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C
ongratulations on being an adult leader for the ELCA 
Youth Gathering 2018 in Houston. This is a great 
opportunity and a blessed burden for you. Please know 

there are many people praying for you, your group and your 
preparation for the Gathering (while we are preparing to 
welcome you to the Gathering!)

This Getting Ready Resource has been created for your use 
by a group of dedicated youth ministers who, like you, are 
committed to making the experience of the Gathering fulfilling 
and Christ-centered. We know that going into something like 
this without any preparation leaves a void for the experience. 
With an eye to getting you and your group ready to go, we spent time asking youth what they’re 
interested in learning, what they wonder about and listening to the ELCA Youth Gathering Team 
Leaders and what they are planning (based on past evaluations and insight from youth across the 
ELCA). We’ve put a lot of time and love into this resource to help you prepare your group to engage 
fully in the Gathering, ready to hear speakers, engage in Service Learning, Interactive Learning, 
Synod Day and being guests in Houston. We are excited to use this resource for our own groups 
coming to the Gathering.

With all this, we also acknowledge that not every youth from your congregation can be at the 
Gathering. We’ve heard this can be a difficult thing for leaders who are stretched for time and 
have limited resources. With that in mind, we have prepared these materials for you to use as your 
youth ministry curriculum for the 2017-2018 school year so you can have all the youth learning and 
engaging together, even those not able to participate in the Gathering. There are references to the 
Gathering and to Houston, but we believe this only further incorporates all youth in the experience, 
not just the group participating in the Gathering. Your whole group can then more fully engage 
before, during and after the Gathering (see “The Official Gathering Handbook,” Page 71, for ways to 
include youth who are unable to attend while you are at the Gathering.)

Take it from a group of seasoned veterans of the Gathering, doing the getting-ready work enhances 
your group’s Gathering experience exponentially! This truly is a labor of love for our partners 
working in this ministry with us! 

Blessings,

Chelle Huth,
Manager, Curriculum Writing Team

ANDREW BUCK  +  ZOE CLARK  +  JENNIFER CRIST  +  JEFF ENGROFF 
ED KAY  +  KEITH WEATHERFORD  +  ARIEL WILLIAMS
And many others who consulted, read, answered questions, contributed in 
casual conversations, prayed and supported this process! Thank you!

getting ready resource introduction
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Helpful Leader Info:
So much to say, so little space to do so! Here is a list of helpful pieces of information for you as you 
engage in this resource.

•  It looks like a lot. Well, it sort of is. There are nine months included with two sessions for 
each month. There is a main session and a Going Deeper session. On the next page, you will see 
suggestions to help you use this resource in a variety of ways and times. (For example, if your group 
meets two times a month, or on Sunday mornings, or you can only do these materials in a weekend 
retreat, be sure to check out our suggestions.)

•  This resource has a strong justice emphasis. We are called to action by Christ through our words 
and deeds. Youth want to make a difference in this world, make it a better place for everyone. We had 
this in mind as we wrote. Spend time before each session studying the materials and getting yourself 
ready to engage in the discussions and the work of the sessions.

•  The topics covered in this resource come from topics expected to be a part of the Gathering 
through Mass Gatherings, Interactive Learning and Service Learning. This is why it’s important 
to engage in this Getting Ready Resource, to prepare your group to engage fully in the Gathering.

•  The Going Deeper sessions will take your group into deeper learning of the topic beyond the 
initial session. Please try to use these. Especially note that the March Going Deeper session is 
on human trafficking, a topic that will surely be addressed in various ways at the Gathering due to its 
looming presence over Houston. 

•  The resources are built around the faith-formation process of devotion, caring conversation, 
rituals and service. Each session incorporates these practices.

•  A ritual we encourage is lighting a Christ Candle at the beginning of the session during the 
opening prayer. It does not need to be the Christ Candle from your sanctuary – and probably should 
not be. Just get a candle that will last through the year and keep it as a visual reminder of the light of 
Christ present for us and the world.

•  A warm-up activity is included with each session in which you will put on paper in large print 
a word or phrase. You can have these printed on 24-inch by 36-inch paper at a copy store or office 
supply store, or you can write them on a newsprint sheet. Perhaps have a youth with a flair for art create 
it for you! You will post this on a wall and encourage the youth to write their responses on the sheet. 

