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Foreword
"The ancient tradition of silent contemplation is as
important to the modern mind as it was to those of
our forebears  and the Quiet Garden Movement has
been facilitating the practice of mindful
contemplation for the past 25 years, in gardens
across the world.
I am delighted to see the launch of Quiet25  it
provides a thoughtful, accessible, and refreshing
exploration of the journey into silence, of equal help
to groups and individuals navigating the elements of
contemplative prayer and practice, whether familiar
with the silent land or having never ventured there
before.
I hope you'll find time to explore the ancient practice
of silence through this rich new resource as we
celebrate 25 years of Quiet Gardens."
Dr ROWAN WILLIAMS
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Introduction

How to use this guide
Preparing to use the sessions
The Quiet25 Leader’s Guide is designed to help you run a
5-week course with an existing group, or a group gathered
especially for the course (we suggest a group of 8-16
people gather together weekly). Alternatively it can be
used as the basis for a one-day course or individual
workshops.
The format makes it an ideal course of study for a weekly group
meeting of an hour and a half in length, and includes discussion
questions, group and individual exercises, as well as tasks and
practices for participants to try on their own, between sessions.
Each session is slightly different, with some weeks having more
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discussion and others having more exercises, but all following a
regular format (see Session Format on page 4).
There is an accompanying Participant’s Guide available for you
to download and print at www.quietgarden.org/quiet25/. It
includes a summary of the course and sessions, as well as the
practices and tasks for participants to try independently.
Tailor the content… This is a guide and you are welcome to
adapt the sessions for your group and situation. In most sessions,
we offer a number of options for readings, discussion questions and
exercises giving you options to tailor it to your group. You may also
want to add in local examples, or your own content.
Prepare yourself… As the leader, we strongly recommend
reading through the Session Format overleaf, as well as each
session before starting. Also try out the exercises, taking note of
where you will do each section and plan any extra things you may
need for some of the exercises. It is also important that you check
the timings, before and during your session, to avoid running over
or unnecessarily cutting short discussion.
Where to run the sessions… We suggest you gather somewhere
that has both indoor and outdoor space in which to meet:
somewhere that is comfortable to sit and discuss things as a group,
as well as space in which to do the exercises. Everyone needs to be
warm and comfortable, with access to the outdoors for some of the
exercises. It could be in your home with access to a garden, but it
could also all be outside (around a fire for example). It will depend
on the make-up of your group and their needs, as well as the time of
year and your climate.
Creating the right atmosphere… To aid discussion, the
atmosphere your group creates needs to be one of trust and
openness, with an awareness of one another. It is important that
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you, as the leader, nurture this atmosphere, ensuring no-one
dominates the discussions and that everyone listens to each other.
For example, you might want to leave a silent pause for reflection
after introducing the discussion questions, this can give time for
people to be able to think about their responses.
We suggest starting each session with a simple Listen-in exercise,
and opening and closing your time together with Stilling exercises
(both explained below).
o

o

Listen-in exercise - A simple exercise that gives everyone a
chance to say something and share if they want to. Go around the
group giving each person in turn an opportunity to share a word
or sentence from their experience of silence this week. It is a time
to listen to one another, not to fix problems that may come up or
even ask questions - simply a time to listen-in with one another.
Stilling exercise – An opening or closing reflection together in
silence. You might invite people simply to reflect on what has
been shared; you might introduce/close with a reading or prayer,
or you might just be silent. There is a Quiet25 prayer on page 5
and suggested readings and poems are provided for each session
(you will find the suggested poems are available through a quick
web search, but due to copyright we cannot reproduce them).
Lead people into the silence by helping them focus on the breath
(see Silent prayer practice #1 – Breath on page 13). Tell people
the length of time you’ll be silent before starting.

Holding the group… Remember that some people will not have
experienced collective silence before, or could have strong views or
feelings about what it means for them. You will need to be both
gentle and firm in how you handle such group dynamics.
Have fun and enjoy the Quiet25 journey.
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Session format

(90 mins)

Welcome - tea/coffee available
Opening section – includes:
Listen-in (sentence/word reflection exercise) and
Stilling exercise

Theme and discussion – includes:
Leader outlines the session and introduces the
themes
Discussion on themes with questions to consider

Exercises section - usually need access to outside space
Experiments in silence (indicated in each session,
and fully explained in Appendix 1 - page 37)
Senses exercises (indicated in each session, and fully
explained in Appendix 2 - page 43)
indicates exercise needs outside space
indicates group exercise
indicates individual exercise
indicates feedback and reflections on exercises

Closing section - includes introducing the weeks:
Silent prayer practice
Weekly task

Daily silent time
Closing stilling exercise
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Quiet25 prayer
This can be used for opening and closing your session
(To be read slowly and intentionally)

Silence....
In our looking, our seeing, our awareness.
Silence in our hearing and listening.
Silence in our searching, striving, and forbearance:
The stillness of God in all reasoning and understanding.

There may we find, refuge from sorrows and trials;
Strength for challenge of day and loneliness of night;
Protection in moments of danger;
Peace in the wonder of creation.

God, be the source of our strength, the solid rock on which we
stand.
In you we place our whole being.
Trusting in your silence wherein your still small voice beckons.

AMEN

Ó Tina Jefferies / The Quiet Garden Trust (2017)
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Session 1

Why silence?...
An introduction to silence and its use
Opening section

(10 mins)

Listen-in and Stilling exercise (see page 3)
Suggested Poem/Readings:
o “Come with me by yourselves to a quiet place and get some
rest.” - Mark 6:31
o “I have shown you the power of silence, how thoroughly it
heals and how fully pleasing it is to God…. Know that it is
by silence that the saints grew, that it was because of
silence that the power of God dwelt in them, because of
6

silence that the mysteries of God were known to them.” Desert Father Amononas1

o

Opening two paragraphs of ‘The Song Of The Traveller’ by
Thomas Merton from The Collected Poems of Thomas
Merton

Theme and discussion

(20 mins)

At the core of the Quiet Garden Movement is the
understanding that silence is profoundly important for our health
and wellbeing, as well as for our spiritual development. Time in
quiet outdoors in particular seems to nourish the soul.

