350 miles from Chichester (which is about the furthest you can get from Chichester and still be in England) in an ex-coal mining village in Tyne and Wear called Ryton. About a year before Carla and the team from Revelation Church opened their first prayer space, a Church of England vicar in Ryton was putting the finishing touches to the plans for his first 24–7 Prayer week.

The Reverend Tom Jamieson was excited, but he was nervous too, because his ageing Anglican community had never done anything like this before. They’d joined forces with three of the other denominational churches in their small village of 8500 people to host the 24–7 Prayer Room together, because, in Tom’s own words, ‘We were all pretty traditional, none with significant numbers of youth or young adults, and we were all deeply concerned about that and not sure what to do.’

They chose the United Reformed Church (URC) hall for their 24–7 Prayer Room and added a few other things to welcome visitors. Just inside the main doors, they turned the tired kitchen area into a coffee shop, which they opened from 7 a.m. until 9 p.m. throughout the week. In some of the side rooms they set up creative arts and crafts, and there was a reading room too. And then, right at the back of the building, in the large living room with a huge bay window that overlooked an overgrown garden, they set up the Prayer Room. Tom and his team of volunteers printed invitations and gave them out to everyone in the community, including the head teacher at the local secondary school, which was just a stone’s throw from the URC hall.

It’s not unusual for local church ministers in the UK to still do short talks in school assemblies, and Tom had been doing this kind of thing for a while. So he asked if he could do a talk during some of the assemblies for each of the year groups about the Prayer Room, and when the head teacher said yes, Tom was delighted, but also a bit nervous about what the pupils would make of it.

Two weeks later, Tom stood in front of 200 sixth-form (seventeen- and eighteen-year-old) pupils. He told them a story about a friend who’d recently visited the Isle of Skye in Scotland because he needed space to think clearly about his life. ‘We all need space like this from time to time, don’t we?’ he asked as he looked around at the sea of faces. He sensed that they agreed. ‘So,’ Tom took a deep breath and continued, ‘the Ryton churches have set up a special space for the town. It’s a new endeavour for us, but lots of churches up and down the country have been doing this kind of thing for a while now – people call them 24–7 Prayer Rooms – and we’d like to invite you to visit ours.’ At the end of the assembly Tom handed out some of the invitations that he’d printed, which included directions to the hall next door and the times when it would be open outside school hours, silently praying for each pupil as he did so.

‘We invited a few people,’ said Tom afterwards, ‘but in the end it was children and young people who were doing most of the inviting. Children from the local primary school came with their parents and siblings. Christian pupils from the secondary school brought their friends during lunch breaks, and then those friends brought other friends. On Friday the head teacher’s personal assistant dropped in because, as she said, “Pupils are telling staff that they mustn’t miss the Prayer Room so I thought I’d better come.”

‘A religious education class came to the Prayer Room early in the week. They told me that their next class that day, I think it was history, had been abandoned by the teacher (she was a Christian) on account of the number of pupils who were in tears when she arrived. She decided to just let them talk about what they had experienced; history could wait another day!

‘I remember one boy in particular,’ Tom continued. ‘His class had visited the Prayer Room, and I’d gathered them together at the end of their lesson for some feedback. He described one of the prayer activities that he had been using and he wept openly as he tried to talk about it. What struck me was that this boy clearly felt safe with us in the Prayer Room, and also the empathy and support that he received from his classmates.’ Tom’s own eyes were wet with tears as he told this story.

On Friday lunchtime, the final day, Tom had arranged to meet a fourteen-year-old girl, one of the pupils and a leader among the teenage members of the local Methodist Church, to ask what her friends had thought and felt about the week. Tom gently pushed the door of the Prayer Room open, only to find a pile of shoes in the entrance. As the week had progressed, pupils had been taking off their shoes before entering the Prayer Room, but he wasn’t expecting to find this many. Peering round the door, he saw the girl sitting on the floor in the middle of the room, surrounded by a group of her friends, confidently answering their questions. ‘So, how do I pray?’ one asked. ‘You said that God speaks to you – how does God do that? How can you hear God?’ asked another. ‘How do I become a Christian?’