•  You can save these as the year progresses as a reminder of your learning and growth through 
the year. Share these via social media after each session!

•  There are a lot of video links in the curriculum. If the internet is available during your sessions, 
you can just click the link to play the video. If you do not have access to the internet during your 
sessions, download the videos to your computer before the sessions. You can also use YouTube Red 
on your  phone or tablet; select “Save” to save the videos to an “Offline Videos” folder you can access 
without using the internet or data. 

•  Each session has the same style sending for ritual. The sending has youth standing up during 
the sending as a visual action. If you have youth in your group that are not able to stand, please 
be cognizant of this and create an inclusive way to use the sending. This also goes for any of the 
activities given in the session. 

 
If you need help thinking through this, please don’t hesitate to contact the Gathering office  

(gathering@elca.org) or Chelle Huth, Gathering Curriculum Manager (chuth@uls.edu) for ideas.



suggested 
uses, ways 
and times

MEETING ONCE A MONTH:
Each session (main and Going Deeper) is 
written to be about 45-50 minutes long. If you 
are meeting for two hours, use both sessions, 
combining where it makes sense.

MEETING TWICE A MONTH:
Do the main session at your first monthly 
meeting, then do the Going Deeper session at 
the second meeting.

SUNDAY MORNINGS 
(ABOUT 30 MINUTES):
You will break all the sessions into two parts 
(using one part each Sunday.) Here’s what 
that would look like:

First Sunday: 
•  Have the large-print page up for the 

warm-up activity.
•  Do the intro and gathering prayer.
•  Do the experiential-learning piece.
•  Explain the focus of the session.
•  Do the sending activity.

Second Sunday:
•  Review the large-print page from the 

warm-up activity from the previous week.
•  Remind them of the intro and do the 

gathering prayer.
•  Do the word section of the session.
•  Do the sending activity.

You will then do the same for the third and fourth 
Sundays, using the Going Deeper session.

RETREAT:
Friday:

•  Do group-building activities and 
the Gathering for Community 
session.

Saturday
•  Combine the sessions on 

Gathering for Love and Gathering 
for Relationships for your morning 
session.

•  Do the Gathering for Compassion 
session after lunch.

•  Do the Gathering for Home session 
in the afternoon.

•  Do the Gathering for Advocacy 
session after dinner.

•  Do the Gathering for Justice – 
Going Deeper session in the 
evening.

Sunday
•  Do the Gathering for Purpose 

session.
•  Do the Gathering for Purpose – 

Going Deeper session.
• Depart in love!

For help with any of these suggestions, 
please don’t hesitate to email Chelle Huth 
at chuth@uls.edu.
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gathering 
for community

SEPTEMBER:

PART 1



C
ommunity is an important component to our identity 
as Christians. Christ called us into community, to live, 
share, serve and grow together through our baptism. As 
such, we need to do intentional work to build community 

within our own context so we then know how to be in community 
in the world. The focus for this month is Gathering for Community, 
written to help you create and continue to build community with 
your group. 

Theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote: 

“The more genuine and the deeper our community 
becomes, the more will everything else between 
us recede, the more clearly and purely will 
Jesus Christ and His work become the one and 
only thing that is vital between us.”

Building community is our calling to gather together to build up 
one another, sustain one another and deepen our relationships in 
the name of Christ. “For where two or three are gathered in my 
name, I am there among them” (Matthew 18:20).

You will engage in activities and discussion to help build 
community. You will also create a group covenant to be a reminder 
of how you agree to be in community with each other. May your 
work be a gift as you continue this important part of our identity 
in Christ Jesus.

Check out the group-bonding information in “The Official 
Gathering Handbook” on Page 26 and the information on group 
conflict on Page 48.

SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING: 
Take a group photo and Instagram it to @ELCAGathering 
#ELCAYG2018 #YourGroupName.
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Getting ready materials: SEPTEMBER

http://www.instagram.com/elcagathering


GATHER (15 MINUTES):

Warmup
As the youth enter the space, encourage them to use 
the large-print version of the phrase “Gathering for 
Community” (or use sticky notes and markers) to write 
down communities or groups that they relate to. Ask 
them to also write down important attributes of those 
communities.