What do we mean by silence?
The impact of human-made sound has increased drastically in
recent history, as has the balance of noise and silence in our lives.
•

48 per cent of people in the UK feel their home life is spoilt
to some extent by noise,

•

and between 2000 and 2012 noise moved up from ninth to
fourth place in a list of 12 environmental problems when
respondents were asked which affected them most.2

•

Eight million people across Europe suffer sleep deprivation
because of traffic noise.3

Silence can be interpreted in many different ways. For example, a
lack of audible sound or presence of sounds of very low intensity.
The word silence also refers to any absence of communication or
hearing – and is used in reference to nonverbal communication and
spiritual connection.
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In day to day life we will rarely ever encounter a complete lack of
audible sound. Noise pervades everywhere. No matter how remote
you are, it is very likely that sounds from cars or aeroplanes will be
heard at some point. A total absence of noise is not realistic. Even if
not a manmade sound, nature will be heard: birds singing, leaves
rustling, dogs barking. Quiet stillness can in some respects be
interpreted as a form of sound – a symphony of silence.

Questions to consider:
•

How noisy is your area / home / life?

•

Is this noise noticeable to you in your daily life?

•

How do you react to this noise?

What are the benefits of silence?

(10 mins)

Noise, especially noise over 30 decibels, is associated with
high blood pressure, anxiety, and stress. Research has found that
silence has the opposite effect, releasing tension in the brain and
body.
o Reduces stress - Silence may not cure illness, but it can help
reduce stress which in turn can improve the body’s overall
capacity to maintain health.
o Lowers blood pressure - Silence seems to contribute
towards lowered blood pressure – one study found two
minutes of silence to be more relaxing than listening to
“relaxing” music, based on changes in blood pressure and
blood circulation in the brain.4
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o Regenerates the brain - Silence can regenerate brain cells
– another study compared the effects of ambient noise, white
noise and silence, on the brains of mice. Although the
researchers intended to use silence as a control in the study,
they found that two hours of silence daily led to the
development of new cells in the part of the brain associated
with memory, emotion, and learning (the hippocampus). This
suggests that silence could be therapeutic for conditions like
depression and Alzheimer’s, which are associated with
decreased rates of neuron regeneration in the hippocampus.5
o Restores mental function - Silence can replenish our
mental resources and energize us. In our everyday lives,
sensory input bombards us from every direction. When we
finally get away from these disruptions and distractions, our
brain’s attention centres are given opportunity for restoration.
o Improves decision-making and problem-solving - The
ceaseless attentional demands of modern life put significant
burden on the prefrontal cortex of the brain, which is involved
in high-order thinking, decision-making and problem-solving.
As a result, our attentional resources become drained – we
become distracted, mentally tired and struggle to focus.
Silence can help us recharge our energy, sitting silently for a
few minutes letting our mind and body fully rest.
According to attention restoration theory, the brain can
restore its finite cognitive resources when we’re in
environments with lower levels of sensory input than
usual – for instance, the quiet stillness you find when walking
alone in nature.6
o Increases our perception – When facing a new challenge,
by making silence a first response, we give ourselves the
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chance to reflect before speaking, helping increase the quality
of our response and engagement.
o Stimulates creativity – Silence is a great facilitator of
creativity. When we stop, allowing the mind to drift a while
and tune-in to the beauty and aesthetic around us, we give
space for creative sparks.
o Increases our understanding of one another –
Paradoxically, silence does not cut us off from people, but has
the effect of moving us closer to those who share in the silence
around us.
Silence is a great communication tool in itself. It is crucial
to listening. Many of us engage in listening only as a way of
waiting until it is our turn to speak – but silence gives us the
ability to listen effectively, helping us to listen to understand,
rather than listening to reply. The word listen even has the
same letters as the word silent!

Experiments in silence exercise (10 mins)
#1 Communicating in silence (see page 37)
Exercise that explores how much we communicate silently.

The practice of silence

(10 mins)

When we refer to silence we are not talking in the literal
sense of a complete absence of sound, but rather the condition or
quality of being quiet or still - an intentional period of time or space
without noise, whilst accepting that there will be varying degrees of
internal and ambient sound.
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The practice of silence is an invitation to,
“Listen to the inner thoughts and feelings
within… and… begin to notice an
instinctive channel of wisdom perpetually
guiding your footsteps.”7
Silence is often used as a metaphor for
inner stillness. Being in silence can
help us take a step away from
constant thoughts. There are many
phrases to describe this: inner silence,
internal silence, stillness,
contemplation – all of which suggest
more than the mere absence of
physical sound. The state of ‘being in
silence’ calms the ‘chattering mind’ –
and is less about absence and more
about presence. Indeed, religious
traditions advocate the importance of
being quiet and still of mind and spirit
for our spiritual development.

“Silence is multifaceted,
a densely woven fabric
of many different
strands and threads.”8
Sara Maitland
Book of Silence

“Silence is where we
speak something deeper
than our words...”9
From the film, In
Pursuit of Silence (2016)

“Silence is not the
absence of sound,
but the absence of
self.10
Anthony de Mello

The Australian aboriginal word for silence is dadirri, which has
been defined as:
“the open-eyedness of someone who explores where he or she
has always belonged.”11
Martin Laird, in his book Into The Silent Land, suggests that:
“The practice of silence… cannot be reduced to a spiritual
technique… A spiritual practice simply disposes us to allow
something to take place. For example, a gardener does not
actually grow plants. A gardener practices certain gardening
skills that facilities growth that is beyond the gardener’s
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direct control… And so it is with contemplative practice, not a
technique, but a skill. The skill required is interior silence.” 12
There are two contemplative practices of fundamental importance
in the Christian tradition: the practice of stillness (also called
meditation, still prayer or contemplative prayer) and the practice
of awareness (or watchfulness).
Using our senses can be helpful for nurturing the practice of
contemplation – helping us deepen our concentration and
expand our awareness.

Senses exercises

(20 mins)

#1 Sight - Using your senses in silence
Go outside and try a couple of the #1 Sight Senses Exercises
(see page 43)
Feedback - Give people an opportunity to share how
they found this exercise, and what they observed.