Tom eased himself back out and closed the door as quietly as he could. When he got outside, he called me and told me what had been going on. ‘In the weeks before our 24–7 Prayer week, we asked God to touch the hearts of young people,’ he told me. ‘God has done so with an abundance of love and grace. The question is, do we go back to church as normal after this?’

Farnham, Surrey, UK

Our third beginning took place in between Chichester and Ryton, in a leafy market town called Farnham, just south of London. When Jane Whittington started her role as the head teacher of one of Farnham’s primary schools, the school was in what’s known as ‘special measures’, which means that it had fallen below the government’s standards. She knew that this was going to be a challenge, but she’d recently been inspired by a book written by another head teacher who’d taken on a failing school in London.3 In it, the author talked about putting the spiritual heart back into a school, and Jane knew that this was exactly what she wanted to do.

During Jane’s first year, a group of local Christians had been helping to lead some assemblies and lessons. When they asked what more they could do, Jane replied, ‘I want my pupils to experience prayer. I want them to understand that prayer is more than just hands-together and eyes-closed.’ When I asked her why she’d made this a priority, she told me that she’d started praying with two friends back in 1984, in the build-up to the American evangelist Billy Graham’s stadium crusade called Mission England. ‘And we’re still praying!’ she said with a smile. ‘Prayer has always been an important part of my life, and I wanted my pupils to discover that they could pray about anything, anywhere, in the same way that I’d learnt.’

One of this group of local Christians had some experience of ‘24–7 Prayer stuff’, so they borrowed ideas from that and developed a plan for a prayer space. Jane loved what they were proposing, but realised that there wasn’t any room for it in the school building, so they decided to pitch a tent on the school field instead. Inside the tent they marked out four zones labelled ‘Please’, ‘Thank You’, ‘Sorry’ and ‘Wow!’, and they created a couple of prayer activities to go in each zone for the children to use.

The prayer space in Farnham launched in May 2008. The local Christians hosted an assembly for the whole school and invited the pupils to come and visit the prayer space. The pupils seemed keen, but no one expected the queue that stretched right around the field during the very first lunch break. One of the children in the queue was a ten-year-old boy whose behaviour in school was sometimes a bit challenging. Jane wasn’t sure if he would be interested, but to her surprise he loved the prayer activities. ‘That was awesome!’ he said as he left the prayer space. Jane reflected afterwards, ‘That was the moment I thought that this thing might just work.’

Almost every child in the school visited the prayer space voluntarily that week. And Jane took the whole staff team in for one of their meetings too, just so they could experience it for themselves. For some children, especially those who were ‘looked after’ (meaning they were under the care of the local authority’s social services in some way), the prayer space became a haven – a place of safety and belonging.

The local Christians, and Jane herself, learned a lot from their first prayer space experience, and it became a catalyst for all sorts of exciting things over the years that followed. They formed a special prayer space team called Orison (an Anglo-French word meaning ‘prayer’), and with an ex-primary school teacher, Rach Warwick, as their team leader, they were among the early pioneers of prayer spaces in schools around England. At Jane’s school the Orison team worked with a group of children to create some new prayer activities (such as Hope Blossoms and Jumping For Joy), many of which are still being used in prayer spaces in schools today.

After one of Orison’s first prayer spaces in Addleston, not far from Farnham, Rach emailed me to say, ‘The pupils really appreciated the space, and seem to have got lots out of it. We interviewed some of the twelve-year-old pupils yesterday morning and one girl said that when she came into the prayer space she felt like she had been “opened”. She said the experience had changed her views on prayer and that she wants it to be a part of her life now. We also had several comments from staff about how the prayer space was affecting the rest of the school – teachers commented that pupils were calmer and that breaks and lunchtimes were quieter, with pupils shouting at each other much less.’

