Why Children Need White Space
Johann Christoph Arnold
We know that physical health is affected by screen time – especially eyesight, hearing, and
weight. But we also need to consider how it attacks a child’s soul. Many children find themselves unable to communicate with a real person who requires a thoughtful verbal response.
More and more young children arrive at preschool with speech difficulties; some do not speak
at all. Since this is a diagnosable trait in the autism spectrum, how many children may be categorized as autistic when they have simply not had the opportunity to learn human interaction?
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In my conflict resolution work in schools, I sometimes speak with teens who don’t know who
they are – what is real about themselves and what is a mask. They have spent their growing
years using several different personas or avatars in various imaginary worlds, and if they can
make these false fronts more glamorous and bold than any mere human can hope to be, we
should not be surprised that they come to hate themselves. This leads to desperation, depression,
and in all too many cases, suicide.
There is no easy way to relieve the burden that technology places on children. But if we love
them, we can’t slip into resignation just because we don’t know where to start. One way to take
action is to give children more “white space.” In a book, white space is the room between the
lines of type, the margins, the extra space at the beginning of a chapter. It allows the type to
“breathe” and gives the eye a place to rest. White space is not something you’re -conscious of
when you read a book. It is what isn’t there. But if it were gone, you’d notice it right away. It is
the key to a well-designed page.
Just as books require white space, so do children. They need room to grow, in a space shielded
from the onslaught of the information age. It does not take a brilliant mind to see the effects of a
lack of white space. When children are overwhelmed by entertainment, material goods, highpressure academics, and frequently unstable home life, it’s as if their flashlight batteries are
being run down. Their light gets dimmer, and they don’t know what’s wrong. If we deny them
the time, space, and flexibility they need to develop at their own pace, they will not be able to
recharge their batteries.
The ancient Chinese philosopher Lao Tzu reminds us that “it is not the clay the potter throws
that gives the jar its usefulness, but the space within.” If stimulation and guidance are the clay,
then time by oneself is the space within. Hours spent alone in daydreams or in quiet, unstructured activities – preferably out in nature – instill a sense of security and independence and provide a necessary lull in the rhythm of the day. Children thrive on silence. Without external distractions, they will often become so inspired by what they are doing that they will be totally
oblivious of everything around them. Unfortunately, silence is such a luxury that they are rarely
allowed the opportunity for such undisturbed concentration.
As parents and caregivers, how can we find creative ways to give children more silence and
space? White space and nature can be healing for troubled children. But, like most remedies,
they work better if taken preventatively. We can proactively make changes before things get
desperate. Can you do without a television? Thousands of families do, with heartening results.
Having grown up without one, I found it easier to leave it out of my own home, sparing our
children the advertising that would relentlessly inform them, among other things, of further advanced technology that they “just had to have.”
It’s time for us to take a hard look at all the clever devices in our own lives that everyone calls
timesavers. When we sit texting on a playground bench while our kids play alone, whose time
are we saving? When we send one more tweet, read one more article, play one more round of a

Contacts: Fr Fachtna McCarthy, Administrator, Fr Patrick Claffey C.C. Tel 01-6600075
Streaming and Website www.stmaryshaddingtonroad.ie email: info@stmaryshaddingtonroad.ie
Child Protection: http://www.stmaryshaddingtonroad.ie/ministries/child-protection/ also
www.csps.dublindiocese.ie

Parish Family Day
As part of our preparation for the World Meeting of Families 2018 and as an appropriate way of bringing together
the many families in our parish, we organised a Family
Day, which took place on Sunday 3 June.
We were blessed in that it was a beautiful day of glorious
sunshine—how could it have been otherwise? The day
was organised by a small informal committee and it got
done with lots of good cheer and good humour, thanks to
all those kind people.
We were delighted to have as our main celebrant at the
11am mass Fr. Tim Bartlett, who is the General Secretary
of the WMOF2018. Fr Bartlett gave a very fine homily
that was very much in tune with the day and with the spirit
of WMOF2018.
The emphasis on the day was very much on children and
the organisers made sure there were a small number of
activities that were very successful. As we all know, children are often happy just being together in one another’s
company and that was very much the case here.
The presence of older people and grandparents was another
feature as it’s a feature of our community at St Mary’s.
We are blessed I having a significant number of older people who remain both deeply faithful and deeply prayerful.
This is really at the heart of everything we do here and will
continue to be. Their prayer and their witness give us great
hope.
Parents continue to rise to the challenge of passing on the
faith in difficult times. We have come to live in a world
where ‘unbelief’ has come to be taken for granted and, indeed, is often overtly promoted as ‘the way to go’. We can
sometimes have the impression that young people have
become increasingly materialistic and, perhaps, even hedonistic. However, there are often deeper issues and these
need to be addressed. These often refer to values in the
broad sense: what is justice, what is equality, what kind of
society do we want? These questions require conversation
and staying in touch. As a church it is something we need
to address but it can only be done together.
The Family Day celebrated our ‘togetherness’ and we need
to build on that. Despite the many legitimate questions
being asked of family today, it is the institution around
which most of us build our lives and offer our greatest loyalty. Despite criticism, our understanding of family is indeed inclusive. Our family, even when imperfect, is where
we go when we need support and understanding, it is the
cornerstone of our lives. So we have much reason to celebrate it as we will do this August with Pope Francis and
with family come every corner of the globe.
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video game while children are in the vicinity, we’re telling them
Thoughts for a Day
that something else is more important than they are. We can talk
Only the poor can know the riches of poverty. Only the
about children’s technological addictions all we want, but the
poor can know the riches of suffering. And it is because
problem starts closer to home.
the poor are the only ones to be able to know such riches
Let’s put our machines away and tune in to the living, breathing that they are able to stand up against the wretchedness
wonders who are waiting for us to notice them. Let’s shut off
of the world, against injustice, against the suffering of the
the power, take our child by the hand, and show him that the
innocent. If Christ chose to be born among the poor, it is
real world is a fascinating place.
because he wanted the poor to teach the world the good
(This article was excerpted from Johann Christoph Arnold’s news of his message, the good news of his love for hubook Their Name Is Today (Plough, 2014).
mankind.
-Dominique Lapierre
Because egoism nourishes mistrust, it is very important, if
we want to be freed from this, to make a serious, sober
commitment such as, “I do not want to be respected by
certain people; I do not want to be admired. Lord, accept
my commitment today. I do not want to worry about
whether I get a bad deal; I do not want to be involved in
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myself. I want to trust that you will not let anything happen to me that would not be for my good. I always want

“The Gospel of the Family: Joy for the World”

to think the best of my brother and sister and not give
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way to any mistrustful thoughts again.…” Then we should
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go and seek ways to bring love and trust to those whom
we have mistrusted. That will help us; for if we give others love, we will no longer center around ourselves.
-Basilea Schlink

OFFICIAL FAMILY PRAYER
FOR WORLD MEETING OF FAMILIES 2018
God, our Father, We are brothers and sisters in Jesus
your Son, One family, in the Spirit of your love.
Bless us with the joy of love. Make us patient and
kind, gentle and generous, welcoming to those in
need. Help us to live your forgiveness and peace.
Protect all families with your loving care, Especially
those for whom we now pray: [We pause and remember family members and others by name]. Increase our faith, Strengthen our hope, Keep us safe
in your love, Make us always grateful for the gift of
life that we share. This we ask, through Christ our
Lord, Amen

Mary, mother and guide, pray for us. Saint Joseph,
father and protector, pray for us. Saints Joachim and
Anne, pray for us. Saints Louis and Zélie Martin,
pray for us
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