Closing section

(10 mins)

Introduce Daily practice & Weekly task
As part of the Quiet25 course, you are invited to spend a
regular daily time in silent contemplative prayer or meditation. We
suggest selecting the same time each day. First thing in the
morning, midday, or last thing at night are naturally good times.
Whenever is the best time for you, start with a daily 10-minutes
time of silence and gradually build from there. Starting this week,
with 10-minutes each day, over the next 5 weeks we’ll gradually
increase the time to 25-minutes.
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We recommend having a comfortable place to do this – somewhere
you can sit upright, not slouched (a prayer stool can be useful but is
not essential). A timer is also really useful, to free yourself from
watching the clock. You might also find it useful to write your
experience of these practices in a journal afterwards.
Each week we will also introduce a Silent prayer practice, which
you can use as an ‘anchor’ during your daily practice. When you
find that your attention wanders during these times, gently return
to the practice by concentrating on your breathing.

Silent prayer practice #1 - Breath
Sit with your back upright but not stiff, your feet touching the
ground. Let your weight distribute evenly on your chair/stool.
Hands softly at rest in your lap or by your sides. Notice your
breath, as you inhale and exhale. Each time your mind
wanders, gently bring it back to noticing your breath.

Daily silent time #1 – 10-minutes
Spend 10-minutes in silence each day this week.

Weekly task #1
This week note down what distracts you. During your silent
practice what type of distractions get in your way? Is there a
pattern?

Closing stilling exercise
Close with a short time of stillness together – see page 3.
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Session 2

Meeting silence…
How we respond to silence
Opening section

(10 mins)

Listen-in and Stilling exercise (see page 3)
Suggested Poem/Readings:
o “Be still, and know that I am God…” - Psalm 46:10
o “…the silence holds with its gloved hand the wild hawk of
the mind…” - RS Thomas, from The Untamed
o Praying by Mary Oliver, from Thirst: New Poems (2007)
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Theme and discussion

(30 mins)

Questions to consider:
o How have you found the daily practice? What reactions
have you had towards spending time in silence?
o What type of distractions have you found in your daily
practice?

We all find there are barriers to
being silent. Some of us struggle with
permission to make the time, whilst for
others it is actually finding the time in a
busy schedule. We might find it is
simply difficult to find a space in which
to be silent, or for others there may be
a negative reaction to the silence,
feeling that it is ‘just not me’.

“Silence is often
something we
experience as
uncomfortable, as a
rupture in the
social fabric, an
awkwardness we want
to cover over with our
voices.” 13
Matthew Adams,
lecturer in psychology,
University of Brighton

Is silence comforting or distressing?
Many of us relate to a deep-down longing for silence – as if there is
a natural instinct for silence – perhaps from when we were hunter
gatherers and we had a need for silence as a survival instinct.
However, it is worth noting that there is a counter theory, that
humans find prolonged silence distressing, suggesting danger.
Many social animals make contact calls. These are a mixture of
various sounds, accompanying the group’s everyday activity, such
as foraging, which are used to maintain audio contact with the
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members of the group. Some social animals communicate the
signal of potential danger by stopping contact calls and freezing
through silence. Joseph Jordania has suggested that human
humming could have been such a contact method that early
humans used to avoid silence.14 This may help explain why some
people find silence challenging – and feel a comfort from humming,
whistling, talking to themselves, or having the TV or radio on.

Questions to consider:
o Do you find silence comforting or distressing?
o Have there been particular times in your life when you have
found silence more or less comforting or distressing?

Regardless of the particular
distraction or adverse feeling, we can
be assured that we are not alone. We
all get distracted, and we all find
barriers to silence around which to
navigate.

“The inner chaos going
on in our heads, like
some wild cocktail party
of which we find
ourselves the
embarrassed host…”15
Martin Laird,
Into the Silent Land

The strongest distraction is often in
our own mind. No matter where we
are, we always take ourselves with us.
The head is so often full of noise; the
constant chatter of the ‘inner voice’.
The quietest place in the world can
become as ‘noisy’ as a busy high
street.

“The most deafening
voice is our own.
Desires, fears, anxieties
and obsessive worries, a
treadmill of thoughts,
issuing from a
constantly chattering
mind” 16

Conversely, even when in the noisiest
spaces it is possible to experience

David Tomlins,
Cistercian Abbot
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inner silence. With practice, we can ‘watch’ the noise pass by. Let it
be – and know that we are not a part of the noise. As we discussed
in session 1, the practices of stillness and awareness (or
watchfulness) help us.
In Lost in Wonder Esther de Waal quotes Mary Margaret Funk in
saying:
“Watchfulness of thoughts is the practice of catching a
thought, perception, or feeling, at its first inkling… when we
watch our thoughts we anticipate and are on the alert for
thoughts… Watchfulness of thoughts is a practice of simple
awareness, noticing and letting thoughts come ‘as they are’
without resistance or editing. Then we simply let them go. A
thought will go away by itself if we don’t accompany that
thought with another thought… for when we couple that
thought with the next thought we give it life.”17

Senses exercises

(10 mins)

#2 Sound - Using your senses in silence
Go outside and try a couple of the #2 Sound - Senses exercises
(see page 44).

Experiments in silence exercise

(10 mins)

#2 Movement and silence
An exercise that explores movement as an ‘anchor’ for time in
silence outdoors (see page 38).
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Feedback

(5 mins)

Give people an opportunity to share how they found these two
different types of exercises, and what they observed.

There are many tools to help us focus our mind, such as our
breath, posture and movement. Another tool is a word.