Just nine months after Jane arrived in Farnham, her school came out of ‘special measures’ because of the obvious improvements that had taken place. And six years later, Jane moved into a new role as a member of the education team for the Church of England’s Diocese of Guildford, where she championed prayer spaces in schools and hosted regular training events for churches and schools across the region, resulting in dozens more prayer spaces.

Colchester, Essex, UK

The final beginning was in the city of Colchester. Tim Abbott and the Christian Youth Outreach (CYO) team had started talking about the possibility of prayer spaces in schools in the autumn of 2007, around the same time that Tom and the Ryton churches were running theirs. However, CYO didn’t actually host its first prayer space until July the following year, the same month as Carla and the Revelation Church team hosted theirs in Chichester, and just a few weeks after Jane’s prayer space was launched in Farnham. Even as I write this, I find it extraordinary that, at this stage, none of them knew about any of the others.

I have a certain affection for Colchester because it’s where I was born. My family moved when I was very young though, so I wasn’t there for long. Tim, on the other hand, has lived there and has served Colchester’s churches and its schools for more than thirty years. Colchester has at least fifteen secondary schools (depending on where you draw the geographical line around it), and the CYO team have worked in all of them, delivering lessons, leading Christian unions and lunchtime clubs, appointing chaplains, offering pastoral support during times of bereavement and (of course) hosting prayer spaces.

Tim had already helped to organise a 24–7 Prayer Room for churches across the city in May 2000, less than a year after the very first Prayer Room was set up in Chichester, and then he was involved in opening another one in a public shopfront in 2004. Drawing on these experiences of creative, hospitable reflection and prayer, Tim and his team came up with a proposal for a ‘prayer room for pupils’. They decided to send it to the heads of RE and some of the head teachers at four local secondary schools. Not all of these teachers were Christians, but to Tim’s astonishment, all four schools said yes.

The CYO team decided to host their first prayer space at a secondary school in the north of Colchester. Having led assemblies, RE lessons and lunchtime groups in this school, they were already well known and warmly welcomed. However, before they could launch their first prayer space, they needed to decide what to call it. ‘We wanted to give it a name that we felt pupils would be comfortable using when describing it to their friends,’ explains Tim. ‘We felt that using the word “prayer” might mean that young people would have preconceived ideas about the room that didn’t actually relate to what it offered.’4 After discussing a few options, the word ‘sanctuary’ felt like the best fit, although, in Tim’s words, ‘it felt a bit cumbersome’. But then someone suggested Sanctum, and that’s when they knew they’d found their name: Sanctum – a sacred space in schools.

When Sanctum launched, it was open during break times, lunchtimes and then before and after the school day. (At that time, no connection was envisaged with subject lessons.) The CYO team had designed posters and put them up around the school to try and persuade pupils to come and visit, but after a quiet start they decided to head out into the playground during break times to invite pupils personally. By the end of the second day, the pupils who had visited were calling it ‘The Jesus Room’, and after just four days, more than 100 pupils had experienced Sanctum.

The comments that pupils wrote in the visitors’ book offered a few insights into the impact that this simple space of reflection and prayer – and especially the Be Still tent – was having:

 

‘Very relaxing. It was a pleasure to be here and I will come again.’

‘This place is amazingly peaceful. I loved it. This was a place where I could let out my true feelings.’

‘It was very good, especially the tent because it was very peaceful and it lets you express your feelings to God.’

‘I loved being in the tent space. It is such a relaxing and peaceful place. A great way to spend some time in the day. I would like this in my house.’

[image: A classroom prayer activity called ‘Be Still’. Two small tents, decorated with Christmas lights, for children to crawl inside.]

 

Over the next twelve months, Tim and the CYO team were invited to run Sanctum in other schools, and in the years since then nearly every secondary school in the city has welcomed a Sanctum prayer space, many making it an annual event.