Call the youth together as you are ready to begin the 
session. Ask them to share what they wrote and why 
these are important communities to them.

The Intro
This session will help us begin to become a unique 
community in this time and place. A new school year 
brings the opportunity for new people to come together 
and recognizes that others may have moved on from 
the last time we gathered as a group. In our time 
together, we’ll talk about some of the characteristics of 
being a community together, what it means to be in a 
community of people who have differences from one 
another, and how Jesus unites us across and in spite of 
those differences. 

Gathering Prayer
Ask for a volunteer to lead the gathering prayer.
Gracious and loving God, gather us in. In the time we 
spend together today and in the coming weeks and 
months, bind us together as a community in Christ. Help 
us recognize the gifts that each of us brings to this place, 
that we may see the face of Jesus in and through one 
another. Amen. 

Experiential Learning: Pan Bang
This activity will involve the whole group to highlight 
what it can be like to both include and exclude people 
from a community or group. For this game, you need a 
sauce pan and a wooden spoon to bang against that pan 
– the more noise it can make the better. 

GATHERING 
CONNECTION:

The Gathering is not an individual event. We 
are gathering with 30,000ish people for five 

days! This is the time to build community, 
stretch your boundaries and engage in new 

relationships. Group bonding is an important 
part of your pre-Gathering Getting Ready 
experience. By doing this work, you help 

the group grow stronger to engage in the 
rigorous days of the Gathering. (Rigorous 

but awesome!) We will be digging into some 
tough issues, and by building trust, you enable 

your group to be more open and honest as 
they engage and share. The Gathering will 
affect each of you that go (and even those 

who don’t, through sharing from attendees) in 
ways you can’t even imagine at this point. 

You as a leader are called to this work and 
ministry. You may be feeling a bit freaked 
out, but remember God has called you to 

this. Read the story of the calling of Moses in 
Exodus 2:23-4:17. As you are equipped, know 

you are equipping your youth to engage in the 
Gathering. Through community, we are made 

stronger. Christ calls us into community. 
Christ changes everything!

HANDBOOK TIMELINE: 
September 2017 | Get ready to 

register at the Early Bird Rate 
and submit deposits.

Getting ready materials: SEPTEMBER
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materials needed: 

q Bible
q Christ Candle

q printout of the “Gathering for 

Community” title page (or a newsprint 

sheet you have written those words on)

q markers
q sauce pan

q wooden spoon

q computer with Wi-Fi connection 

(or the video clip downloaded 

before the session)

q projector if available

q sample covenant in the appendix



Pick a number for how many times to bang the pan with 
the spoon, and participants will link arms with the number 
of people you have rung. For example, if you bang the pan 
four times, the participants will link arms with others to 
create a group of four. Anyone who is left out of a group of 
that number is out of the activity and should go off to the 
side of the room. Bang the pan again with a different number to form a different-sized group.

The object is to whittle the group down to a final pair, with everyone else being eliminated. The activity 
goes quickly, so feel free to play a couple of times, depending on how much time you have together.

Process the Experience:

• What did you notice about how groups were formed?
• What was it like to be left out of a group? How did it feel?
• Is there anything from this activity that feels like real or everyday life?
• What do you think about how God wants us to act when that pan is banged?

Participants should be able to identify how it felt to have the community formed and reformed throughout 
the activity, both in being added to a group and being left out by a group. The activity seeks to illustrate 
what being left out looks and feels like, so the group can commit to working against exclusion as this 
community is formed throughout the session and year.

Alternative Experiential Learning: Poison

Poison is a good physical game to get people moving. It’s also not as dangerous as it sounds!
Have everyone make a circle and hold hands. In the middle, place a chair, trash can or similar object. 

The concept is simple: If you touch the chair (which is “poisonous”), you’re out. It doesn’t take long before 
one side of the circle will try to pull the other side of the circle onto the chair. Your job is to get others to 
touch the chair or object while trying to save yourself!

Variation:  If the chain of hand-holding is broken, the two NOT holding hands are out.
Gradually, as people are eliminated, the circle will get smaller. The last person standing is the winner!

Obviously, since this is a physical game, you need to keep an eye on safety to make sure people do not get hurt. 