Silent prayer practice #2 Word

(20 mins)

Words are a valuable tool in silent contemplative prayer. A
‘prayer word’ or ‘breath prayer’ is a single word repeated with
every breath. For example, ‘maranatha’, which means 'Come
Lord Jesus' in Aramaic, has long been used with the first two
beats of the in-breath, and the last two on the out-breath 'Ma-ra na-tha’.
Phrases can also be used, perhaps the most well-known being
the ‘Jesus Prayer’: “Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy
on me a sinner”. The phrase may be repeated to the rhythm of
the breath – “(inhale) Lord Jesus Christ, (exhale) Son of God,
(inhale) have mercy on me (exhale) a sinner”.
You could lead your group in an exercise to develop their own
chosen prayer word (see overleaf) or simply ask people to
choose a word or phrase and then spend 5 minutes together
using their own word or phrase in silence. Explain that if we
notice our attention wandering, we gently return our attention
to the word or phrase.
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Developing a prayer word / phrase
This can be done together, led by you, or by telling people
what to do and then give them time to find a quiet space
outside to do the exercise alone.
1. Be still for a moment with your eyes closed – you might
like to say, “Be still and know that I am God” (Psalm
46:10). Be still, calm, peaceful, open to the presence of
God.
2. We are going to imagine that God is asking each of us
“what is your deepest desire?” You might want to read
Luke 18: 35-43 – and explain that like the blind man on
the road to Jericho, Jesus kindly looks you in the eyes
and asks, “What do you want from me?”
3. Give a simple and direct answer that comes in response.
Don’t think about it too much – just whatever surfaces
for you. Write down the answer. If you have more than
one answer, write them down. Your answer may be one
word such as ‘peace’, or ‘love’, or ‘help’. It may be several
words or a phrase such as, ‘feel your presence’ or ‘lead
me into life’. Whatever your answers, they are the
foundation of your breath prayer.
4. Select the name that you are most comfortable using to
speak with God. Combine it with your written answer.
This is your prayer.
5. Breathe in the first phrase/word (generally your
invocation of God’s name) and breathe out the second
phrase/word (request or need).
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Closing section

(5 mins)

Introduce Daily practice & Weekly task
Suggest the group this week increases their daily silence
practice to 15-minutes each day – and experiment using their
chosen prayer word or phrase to help them focus.

Daily silent time #2 – 15-mins
This week increase your daily practice of silence to 15-minutes.

Weekly task #2
This week continue to note down your experience of, and
reactions to, your time in silence. Also experiment with the
different Silent prayer practices in your Daily silent times
seeing which works best for you.

Closing stilling exercise
Close with a short time of stillness together – see page 3.
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Session 3

Natural silence
Exploring silence and nature
Opening section

(10 mins)

Listen-in and Stilling exercise (see page 3)
Suggested Poem/Readings:
o “Great are the works of the LORD; they are pondered by
all who delight in them…” - Psalm 111.2
o

The Peace of Wild Things by Wendell Berry, from The
Selected Poems of Wendell Berry
21

o “The power of God is present at all places, even in the
tiniest leaf …. God is entirely and personally present in the
wilderness, in the garden, and in the field.” - Martin Luther

Theme and discussion

(20 mins)

Questions to consider:
o When and where do you find you rest best?

The world’s largest study into the
links between rest and wellbeing shows
‘being alone’ and ‘in the natural
environment’ are rated in the top three
most restful activities. 18 This is
probably not a surprise. Intentionally
setting aside some time outside, in a
garden or a natural setting, is core to
what Quiet Gardens offer.

“Climb the mountains
and hear their good
tidings… the winds will
blow their own
freshness into you, and
the storms their energy.”
John Muir

This session explores silence outdoors, in nature, examining why
this seems to be important and how we might use being outdoors as
a tool for seeking silence.

Why focus on the outside?
“Studies in disciplines of ecology, biology, psychology and
psychiatry have attempted to empirically examine the human
relationship with the natural world, some concluding that as
well as being totally dependent on nature for material needs
(food, water, shelter, etc.) humans also need nature for
psychological, emotional and spiritual needs.”19
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Research suggests, time spent outdoors is naturally loaded with
many benefits:
• Time outdoors is often where moments of awe and wonder
occur. With no instruction manual or a set range of possible
outcomes, the natural world holds infinite possibilities, and often
introduces transcendent (going beyond) moments, when we feel
deeply connected to something bigger than ourselves. These
moments are important for our spiritual growth. In short, time
outside enjoying nature can be good for our souls.20
• Time outdoors seems to make us happier and healthier prisoners who can look out at nature get sick less often, patients
in hospitals recover more quickly when their view is of greenery
rather than concrete.21 Time outdoors is restorative to our
wellbeing.
• Being outdoors often brings about positive emotions and
makes us feel good - and importantly it seems the benefits are
not restricted to just the time we are outside, they seem to be
durable, and may influence subsequent interests and
behaviours.22
• Time outside awakens our senses. It seems that our alpha
brain waves, which can help with creativity and inspiration, are
often switched on when we are outdoors in nature.23 Back in
1958, a study found that in the act of contemplating nature, the
brain is relieved of ‘excess’ circulation (or activity) and nervous
system activity is reduced.24 Later studies found that an
experience of nature can help strengthen the activities of the
right hemisphere of the brain, and restore harmony to the
functions of the brain as a whole - a technical explanation of the
process that occurs when we ‘clear our head’ by going for a walk
in a natural setting.25
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• Research also suggests that people are more caring when
they’re around nature.26
This is not to say that great benefits cannot be gained from quiet
spaces indoors, but rather going outdoors is likely to increase the
benefits of time in quiet. There are often less distractions than
indoors, and outdoors can often be the place where we allow
ourselves to be quiet, to explore sounds and to contemplate.

Senses exercises

(20 mins)

#3 Smell - Using your senses in silence
Go outside and try a couple of the #3 Smell - Senses exercises
– these need setting up beforehand (see page 45)

Experiment in silence exercise

(25 mins)

#3 Nature and silence
A ‘Sit Spot’ exercise which facilitates connection with nature in
the present moment (see page 39).

Feedback

(5 mins)

Give people an opportunity to share how they found these two
different types of exercises, and what they observed.

Closing section

(10 mins)

Introduce Daily practice & Weekly task
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Noticing our connection to the world around us can be a
simple but deep experience – and a sit-spot in nature is
another tool to help us focus. This week we will use this as our
practice.
Suggest the group this week increases their daily silence practice to
20-minutes each day – and experiment using the following practice
to help them focus.

Silent prayer practice #3 Nature
In your silent time this week simply close your eyes for a
moment, take three mindful breaths, in and out – then open
your eyes and look for something natural around you that
attracts your eye. Place your attention on that object, for
example, a tree, a flower, a rock, leaf, shape or pattern in the
landscape. Each time your attention wanders, bring it back to
focus on your object. You can also experiment with this
exercise by focusing on a natural sound instead.
They might also want to find a sit-spot in your garden or as part of
your daily routine. Using a sit-spot is a great way to observe the
seasons. They could take a handful of seeds for the birds too.