One of the young people who experienced a Sanctum prayer space was a thirteen-year-old girl called Lauren. Tim wrote the following reflections in his blog:

Lauren had already done about three prayer activities before sitting down next to Natalie, one of the Sanctum team. To start with all she could say was ‘I just feel so overwhelmed. It’s all so overwhelming.’ The activities obviously had a profound impact on her, especially the ones focusing on ‘letting go’ and ‘forgiveness’.

Later in the lesson Lauren came over to a teacher to explain in breathless wonder what being in the Sanctum prayer space had done for her. It was humbling to hear someone speaking so passionately about such a personal, spiritual revelation, and it’s difficult to gauge what Lauren’s longer term response will be to her experience. What’s abundantly clear though is that her world has been interrupted, her soul impacted and her spirit awakened by something she wasn’t expecting, but which has brought wonder and joy to her life. At the end of the lesson, Lauren wrote, ‘I really enjoyed this, it made me cry with happiness. I am very grateful and I wish I could experience it more often. I would recommend this to other people.’

 

At the time of writing, CYO has hosted more than sixty-five Sanctum prayer spaces, and it estimates that more than 26,000 pupils – young people just like Lauren – have participated in them. Heaven only knows the impact that these prayer spaces have had on these young lives.

Susie’s Story

Prayer spaces can sometimes have as big an impact on those who volunteer to be part of the teams as they do on the pupils who visit them. Susie was part of CYO’s Sanctum prayer space teams. She worked in a church coffee shop, and Tim had a feeling that she would be great at helping out with a secondary school prayer space, so he asked her. To her surprise, and in spite of her apprehension about working with teenagers, Susie said yes.

After her day in the prayer space Susie emailed Tim:

 

Today I went and was part of something so very special I actually didn’t want to leave. The pupils were lovely, polite, engaging and interested in what was being offered to them. I would never in a million years have volunteered to do this but am so glad I went. I found myself challenged, stretched and way out of my comfort zone. I went this morning thinking what on earth can I offer these young people. It turns out, all they needed was my time and for me to be interested in them. That was all.

The First Question

The four prayer spaces I’ve just described took place in different types of schools (three high schools and one primary school, two church schools and two community/state schools) in different socio-economic areas. They were open at different times and pupils participated in them in different ways, and they were also hosted by very different teams of volunteers. However, one thing stands out as common to all four of these stories, and it’s the willingness of Christians to serve the pastoral and spiritual needs of their local school community.

The prayer space planning process doesn’t actually begin by choosing a room and downloading prayer-activity resources. It begins with an important question: ‘Why do you want to run a prayer space in your local school?’

I once asked a group of youth workers this question during a training session and one of them told me they were hoping and praying that the church’s youth group would double in size. There were six teenagers in his group at that time. When I told him that his vision was too small, I think he was expecting me to simply suggest a bigger number, so he was a bit puzzled when I continued, ‘Why not win the whole school community?’ I wasn’t, of course, suggesting that everyone in the school community would join his church youth group, and I wasn’t even suggesting that’s what he should hope and pray for. I was trying to encourage him to consider a different missional approach, to recognise that most of the time the mission of God isn’t about ‘going and bringing back’ but about ‘going and staying’; it’s about going and being, going and serving . . . and seeing what Jesus builds.

So, before we start preparing all the practical stuff for our first (or our 101st) prayer space, let’s remember to ask the Holy Spirit to help us prepare our hearts . . . to go and serve, by staying. Go and be a blessing. Go and make friends. Go and give the very best of ourselves. Go and seek first (and by seek, I mean ‘partner with the Holy Spirit in bringing about’) the kingdom of heaven among the whole school community in every possible creative, life-giving way. Go and help to make the school a kinder, more generous, more joyful, more forgiving, more hopeful, more curious, more loving, more reconciled, more hospitable place to learn and work. Go and become part of it – become an essential part of the school family.

