
 
TEN SIMPLE  
SPIRITUAL PRACTICE IDEAS 
FOR CHILDREN & YOUTH 
 
 

What are spiritual practices? These are the practices by which we draw closer to God and shape our lives as followers of 
Christ. Humans are creatures of habit. Most of us follow certain routines from the moment we wake in the morning until 
we go to sleep at night. We wake and prepare for the day in a particular way; we drink our coffee or tea and eat 
breakfast at a certain time; we move into the day’s activities according to specific rhythms we’ve established, and so on. 
And whether we’re aware of it or not, these habits we routinely follow each day are making us into the people we are. 
Just as our habits form the boundaries of our days, we can help the children and youth we care about to cultivate habits 
that will help them grow in faith. Kara Oliver, in her book Passing It On, notes that parents often find the idea of 
spiritually forming their children intimidating. Maybe the parents themselves didn’t grow up in a home where faith was 
discussed. Or maybe they did and fear passing on beliefs they found hurtful. Or perhaps discussing spiritual matters with 
their children simply feels awkward to them. But Kara notes that we are forming our children in all sorts of ways.  

Why is this important? Of course, we want to bring our children up to know and experience these spiritual practices 
because we want to raise them to know and love God, to be disciples of Jesus Christ, to be guided and shaped by love of 
God and neighbor. But if we need other, perhaps more tangible reasons, we can look at the research of the Search 
Institute and its work on developmental assets. They have identified 40 assets that help children and youth grow into 
healthy adults. The more of these 40 assets a child or teen has in his/her life, the less likely he or she is to engage in 
high-risk behaviors and the more likely he or she is to become a happy, successful adult. Regular (weekly or more) 
participation in a religious community is on that list. And so are various values that are reinforced by the practice of 
spiritual disciplines including:  

• service to others  

• caring, concern for equality and social justice  

• integrity, honesty  

• responsibility  

• healthy lifestyle  

• peaceful conflict resolution  

• a sense of purpose for one’s life.  

So here, drawn from a combination of “classic” and newer Upper Room resources, are our Top 10 Spiritual Practices for 
Children and Youth:  



1. Paying attention.  
Simply paying attention is about as basic as it gets. But it can also be challenging in our world today. Young children are 
good at noticing. They notice bugs and flowers and the way a pea rolls around on the plate. That gives us a natural way 
to connect the things they notice to God the Creator. “Thank you, God, for creating that cool bug.” “Wow, God makes 
some beautiful flowers!” etc. As children grow into tweens and teens, they become more distracted by a lot of the same 
things that distract us. So we can help them (and ourselves) by simply inviting them to notice, to pay attention, to look 
for signs of God all around them. “I see the beauty of God’s creation in the sunrise.” “I see God’s compassion in you in 
the way you care for your friend.”  

2. Blessing.  
Henri Nouwen writes, “To give a blessing is to affirm, to say ‘yes’ to a person’s belovedness. And more than that: to give 
a blessing creates the reality of which it speaks.” There’s great power in helping children and youth (and adults, for that 
matter) know that they are beloved by God. Parents can bless children and youth as they head out for the day or on 
particular occasions, such as a birthday or the start of a new school year. Our congregations can bless children and 
teenagers as they’re promoted to new grades, as they participate in special activities, as they take on special roles in the 
church, as they begin to serve others. All of us can look for opportunities to say to one another: “You are God’s beloved. 
God delights in you.”  

3. Breathing.  
One way we can use our breath to focus and pay attention to God is simply through deep breathing to calm and center 
ourselves when we’re feeling anxious. Another way is through use of a Breath Prayer, which is simply repetition of a 
short prayer phrase timed with one’s breathing. Typically, the prayer is made up of a favorite name for God, along with a 
short phrase stating what we’re seeking from God. The classic breath prayer is some form of “Jesus Christ, have mercy 
on me.” This is a great form of prayer to teach children and teens to use because it’s short and simple and anyone can 
do it anywhere.  

4. Silence.  
We live in such a noisy world. Kids may love their tablets and phones and other electronics, but they can also learn to 
love periods of silence. We can help them with this by practicing silence together when we’re with them. We can 
encourage them to simply be silent and enjoy being in God’s presence. Start with short periods, maybe only a few 
seconds and gradually add on to that. And we can encourage them to practice silence as part of their personal prayer 
time.  

5. Creative expression.  
God gives us all gifts of creativity; and we can pray through our writing, our drawing or coloring, our music, our 
movements. Encourage kids who love to write to journal or to write their own prayers or psalms. Those who love to 
express themselves through visual art can learn to draw or sculpt their own interpretations of scripture stories or to 
express their feelings through their artwork.  

 



 

6. The Examen.  
This is the traditional Ignatian practice of reviewing the day to find God’s presence in it. There are many simple 
expressions of this prayer practice that people use in family settings (happy, sad, sorry; thumbs up, thumbs down; roses 
and thorns; pows and wows; highs and lows; etc.) It’s a wonderful practice for families to do together, but we can also 
encourage children and teens to make this a part of their personal prayers at the end of each day. 7. Scripture. Of 
course, scripture is foundational to our Christian journey. We teach our children Bible stories all the time—Noah and the 
ark, Jonah and the big fish, the birth of baby Jesus, etc. But we can also help children and youth learn about how 
scripture can comfort and sustain us in difficult times. We can talk to them about the verses that sustain us and the 
times we’ve used those verses. Encourage them to memorize verses and to carry verses with them. We can also be open 
with children, and especially teens, about the passages we find difficult to understand as we help them to ask good 
questions and search together for answers.  

8. Body prayer.  
A body prayer is simply a prayer involving movement or physical action. It’s easy for kids to understand this if we talk 
about it in terms of what we do with our bodies when we pray. We close our eyes. We fold our hands. We bow our 
heads. Some people kneel, some people open their hands, some people dance, etc. We can explain to kids that God 
made our bodies and we can use our bodies when we pray.  

Here’s one body prayer that works well for groups or individuals: 

BODY PRAYER 
Placing both hands on top of the head, pray out loud:  
God be in my head and in my understanding.  
Placing both hands over the eyes, pray out loud:  
God be in my eyes and in my seeing.  
Placing both hands over the ears, pray out loud:  
God be in my ears and in my hearing.  
Placing both hands over the mouth, pray out loud:  
God be in my mouth and in my speaking.  
Placing both hands over the heart, pray out loud:  
God be in my heart and in my feeling.  
Placing both hands on top of the thighs, pray out loud:  
God be in my legs and in my moving.  
Placing open hands one on top of the other in front of the body, pray out loud:  
God be in my hands and in my touching.  
Placing both arms at the side of the body, hands open and turning outward, offering our life to God, pray out loud:  
God be in my life and in my journeying.  
Amen.  
(Ciona Rouse, The Way of Pilgrimage, Upper Room Books)  

 



9. Sharing Gifts.  
This is about finding ways to be generous. We can help kids think about simple ways they can use their own money 
(allowance, birthday money, money they earned) to help others—buying a pair of socks or gloves to help someone 
who’s homeless; donating to an animal shelter, helping to build a well where there is no clean water, etc. Kids 
understand these acts of generosity. But we can remind them that they can also be generous in other ways—with their 
time, with their ideas, with the way they regard others, etc.  

10. Do 1 Thing.  
Small acts of kindness and compassion help us to share God’s love with others and to live the way Jesus taught us to live. 
We can help our kids to make a habit of these acts by encouraging them to choose each day or each week one thing to 
do for a neighbor, a classmate, a friend, a family member, a stranger. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from www.upperroom.org 