Daily silent time #3 – 20-mins
Increase your daily time of silence to 20-minutes this week.

Weekly task #3
This week continue to note down what experience you have
with your daily practice, and your reactions. Also think about
what type of space you find most helpful for silence?

Closing stilling exercise
Close with a short time of stillness together – see page 3.
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Session 4

Finding silence
Nurturing a silent space
Opening section

(10 mins)

Listen-in and Stilling exercise (see page 3)
Suggested Poem/Readings:
o “The Lord is my shepherd, I lack nothing. He makes me lie
down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters,
he refreshes my soul. He guides me along the right paths
for his name’s sake.” – Psalm 23:1-3
o “The fullness of joy is to behold God in everything.” - Julian
of Norwich
26

Theme and discussion

(20 mins)

Through our daily practice we are developing the art of using
any space, anywhere and at any time to be silent and present –
allowing ourselves to become aware of God’s presence around us.
Nurturing an actual space, in a particular place, where we spend
our quiet times can also be very helpful, which is what this session
is about.

Questions to consider:
o What type of space do you find most helpful for silence?
Indoors or outdoors?
o Do you have a place you can’t wait to go back to - and if so,
what is it about that place that makes you want to revisit it?

What makes an ideal space?
The ideal quiet space is, of course, different for everyone.
However, there are likely to be certain key features.
Prospect/Refuge Theory says we're happiest looking out at nature
from places of safety, with a good view of predators and no need to
watch our backs. A quiet space that allows us to observe (prospect)
without being seen (refuge) might be a good starting place.
Being comfortable and warm will be important to our enjoyment, as
will our feeling of safety.
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Questions to consider:
• What elements does your group think makes an ideal space?
What is important to consider?

(20 mins)

Senses exercises

#4 Touch - Using your senses in silence
Try a couple of the #4 Touch Senses Exercises – these need
setting up beforehand (see page 45).
Feedback - Give people an opportunity to share how
they found this exercise, and what they observed.
Find an object: Whilst still outside you might want to ask
people to spend 5-minutes looking for something that could
act as a holding object (see overleaf), such as a stone or a seed.

Experiment in silence exercise

(25 mins)

#4 Finding your silent space
(see page 40).
Feedback - Give people an opportunity to share how
they found this exercise, and what they observed.

Closing section

(5 mins)

Introduce daily practice & weekly task
Introduce the Silent prayer practice #4 Object – and suggest
this week the daily silence practice is increased to 25-minutes each
day – and experiment using their ‘prayer object’ to help them focus.
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Silent prayer practice #4 Object
(10 mins)
Having something in your hand as you practice silent
contemplative prayer can provide an ‘anchor’, helping to
prevent the mind wandering.
Such prayer aids can take many forms, such as a prayer rope
or beads, which are often used in conjunction with the Jesus
Prayer whereby you move along the rope or beads as you pray.
It is simple to make your own using some rope and beads.
Holding a small object in the hand can also be helpful, such as
a ‘holding cross’, a smooth stone or any meaningful, tactile
object.
Ask people to either use the object they collected in the senses
exercise above – or give people the materials and time to make
a prayer rope or something to hold.
You might like to also share the following reading:
“And in this he showed me something small, no bigger
than a hazelnut, lying in the palm of my hand, as it
seemed to me, and it was as round as a ball. I looked at
it with the eye of my understanding and thought: What
can this be? I was amazed that it could last, for I
thought that because of its littleness it would suddenly
have fallen into nothing. And I was answered in my
understanding: It lasts and always will, because God
loves it; and thus everything has being through the love
of God."
from Revelations of Divine Love by Julian of Norwich
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Daily silent time #4 – 25-mins
Carry on your daily practice - try 25-minutes each day.

Weekly task #4
This week once again note down what experience you have
with your daily practice and your reactions. Also, think about
how you have found the time in silence as a group? Is the time
you spend in silence by yourself different to when you spend
time in silence as a group?
You might also want to ask your group how they would like to
mark the end of the sessions next week as part of the Closing
ceremony (see page 35). Do they have any suggestions of
readings to include? Would they like to spend time this week
thinking about how they intend to continue their journey with
silence?

Closing stilling exercise
Close with a short time of stillness together – see page 3.
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Session 5

Shared silence
Exploring communal silence
Opening section

(10 mins)

Listen-in and Stilling exercise (see page 3)
Suggested Poem/Readings:
o “Peace I leave with you; my peace I give you. I do not give
to you as the world gives. Do not let your hearts be
troubled and do not be afraid.” – John 14:27
o “A being is free only when it can determine and limit its
activity”27 - by Karl Barth

31

Theme and discussion

(20 mins)

Silence is powerful
An example of how powerful silence can be: in 2008, at
Grand Central Station, New York, at a given time, 200 people stood
collectively silent, frozen and motionless in the public concourse
area for five minutes.
The immediate impact was dramatic. Abrupt silence and stillness,
in a usually busy place, consequently grabbed the attention of
millions through media coverage. Standing motionless, soundless,
as if the world and everything in it had physically stopped, silence
spoke in great volume. As sound and motion subsequently returned
it was almost an anti-climax.
We have been experimenting with silence and different tools to
help us find time and space for silence in our lives. We have also
been doing this as a group. The context of being silent as a group is
important, and is the basis for this final session.
John Cage is perhaps best known for his 1952 composition 4′ 33″,
which is performed in the absence of deliberate sound; musicians
who present the work do nothing aside from being present for the
duration specified by the title.
Part of what makes the drama so compelling is the simplicity of the
concept. The composer creates nothing at all. The performer goes
on stage and does nothing. The audience witnesses this very basic
act, the act of sitting still and being quiet. A key part of the work is
the collective experience of silence – performer, audience and
surroundings.
The work remains both a popular and controversial piece – at the
time John Cage noted:
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“They missed the point. There's no such thing as silence. What they
thought was silence, because they didn’t know how to listen, was
full of accidental sounds. You could hear the wind stirring outside
during the first movement. During the second, raindrops began
pattering the roof, and during the third the people themselves
made all kinds of interesting sounds as they talked or walked
out.”28
John Cage speaking about
the premiere of 4′33″

Questions to consider:
o Have you experienced a large group silent act like the
examples above? Share experiences.
o How have you found the time in
silence as a group in these
sessions?
o Is the time you spend in silence
by yourself different to when
you spend time in silence as a
group?