Prayer spaces are fantastic tools, they are catalysts for all sorts of kingdom of heaven stuff, but they’re not the goal. The goal is a great relationship – an ongoing partnership between local Christians and the school community, from which all sorts of good fruit can grow.

 

Back in 2008, I was serving as 24–7 Prayer’s UK director. One of the best bits about the role was the emails I received. Not all of them, of course, but the ones with people’s stories from 24–7 Prayer Rooms were always encouraging. When I received the emails about these first four 24–7-style prayer rooms in school classrooms, I wasn’t just encouraged though – I was intrigued! Here were four people doing roughly the same thing in schools in four entirely different places around England within a few months of each other . . . and yet they didn’t know each other. Was this a strange coincidence, or was there something more going on?

According to the writer and philosopher G.K. Chesterton, ‘coincidences are spiritual puns’.5 They’re one of God’s ways of attracting our attention; they’re signs to make us wonder and wander in God’s direction. And these four stories definitely got my attention. So I contacted Tim and some of the others who had been involved in those first few prayer spaces and we arranged to meet in 24–7 Prayer’s offices in London.

That meeting was a holy moment – I don’t know how else to describe it. We listened carefully to each prayer-space story – much longer versions than I’ve just summarised above. And then we asked questions like: How did your prayer space work? What did the school expect? What did your prayer space look like? What activities did you include? What did the pupils say about their experience, especially those who weren’t Christians? What did the staff say about the prayer space, especially those who weren’t Christians? And crucially: Was your prayer space the result of a unique relationship with the school . . . or is it reproducible?

As I said, it felt holy, conspiratorially so. It felt like we’d been given a sneaky peak at something that God was doing, and it felt like we were being invited to steward seeds that God was planting in a few places where the ground had been prayerfully prepared for a very long time. I have often wondered if this is one of God’s favourite ways to work. God gets something started (sometimes barely), and then steps back and beckons for us to join in . . . ‘Come and steward this with me! This is going to be so much more fun if we do it together!’

And so we said, ‘Yes, Lord’, not really knowing what we were saying yes to. And I left the meeting that evening with the overwhelming feeling that I needed to experience one of these prayer spaces in schools for myself.

 

[image: presentation]

Reflect and Pray

1. Have you experienced any coincidences lately? Or has anything at home or work or elsewhere caught your attention in an unusual way . . . a conversation, or something you’ve read or seen on screen? Try this simple prayer from 1 Samuel 3:10 (CEV), ‘I’m listening. What do you want me to do?’

2. Do you know a ‘Lauren’ – someone who isn’t a Christian yet, but who has experienced something of the presence of God and is processing what this means and how to respond to it? If so, ask God to speak to them.

3. Tom said about his church, ‘We were all pretty traditional, none with significant numbers of youth or young adults, and we were all deeply concerned about that and not sure what to do.’ Is your church like Tom’s? If so, talk with God about this.

PRAYER ACTIVITY: Jumping For Joy

 

In honour of all that the Orison team did to pioneer prayer spaces back in those early days, here’s one of their prayer activities, Jumping For Joy, which I mentioned in the story of their first prayer space.

 

What is it?

Joy isn’t the same thing as happiness, but it is closely linked. Joy has a lot in common with gratitude because it involves choosing to be positive or to speak positively, even when some things around us are negative. This activity invites pupils to think about the things they feel joyful about and to shout them out.

 

How does it work?

All you need for this activity is a small exercise trampette/trampoline and some safety mats. Put the trampette onto the safety mat (or some other suitably safe surface). This is a noisy prayer activity, so position it away from activities that require concentration and quiet. Invite pupils to take it in turns to jump/bounce on the trampette and as they jump, to say (or shout!) things that they feel joyful about, things that they are thankful for.

 

Who is it for?

Unsurprisingly, this activity works best with primary-aged children, and it’s probably safer to only use it with them
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