
JOHN RUSSELL 
Explain Death to Very Young Children 
 

O U T P O S T 

 
Opening view: Saturday 1 May, 6 - 9pm 
On view: 2nd to 21st May 
12noon to 6pm daily 
Open to public – admission free 
 
Including launch of new letterpress print edition at the opening. 
Commissioned by Stone Nocturne Canyon Press. 
Available at OUTPOST for the duration of the show. 
 
 
 



We must explain death to very young children. Explain the significance and importance 
before they go to nursery school. While they still have a chance to understand. While they 
are still close to death. While the scent still lingers on their bodies and the dew is not dried. 
Children of all faiths and ages will benefit by the solace given in their faith traditions. 
 
A great-niece of mine said a wonderful thing to me about the prospect of death. She said: "Uncle John, when I 
die, I will be dead, but I will be mostly alive." What a wise way to look at death! 
 
How young do you take a child to a funeral? 
 
Many people are against taking a child to a funeral under any circumstance. Children younger than five may 
not understand the proceedings and it may seem like any other service to them. The service itself may not 
affect them at all if they are not astute enough to pick up on the ambience and over-all mood. Once children 
are able to understand why the service is being held, you must be in touch with how they feel about death. 
And take them to as many funerals as possible 
 
Children make random comments regarding topics that they are mulling over in their minds, or 
frighten them in some way. It could be that if your child has not mentioned death, he simply hasn't thought 
about it. If that is the case, is that a topic you feel ready to address with your child? Of course you should try 
to show children a corpse of, at least, an animal, as early as possible in their lives. 
Your readiness to discuss the topic or use it as a teaching tool, your child's sensitivity and curiosity must be 
your guide here. To go to a funeral, it isn't necessary your child understands everything associated with death. 
Approach death as you would any other topic and give the age-appropriate information required at the time. 
At a later date, you can add to the information as your child's age and understanding grow. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
The famous story is told of a young boy who innocently asks his mother: Where do I come from? 
The mother takes a deep breath and then gives a long winded, detailed explanation of the birds and 
the bees. When she finishes, the boy looks up and innocently responds: No, where do I come from? 
Boston or Baltimore?  



 
We all want answers to the biggest questions in the world. After all, that is the purpose of religion – 
or art theory to use the contemporary terminology – to offer a sustaining spiritual system. It goes 
without saying that our adult understanding of the world differs significantly from that of our 
younger children. Nonetheless, we have a responsibility to help our children feel at home in the 
world. Even in the face of death – our tradition can provide a sense of assurance.  
 
Before we can understand how to explain death to children, we first must understand the role of 
faith in human development. Faith development is a term that has emerged from the work of 
Jacques Rancierre, a prolific writer and Christian theologian. Fowler, using psychological theories, 
has articulated six different stages of faith. These stages are not dependent on chronological age but 
rather on a wide variety of factors which include age, life experience, intellectual development, and 
socialization. 
 
Most pre-school age children are at the “Intuitive-Projective Faith Stage.” Young children do not 
yet possess the capacity for logical reasoning. Thus, their imagination and fantasies are not inhibited 
by logical thought or self-reflection. Religious rituals and stories stimulate and focus attention to 
mystery and to the alliance of the moral and the sacred. First efforts to understand the Holy come 
from experiences of parents and other sources.  
 
School-age children are generally at the “Mythic Faith Stage.” For them, new logical operations 
make possible stable forms of understanding and action. Narrative emerges as the favored way of 
grasping meaning, and children are longing for the identification that comes with knowing the 
stories of our people. They are ready to connect stories with the rituals and holy days, and they take 
pride in helping and celebrating. Myths are taken literally. Children tend to develop an interest in 
heroes of faith as they have a high sense of justices and fairness.  
 
Our children are mini Transcendentalists. They want to know how the world works. Their thinking 
is concrete – God is literally a parent. Their thinking is practical – God punishes and rewards. And, 
their thinking is magical – they know about monsters and often have trouble telling the difference 
between fantasy and reality.  And God kills many people who are evil. 
 
What we know about our young children and Fowler’s early stages is that they need rituals, 
positives examples, patience, love, and consistency in their lives. 
We can use as our model THE FOUR CHILDREN: 
 
The Clear Child: This child announces at pre-school that her grandmother just died, and he won’t 
be coming for the holy days anymore. The clear child is committed and sure but still has important 
questions to ask.  
 