Silence can be a uniting force for
community – it relies on our knowing
one another very well; without knowing
one another we need small talk.
There is also something about being in
silence together that helps us be in
silence. The group acts as another
‘anchor’.

“He who does not
understand your
silence, will probably
not understand your
words”
Elbert Hubbard

“While the discovery of
the silent land is deeply
personal, and no one
can do it for us, it is at
the same time deeply
communal.
Paradoxically no one
discovers the solitude of
inner silence by
oneself.”29
Martin Laird,
Into the Silent Land
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Senses exercises

(20 mins)

#5 All senses
Go outside and try the #5 All Senses Exercise (see page 46).
Feedback - Give people an opportunity to share how
they found this exercise, and what they observed.

Experiment in silence exercise

(25 mins)

#5 Silence as a communal act
(see page 42).
Feedback - Give people an opportunity to share how
they found this exercise, and what they observed.

Closing section

(10 mins)

Introduce daily practice & weekly task
Suggest this week people review their experience of the
course and plan ways to continue finding silence both, alone and
with others.

Silent prayer practice #5 Group
Sitting in silence together in contemplative prayer or
meditation can be very helpful. You can try it as a family
before a meal or the next time you meet up with others –
simply invite everyone to sit silently together just for two
minutes. Setting a timer can help people let go and not feel
awkward.
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Daily silent time #5
Decide for yourself how you will continue your daily practice.
What length of time will you continue with?

Weekly task #5
This week decide how you are going to continue your journey
into silence:
o How can you share group silence with your family and
friends?
o Are there other ways you can bring ‘silence into your life’,
such as switching off the internet, or TV, one evening a
week?
o Is there a Quiet Garden local to you that you can visit
regularly? Or could you start a local Quiet Garden group
that meets periodically for time in silence in a garden?
Make a plan for what might work for you and your household.

Closing ceremony

(10 mins)

Close your time together with a silence-based ceremony.
Below are some suggestions for what you could do – give this
some thought beforehand and put together a ceremony that is
relevant to your group and situation. You can also ask your
group the week before if they have any suggestions to include
as part of this time.
We suggest holding this time outside in a circle around
something you can place things on, such as a log or stool.
o Open with the Quiet25 prayer (see page 5).
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o Create a cairn or altar – ask people to bring an object
that symbolises their silent journey – this could be their
prayer object (from Session 4) or an object
which symbolises the course for them. Alternatively you
could give everyone a stone, hazelnut or similar.
Each person places their object in the centre either
silently or after sharing briefly with the group how they
intend to continue their journey with silence.
Cairns are often used as trail markers – let these objects
together be a reminder of your groups intentions (you
could photograph the cairn to share afterwards).
o Suggested Readings – share a selection of appropriate
readings for your group. They could be taken from the
suggested readings of the sessions or the following Bible
readings: 1 Kings 19:11-13, Isaiah 30:21, John 20:19-20.
o Use a body prayer – The Lord's Prayer demonstrated
as a body prayer is available as a video and booklet at
www.quietgarden.org/2009/body-prayer/
o Blessing – Close together with a suitable blessing, like:
Blessed are you, Lord our God, King of the Universe,
we trust in your silence wherein your still small voice
beckons. May peace be with us.
Invite your group to collect their object and take it with
them as a reminder of their intention and blessing.

Feedback… We welcome your feedback and experience of
running the sessions – see www.quietgarden.org/quiet25-feedback
Share your photographs & experience on social media with hashtag
#quiet25 - twitter: @quietgardens or facebook: @quietgardentrust
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Appendix 1

Experiments in silence
Exercises to explore silence
indicates the exercise needs to done in an outside space
– although they all can be done outside.
indicates group exercise
indicates individual exercise

#1 Communicating in silence

(10 mins)

We often think we communicate by voice, but research
suggests much of communication is actually non-verbal (only
20% is verbal) – this experiment explores how much we
communicate silently.
Read aloud the person roles below – and get people into pairs
and decide who will do which role.
o Person 1: choose a situation or person that prompts a
certain feeling (it doesn’t matter what the feeling is, and you
won’t have to share what the situation is or who the person
is). Think about the situation / person, and allow your body
/ face to do whatever it’s going to do. Don’t act, just feel the
feeling - letting your body naturally be.
o Person 2: watch person 1 and copy everything they do –
body movements, facial expressions – feel what they are
feeling. Don’t analyse what you think they are thinking
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about or feeling – but just copy them and mentally note
what you are feeling in response.
Tell everyone you will time them for 3 minutes and start the
exercise. At the end of 3 minutes in their pairs allow Person 2
to share what they felt – did this reflect what Person 1 was
feeling? (Don’t discuss the situation or person, just the feeling)
Swap roles and repeat the exercise.

#2 Movement and silence

(10 mins)

Movement helps bring us into the moment, and can act as a
focus for a wandering mind. Walking outdoors in silence is
something so ordinary that we can take it for granted.
Purposefully walking in silence can be very relaxing and
connecting, particularly when done bare-footed, reminding us
that our connection to the earth is always there. Take some
time to walk in silence and feel connected to the earth. If
appropriate, invite people to remove their shoes and socks,
and share the following reading:
“Earth's crammed with heaven, And every common bush
afire with God: But only he who sees takes off his shoes...”
from ‘Aurora Leigh’ by Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1806–
1861)
Perhaps do this as a led exercise first, and then give people
time and space to do it at their own pace for a set time. The
following prompts might be helpful to lead people:
o First notice your body as you stand in stillness - feeling the
connection of the body to the ground. Notice your arms by
your sides, or, if you prefer, hold your hands together at the
front or clasp your hands at your back. Become aware of
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your surroundings, taking in any sounds, sights, smells...
Notice your breath, moving in and out of your body. No
need to change it; just let it be.
o Start walking slowly and mindfully, noticing the shift of
weight from foot to foot. Continue with this walking…
paying attention to the sensations on the soles of your feet.
Walk with awareness, one step at a time. Notice any
thoughts that arise and let them be. Returning your focus to
the sensation of walking - lifting, moving, placing, and using
your breath as a focus.
o When you want to finish your walk stop and take a moment
to notice the sensations in your body; bring awareness to
your breath. Notice the stillness and silence.