Process the Experience:

• What did you notice about how people acted as the game went on?
• What was it like to be pulled into the chair? How did it feel?
• Is there anything from this activity that feels like real or everyday life?
• How would God want us to act in this situation?

The activity seeks to illustrate what being left out looks and feels like so the group 
can commit to working against exclusion as this community is formed throughout the session and year.

PRO

TIP

Alternate between banging the 
pan even and odd numbers of 
times to increase the likelihood 
of people being eliminated.

Getting ready materials: SEPTEMBER
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WORD (30 MINUTES):

God’s Story – Scripture 

•  Ask: What is a community? What are some examples? Brainstorm all of the communities we are a part 
of – possible examples include home, family, neighborhood, school, dance company, sport teams, the 
church, etc.
•  What are the best parts of the communities you named?
•  What are some of the challenges of being a part of these communities?

•  Watch a montage from the movie “Remember the Titans” about community.
•  Here is a link to the movie montage: youtube.com/watch?v=StIBPiMQQ28 (5:41 min.)

•  At the beginning of the clip, how would you define community? What are the  communities?
•  Read Acts 2:43-47. After the coming of the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost (the beginning of Acts 

2), Peter preaches to the witnesses about the saving power of the resurrected Christ. In response, 
thousands are baptized in Jesus’ name and begin to live in a community that cares about and shares 
with one another. 
•  What do you notice about this community? How does it seem unique?
•  How did they live in community with one another? Have you ever experienced something like this?
•  What would it be like to live in this kind of community? What would be the high points?  

What would be difficult?
•  How does this community contrast with what we saw in “Remember the Titans”?

Our Story – Living in Community

A group covenant is an important tool for your community building exercise. The 
covenant is not a list of rules handed down from the authority figure or adult leaders 
to the youth. Rather, this should be a collaborative effort among the group. 

HANDBOOK CONNECTION: See Page 27 of the Gathering Handbook for information 
on group covenants.

Use the templates and examples in “The Official Gathering Handbook” appendix, 
pages 86-91, to start the conversation about covenants, or turn your group loose with 
a blank piece of paper and brainstorm how you will covenant to be in community 
with each other.

By signing a covenant, you are agreeing to live by certain expectations in order to 
be part of a community. Agreeing to a covenant is a choice. Granted, the alternative 
might be to not go on the trip or be a part of the community, but it’s still a choice. 

After your covenant is created, post it in the gathering room as a reminder of what 
the members of the group promised each other. Have everyone sign the covenant, 
whether it’s one large sheet or 
individual copies.

Thank everyone for their 
participation and great work!

PRO

TIP

Be sure to use positive language 
as you create the covenant: “I 
will” instead of “I won’t” or “We 
will” instead of “We won’t.”

Getting ready materials: SEPTEMBER
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LEARN:

listen:

connect:

engage:

youtube.com/watch?v=StIBPiMQQ28


SENDING (5 MINUTES):
Gather around the Christ Candle and ask someone to share the following prayer, adding petitions that they 
deem necessary.

Sending Prayer

Great and loving God, we give you thanks for your presence among us in our playing and discussion, in our 
planning and our dreaming. Bind us together as your people. Freed to be disciples of Jesus in this world, 
living in community with one another in various times and places. Help us leave this place with the promise 
of your Spirit’s presence going with us, that we may bring the best of who we are to those we encounter in 
this wide world. We pray for this in the name of your Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.

Go and Do Likewise – (Blessing and Sending)

We will end each session with a blessing, sending you on your way. When I say, “Stand up,” we all stand up. 
When I say, “Stand with,” put your arm around your neighbor’s shoulder. When I say, “Stand for,” mark the 
sign of the cross on the forehead of someone beside you.

The Lord be with you.

And also with you.

The early church gathered together to break bread and to share with one another, to bring the gifts of the 
many and support any among them as there was need. Around bread and wine, prayer and singing, love 
and service, we are brought together to be a unique community of the church that gathers in Jesus’ name. 

As a part of this community: 

Stand up – using your gifts to serve God. 
Stand with – using your talents to care for God’s people.
Stand for – using your passions to better God’s creation and change the world.

St. Paul reminded the community of the Ephesians:  
“For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” 
This changes everything!

Amen.