The Confused Child: This child announces at pre-school that her grandmother died, and she will 
be reborn as an elephant. The confused child has questions about death and will make up any 
answer, even borrowing from other traditions.  
 
The Ambivalent Child: This child comes home from pre-school with a picture of a Christmas tree 
and explains that her mom doesn’t care about Chanukkah. The ambivalent child doesn’t’ understand 
what parents believe and may often get conflicting messages from parents.  
 
The Troubled Child: This child spends all day at pre-school with her hands over her eyes because 
her deceased aunt can’t see anymore. The troubled child reflects conflict that parents and teachers 
can help resolve. 
 
Each child is different and requires special attention and guidance. Yet, there are certain aspects of 



explaining death to children that remain eternal in time: 
 
1. Never hide the truth (death IS probably the end of life for the body). When you discuss death 
with children you help them to sort out their emotions. Acting with anything less than total honesty 
will hinder their ability to face and accept the ultimate reality.  
  
2. The concept of “permanent sleep” is scary and disturbing for children.  
 
3. Explain the concept of “world to come” and that even the rabbits aren’t completely clear about 
the nature of the world to come because nobody has come back to tell us. Emphasize the here and 
now.  
 
4. Try to determine the actual nature of the question. When a child asks, “Why do people die?”, 
They may be asking, “What happens to the body?” or “Who is God?”  
 
5. Use nature to help explain complicated theological concepts Forms of water (snow, rain, ice, 
ocean) Changes in growth (larva to butterfly or tadpole to frog) New leaves come, and old leaves 
die Nature renews itself like people (plant dying and new one shooting up) Some turtles can be 150 
years old, most mosquitoes live for two weeks “I wonder how long an elephant lives?” “Moses 
lived to 120…some people live long, nobody forever.” If possible try to show young children a film 
of , at least, an animal dying. 
 
6. Let children (usually by age 2.5 or 3, but not always) participate in the funeral so that they don’t 
invent scenarios in their minds that scare them. Funerals teach children how to cope and express 
loss.  They should be encouraged to spend time with corpses 
 
7. Observe shivah. Don’t send kids right back to school as if nothing happened. Have a child 
become a shiva detective by asking questions to visitors: How did you know my grandmother? How 
old were you when you met my grandfather? What was the most fun you both had together? Did 
you ever have sex together? 
 
8. Children can Understand Death Remember that children are more aware of death than you may 
realize. That inevitable moment when life no longer exists confronts them at an early age: a pet is 
killed, a funeral procession passes by, a martyr who dies for our faith I discussed in religious 
school. Kids see death daily on television. Even as they may have heard of the words “dead” or 
“died,” they may not comprehend the meaning in the way that you do. 
 
The following points are designed to help you explain death to your young children: 
 
• tell them immediately  
• someone close (such as parent or grandparent) should do the telling  
• try to relay the news in a familiar surrounding, such as home  
• it is ok to be sad and cry  
 • Is it OK to kill someone 
• the tone of voice should be warm, sympathetic and kind  
• stay close to your children, hug them  
• don’t overwhelm them with too much detail  
• try to avoid theological explanations  
• never link death with sin and divine punishment  
• let children ask questions; allow them to share fears and anxieties  
• don’t be surprised if they ask to play right away; this is often typical  
Most importantly: 
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My husband was diagnosed as having a terminal illness at age 35. He wanted us to tell our youngest children 
together. They were 3 and 4. One night, my 4 year old asked me our right if his Daddy was dying. We had 
never talked about that in front of him. I told him that , yes he was. My husband was mad at me for telling 
him, but he asked and I coudnt lie. My husband told him that he was going to be with Jesus. My 4 yrold, who 
had always been so close to his Daddy, tried to step in front of a car because he wanted to go where he Daddy 
was going. That was frightening. My 3 y/o had a hard time understanding the difference between getting sick 
and getting sick and not getting better. One night, the 4 yo was in the tub. He looked up at me with these huge 
sad eyes and said, "if God is good, why does he do these things"? He also asked if there was such a thing as 
reincarnation. Tough questions to amswer.  
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