#3 Nature and silence

(20 mins)

This exercise is sometimes called a Sit Spot, or Magic Spot. It
is a deceptively simple practice that connects you with the
presence of nature in the present moment. Connection can
occur through our senses, feelings, intuition, imagination,
intellect and soul.
Invite people to find a place outside where they can sit
comfortably by themselves in silence with a view of nature.
Ideal locations are where there is plenty of greenery, growing
at different levels and with enough biodiversity to allow
insects, birds and animals to be present.
Before they go explain that they should go to find their spot as
quietly as possible, and once they are settled in their spot they
should sit quietly and still, using all their senses to simply
observe what happens around them. Agree a length of time
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that people will be away for and a way of ending the time, such
as series of whistles.
This exercise works particularly well in a large natural area,
such as a nature reserve or woodland, with the leader leading
everyone in a long line, with people ‘peeling off’ when they see
a spot they want to go to. The leader then breaks the silence at
the end of the time with an agreed noise and walks back the
same way, with people joining the line as it goes by them.

#4 Finding your silent space

(25 mins)

This meditative mapping exercise is designed to be read by the
leader slowly; with pauses to allow people to reflect on and
explore what you are saying for themselves creating a strong
picture of their quiet space in their minds.
Ensure everyone has a pen/pencil and something to write on –
and ask everyone to sit down so they are comfortable. This
could be up-right in a chair with feet firmly on the ground – or
people might prefer to lie on the ground. Make sure everyone
can hear you clearly – ideally without you having to raise your
voice too much.
Start the exercise by using the following script:
In this exercise you are going to create a quiet place in
your mind, in which you feel comfortable being.
Get yourself comfortable.
Close your eyes so you are not distracted.
Allow yourself to relax.
Notice your weight of your body on the chair / ground.

40

Allow your shoulders to drop.
Notice your breathing - as you breathe in and out...
I want you to imagine that you are standing outdoors.
Have a look around you and choose an area you want to
make your own quiet space.
You might like there to be a boundary around your quiet
space – a line of trees or wall, a ditch or maybe just a
line on the ground.
This is your own personal quiet place…
Now imagine what you want in your landscape.
The kind of terrain that is there.
Imagine the kind of objects there are, perhaps trees,
water, flowers, animals… there might be buildings.
And when you have that picture in your mind, imagine
whether there are people in your landscape or not. And
if there are, what are they doing?
Spend a few moments looking around your landscape,
taking in the big picture, the birds eye view.
Now go to the area of your landscape where your quiet
space is and explore it. Have a walk around. Feel the
ground under your feet. Feel the air on your face. Listen
to the sounds that you can hear around you. What does
it smell like? You might like to touch the surfaces of some
of the objects or pick some up…
You will be able to come back to your quiet space again
in the future, but for now take a few deep breaths and
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when you feel ready bring yourself back out of your
landscape.
Keeping silence, open your eyes – without talking to
anyone – draw your quiet space and landscape. It could
be a map or a picture. Note down things that stood out.
It doesn’t need to be a perfect picture just capture the
overview and some of the details, as well as the feelings
of being there. Use words if you like.
Maintaining silence, give everyone time to draw and make
notes from this exercise before breaking the silence and
closing the exercise.

#5 Silence as communal act

(10 mins)

Being present with others in silence can be very powerful. We
have observed nature, now let us observe one another.
Get everyone into pairs and sitting so they are in front of one
another, looking at one another. Explain that you are going to
invite everyone to simply sit silently looking at the person in
front of them for 5-minutes.
It can feel like a long time, so before you start, prepare
participants to maintain silence for the time being, even if they
find it difficult or get the ‘giggles’. Just stay with it, silently
looking at one another. They might like to hold the following
words in their mind as they look at one another:
May you be safe
May you be well
May you be happy
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Appendix 2

Senses exercises
Using your senses in silence
All these exercises really need to be done in an outside space.
indicates group exercise
indicates individual exercise

#1 Sight:
o Colour swatches – Get hold of a variety of colour
swatches or colour charts for paints (these are freely available
from most DIY stores or paint manufacturers), and cut them
up into individual colours. Give everyone 4 or 5 colours and
invite them to spend time matching their colours to those they
can see in nature.
o Owl / Hawk eyes – Explore your vision. Firstly,
explore how wide you can make your vision, like an Owl.
Soften your gaze and hold your arms in front of you with your
fingers wiggling. Gradually open your arms out, wiggling your
fingers, until you can no longer see your moving fingers.
Experiment and see how wide your vision can be.
Secondly, sharpen your vision, like a Hawk. Focus on the
detail of something nearby, examining as much detail as you
can. Then focus on the detail of something further away, again
focussing in on as much detail as you can.
Invite people to spend time experimenting with these types of
vision.
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o Bubble watching – Using a bottle of children’s
bubble mixture, blow bubbles and silently watch where
they go and what they do.

#2 Sound:
o Counting sounds – Explore the sounds around you.
Start with your hands held in fists in front of you. Close your
eyes, and count each different sound you hear (ending up with
your hands opened up, having counted ten sounds).
o Deer ears – Experiment with your hearing by
mimicking how a deer moves its ears. Cup your hands behind
your ears with your palms facing in front of you. Notice the
difference it makes to how you hear sounds in front of you.
Now cup your hands in front of your ears (with your palms
facing behind you) and notice how you hear sounds behind
you.
o Fox feet – Experiment walking silently. Bend the
knees a little, relax the body, and gently step forward with one
foot, toes first. If, as you begin to set your foot down it seems
like you might make a noise, lift the foot and place it
somewhere else. Once that foots rest quietly on the floor, shift
your weight onto that foot, and repeat with the other foot.
Experiment with putting the foot down heel first, and both
inner and outer sides of the sole first. Look up and not at your
feet – this frees up your dominant sense of sight so you can
tune into everything around you and not just your feet.
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#3 Smell:
o Silent smell – Pick some fresh herbs or plants with a
strong smell (rosemary, thyme, mint, chives). Hold each plant
in turn with your eyes closed and spend 2 minutes exploring
the smell. Hold it near your nose and then far away.
o Dog nose / Scent trail – Prepare an area outside,
ahead of time, using essential oils to lay out a trail of scent
about 20 feet long. Take people to the start of your trail and
one by one ask them to sniff out the start of the trail and
follow it to the end.