Go in peace. Serve the Lord.

Thanks be to God.

Getting ready materials: SEPTEMBER
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gathering 
for community

SEPTEMBER:

part2:

goin
g

deep
er

C
ommunity is a rich part of our lives. Community shapes and forms our identity and 
our story. Our engagement in community means we engage with all those around us, 
not just those who think, act, look and believe as we do. Being in community draws 
us to action for our community and those that come along side our communities. 

This is called accompaniment, walking together in solidarity that practices interdependence 
and mutuality. The ELCA lives out accompaniment in relationships, striving to share God’s 
love and participate in God’s mission together through:

1.  Mutuality: All of us have gifts to support God’s mission. There is no 
mission to, only mission with and among.

2.  Inclusivity: We seek to build relationships across boundaries that 
exclude and divide.

3.  Vulnerability: Just as Jesus became vulnerable to us, we open 
ourselves to others.

4.  Empowerment: We seek to identify and correct imbalances of power, 
which may mean recognizing and letting go of our own.

5.  Sustainability: To ensure local ministries last a long time, we seek 
to embed mission in ongoing relationship and communities.  
elca.org/our-work/global-church/global-mission

Going deeper will take the opportunity to SHIFT (see the next page) from serving to service 
learning, starting with looking at charity and service learning.
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GATHER (15 MINUTES):

Warmup
Put the words “charity” and “service learning” in large 
print on the wall. Ask youth to use markers (or sticky 
notes) to write what they think each of those things are, 
the characteristics, etc. After all have gathered, explain 
this session.

The Intro
This session will help us SHIFT our understanding of 
service as we are called to engage in our communities 
and make a difference in them. 

•  How did we define each of those words, “charity” 
and “service learning”? 

•  What is the difference?

Gathering Prayer
Invite someone to say the following prayer  
by Mother Teresa:

Silence is prayer.
Prayer is faith.
Faith is love.
Love is service.
The fruit of service is peace. Amen.

Charity and service learning both begin with the aim 
of caring for someone else. Charity is primarily focused 
on resources and ends with a donation or gift. Service 
learning is about relationships and systems. As people 
of faith, we are called to move beyond charity and enter 
into relationships with people who are different from us, 
to walk alongside them in their mission, and to join them 
in building a better world. Engaging in service learning 
means you understand that everyone can benefit and 
grow from working together to change systems.

Service learning centers on the intersection of story and 
healing. In order to enter into a relationship with someone 
and grow together, you must be open to learning their 
story and to sharing yours. By building relationships, you 
are exposed to the hurt in your stories or someone else’s, 
and serving together may bring healing to one or both of 
you as you grow in the experience.

GATHERING 
CONNECTION:

The ELCA Youth Gathering has a three-
day cycle of Service Learning, Interactive 
Learning and Synod Day. Serving in the 
community is a calling for all Christians. 

Doing so strengthens the community and 
those in the community. As part of this 

cycle, the Service Learning team is inviting 
all youth and adult leaders (not just those 
taking part in the Gathering but all youth 
and adult leaders in the congregation) to 

SHIFT their view of service. The SHIFT 
focuses on Stories, Healing, Intersections, 

Faith and Togetherness as participants 
delve into their personal experiences, the 

reality of life for people in their communities 
and the call of faith to listen to our 

neighbors and work for peace and justice.

As you prepare for the Gathering, know 
that service learning can become a part of 

the lives of your youth and adult leaders 
every day. By making the SHIFT, we 

learn that it isn’t always about swinging 
a hammer or holding a paint brush. It’s 
much more than that; Stories, Healing, 
Intersections, Faith and Togetherness 

help us see the people we are serving and 
not just to do something so we feel good 

about ourselves. The Gathering is only one 
place where service learning occurs; look 

for the places beyond the Gathering where 
service learning can happen.
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Getting ready materials: SEPTEMBER

materials needed: 

q Bible
q Christ Candle

q warm-up sheet in large print

q markers



WORD (30 MINUTES):

God’s Story – Scripture 
Have someone read Philippians 2:3-4

Discuss:
•  What do you hear in these verses?
•  What mindset are we to have based on these verses?
•  How are we doing with that?
•  Why do you think we have such trouble with this as a mindset?
•  How can we change our mindset?