#4 Touch:
o Silent touch – Experiment by picking up an object in
your hands and, with your eyes closed, silently explore the
object with just your hands. Explore the sensations of holding
it up to your face, touching it with your cheek and perhaps
your lips. Does your sense of touch change with your eyes
closed? Is there a temperature difference. How does it feel
differently touched to your cheek?
o Raccoon touch – Gather around 5 natural objects
that have unique textures, such as a leaf, stone, seeds. Ask
everyone to close their eyes (and keep them closed), and
explain that you are going to pass round different objects one
at a time (giving each one a number) – and that you want
people to feel the object and silently try to identify what it is.
After all the objects have been touched by everyone, hide the
objects and discuss as a group what they thought each one to
be. Finally reveal the objects, letting everyone see them and
handle them again.
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#5 All Senses:
o Silent stalker – You need 5-18 people for this
exercise. Choose one person to be the ‘prey animal’ who stands
in the middle and everyone else stands in a wide circle around
them – arms width apart. The central player chooses a prey
animal that they want to be (rabbit, deer, mouse) – and
everyone else then decide on an archetypal predator for that
prey animal (fox, wolf, cat). The central prey person is then
blindfolded, and silently one person in the circle is nominated
as the predator. Everyone else is passive, dropping their head
to look at the ground, arms to their side, becoming like a tree
(watching the action with owl eyes). When they are ready the
predator walks fully around the outside of the circle and can
then attempt to move into the circle and get close enough to
tap the prey on the shoulder. At anytime the prey can point to
where they think the predator is, and the game is over.
After a few rounds of this version, you can experiment with
the predator remaining stationary and ‘just’ pointing at the
prey with as much focus and hunger as they can muster (think
like the hungry animal would be thinking towards the prey,
staring at them with total concentration and intensity). The
blindfolded prey holds out their hands palms out, slowly turns
fully around, and using all their senses, points at where in the
circle they feel the hungry predator is poised.
These exercises have been adapted from a number of sources - for
more on nature connection and similar exercises see:
o Forest Church – A Field Guide to Nature Connection by Bruce
Stanley (2013 – Mystic Christ Press)
o Coyote’s Guide To Connecting With Nature by Jon Young,
Ellen Haas and Evan McGown (2010 – OWLink Media)
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Appendix 3

Taking things further
Resources to explore
Below are a small selection of resources that will be helpful in
exploring silence further. You will find many more on our website
at www.quietgarden.org/resources/

Books
A book of Silence by Sara Maitland (Granta Books)
Into the Silent Land by Martin Laird (Darton, Longman & Todd)
Lost in Wonder by Esther de Waal (Canterbury Press)
Silence: A Users Guide by Maggie Ross (Darton, Longman &
Todd)
Word into Silence by John Main (Darton, Longman & Todd)

Films
In Pursuit of Silence (2016) Director: Patrick Shen - A meditative
film about our relationship with silence, sound and noise.
Into Great Silence (2005) Director: Philip Groning - A
documentary examining life inside the Grande Chartreuse, the
head monastery of the reclusive Carthusian Order in France.

Organisations
Organisations also working around silence and contemplation – find a
full list at www.quietgarden.org/category/links/

Center for Action and Contemplation – www.cac.org
Contemplative Outreach - www.contemplativeoutreach.org
World Community for Christian Meditation - www.wccm.org
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4 Cardiovascular, cerebrovascular, and respiratory changes induced by different
types of music in musicians and non-musicians: the importance of silence (2006)
by L Bernardi, C Porta, and P Sleight (published in the journal Heart 2006 Apr;
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92(4): 445–452

Is silence golden? Effects of auditory stimuli and their absence on adult
hippocampal neurogenesis by Imke Kirste et al, published in Brain, Structure &
Function (Dec 2013)
6 The Restorative Benefits of Nature: Towards an integrative framework, Stephen
Kaplan (1995) Journal of Environmental Psychology (1995) 15 169-182,
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27 quoted pg 125, An Altar in the World by Barbara Brown Taylor (2009)
28 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/4′33″#cite_note-Kostelanetz_2003.2C_70-9
29 pg 5, Into the Silent Land by Martin Laird (2006)
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Notes:

Celebrating 25 Years of Quiet Gardens
The Quiet Garden Movement nurtures access to
outdoor space for prayer and reflection in a variety of
settings, such as private homes, churches, retreat
centres, schools and hospitals.
There are over 300 Quiet Gardens worldwide.
We also create opportunities for people to experience
silence, restfulness and contemplative practices, with
regular quiet days and retreats offered in many
Quiet Gardens.
To celebrate and raise awareness of the benefits of
quiet time outdoors, we have created Quiet25.
Find out more about our work and how you
can support it, as well as find Quiet Gardens
and events near you, at:
WWW.QUIETGARDEN.ORG

The Quiet25 Leader's Guide is designed to help you
run a 5week course, to use as the basis for a oneday
course, or as individual workshops.
The 5 sessions take you on a journey through a range of
contemplative exercises and practices in the exploration of
silence: introducing groups to the experience of silence
together in natural surroundings and exploring the physical,
mental health and spiritual benefits of taking a regular time
of quiet in nature.

"I am delighted to see the launch of Quiet25  it provides
a thoughtful, accessible, and refreshing exploration of
the journey into silence, of equal help to groups and
individuals navigating the elements of contemplative
prayer and practice, whether familiar with the silent
land or having never ventured there before..."
Dr Rowan Williams, from the Foreword

The Quiet Garden Movement nurtures access to outdoor space for
prayer and reflection in a variety of settings  as well as creating
opportunities for people to experience silence, restfulness and
contemplative practices.
Find out more about our work, as well as Quiet Gardens
and events near you, at www.quietgarden.org