Our Story – Service Learning
Place matters. It shapes who we are and the way we experience the world in 
unexpected ways. Memories, the emotional recording of our life stories, are often tied 
to place.

Think about your life story. Where are the places you have experienced great joy or 
sadness?

Watch the following TED Talk about the “Danger of Single Story.”
ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story (18:49 min.)

•  What did you hear in this video?
•  What was eye-opening to you?
•  How does this affect you?
•  What are moments that define your view of the world?
•  Where have you experienced healing?
•  What role does my location play in my world view?

Invite the youth to share their stories as they feel safe to do so. Pay close attention to 
the fact that healing most often comes through meaningful, honest relationships and 
to the way our location can influence world views.

As Chimadanda Ngozi Adichi said, there is danger in the single story.

•  How might you hear different stories?
•  For example: Houston has an Oral History Project. It is an effort to record and 

preserve the dynamic history of Houston through the stories and experiences of its 
residents. It is a collaboration among the mayor’s office, the Houston Public Library 
and the University of Houston. The project consists of several parts. You can go 
online to houstonoralhistory.org to hear many of Houston’s stories.

•  Does our city have anything like this?
•  Do you know anything about the history of our city?
•  How can we find out more to shape and form us in our own understanding of our 

community?
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Getting ready materials: SEPTEMBER

LEARN:

listen:

ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story


• How will you use the mindset of service learning when you engage in serving?   
   What about in Houston?
•  How might the story of our city influence your perspective?
•  How will you look for more than a single story in our community? 
   What about Houston? 

•  Does your life have a single story?
•  What is the danger of assuming a single story for people you will encounter during 

serving?

SENDING (5 MINUTES):

Sending Prayer
Ask someone to say the following prayer:

As people of faith we are called to move beyond charity and enter into relationships with people who are 
different from us, to walk alongside them in their mission, and to join them in building a better world. Guide 
us in our efforts to do this. Open our hearts and minds to hear the multitude of stories, not just one. In 
Jesus name. Amen.

Go and Do Likewise – (Blessing and Sending)
We will end each session with a blessing, sending you on your way. When I say, “Stand up,” we all stand up. 
When I say, “Stand with,” put your arm around your neighbor’s shoulder. When I say, “Stand for,” mark the 
sign of the cross on the forehead of someone beside you.

The Lord be with you. 

And also with you.

The early church gathered together to break bread and to share with one another, to bring the gifts of the 
many and support any among them as there was need. Around bread and wine, prayer and singing, love 
and service, we are brought together to be a unique community of the church that gathers in Jesus’ name. 
As a part of this community:

Stand up – using your gifts to serve God. 
Stand with – using your talents to care for God’s people.
Stand for – using your passions to better God’s creation and change the world.

St. Paul reminded the community of the Ephesians: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” This changes everything!

Amen.

Go in peace. Serve the Lord.  
Thanks be to God.

Getting ready materials: SEPTEMBER
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connect:

engage:



gathering 
for reformation

OCTOBER:

PART 1



T
his month we observe the 500th anniversary of 
the Reformation. (Martin Luther posted 95 theses 
on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenburg, 
Germany, sparking the Reformation.) 

we are a church 
founded on change.
 
As we observe this milestone, we remember that we 
are to be an ever-reforming church, living into our daily 
lives as Christ has commanded us. This session will 
give a brief re-cap of the Reformation, look at where 
we are as a church today and ways we can move into 
the future, bringing the good news of the life, death and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ to the world. 
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Getting ready materials: OCTOBER

SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING: 
Join the reformation! Tweet your ideas for how 
your congregation can continue to reform. 
#Reformation2017 #ELCAYG2018

PRO

TIP
Check out the section “Plan for the Unexpected” on 
Page 44 of “The Official Gathering Handbook.” 
(The world wasn’t expecting a reformation!) 

http://www.twitter.com/elcagathering


GATHER (15 MINUTES):

Warmup
As the youth enter the space, encourage them to use the 
large-print version of the word “reform” to write down 
what they think it means or examples of reform they have 
seen or heard of.

Call the youth together when you are ready to begin the 
session. Ask them to share what they wrote and why.

The Intro
This month we observe the 500th anniversary of the 
Reformation. The Reformation occurred during what is 
known as the Renaissance. It was a split in the Catholic 
Church by which a new form of Christianity was born. 
We know this as Protestantism.

During the Middle Ages, very few people other than 
monks and priests, knew how to read and write. With 
the Renaissance, more and more people became 
educated and learned how to read and write. Around 
that same period, the printing press was invented 
allowing for new ideas, as well as excerpts of the Bible, 
to be printed and distributed. People could read the 
Bible for themselves for the first time!

Martin Luther, a monk, began to question the practices 
of the Catholic Church as he studied the Bible. He 
struggled with many areas where he felt the Bible and 
the Catholic Church disagreed. On Oct. 31, 1517, Luther 
took a list of 95 points that detailed how he thought the 
church had gone wrong and nailed it to the door of the 
Castle Church in Wittenburg, Germany. This began the 
Protestant Reformation.

Let’s watch a quick video synopsis of the Reformation.
youtube.com/watch?v=1o8oIELbNxE&t=36s (15:06 min.) 

GATHERING 
CONNECTION:

The Reformation changed everything! 
It changed the way people understood 

faith, the Bible became accessible to 
more people, how church structure 

works changed, and it led to a break from 
practices that did not come from Scripture. 

As we observe the 500th anniversary of 
Reformation, we are reminded how one 

person can start a massive reform. While 
the Reformation began 500 years ago, 

we are a church that continues to reform, 
reshape and renew in many ways. Reform 
isn’t just one thing. It shapes our theology, 

our life, our worship, our thinking and 
our doing. The Gathering is a catalyst for 

reform. Your group will hear and see things 
that will spark something new in them. 

How will they reform your congregation 
or community upon returning from the 

Gathering? Look for ways to engage in new 
insights to continue reform into the future.

HANDBOOK TIMELINE: 
October 2017 | shift from informational 

meetings to group bonding 
and growing spiritually.

Getting ready materials: OCTOBER
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materials needed: 

q Bible
q Christ Candle

q warm-up sheet in large print

q markers

youtube.com/watch?v=1o8oIELbNxE&t=36s


Gathering Prayer

Adapted from the Small Catechism
Ask for a volunteer to lead the gathering prayer.

Martin Luther’s Morning Blessing:

We give thanks to you, God, through Jesus Christ your dear Son, that you have protected us through the 
night from all harm and danger. We ask that you would also protect us today from sin and all evil, so that 
our life and actions may please you. Into your hands we commend ourselves; our body, our soul, and all 
that is ours. Let your holy angel be with us, so that the wicked foe may have no power over us. Amen.

Experiential Learning: Match Game

Have some fun with this match game. Ask the youth to match the event with the date. Have them take 
turns until they get the matches correct. Write the following on sticky notes or note cards and tape them to 
the wall in a random order. On your signal have the first person attempt to put the items in order. Give them 
45 seconds. Check their work and then send the next person to correct what they believe are the mistakes. 
Keep this going until several people have had a turn or the list is correct.
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95 theses      1517

Luther translates New Testament into German 1522

Martin Luther born     1483

Luther goes to a monastery    1505

Studies at University of Erfurt    1507

Becomes professor of theology at Wittenburg U 1512

Becomes priest of Wittenburg Castle Church  1514

Inquisition of Luther begins    1518

Papal bull is issued     1520

Luther excommunicated    1521

Luther dies      1546



WORD (30 MINUTES):

God’s Story – Scripture 

Martin Luther struggled as a monk with forgiveness. He didn’t think he was worthy of God’s forgiveness, 
even though he tried and tried to do all the things he was told to do to receive God’s forgiveness. He went 
to confession multiple times a day to confess his sins and receive penance, but he still felt unworthy. In 
1510, Luther was climbing the Scala Sancta (Holy Stairs) on his knees, saying the Lord’s Prayer on each 
step. Each time anyone climbed them on their knees they got an indulgence of 15 years. An indulgence 
was a practice of the Roman Catholic Church. If you did a specific task, such as this, or paid a certain 
price, you could lessen your or loved ones’ time in purgatory. Purgatory is described as a place where 
souls remain to atone for their sins in preparation for entrance into heaven. You could lessen your time in 
purgatory by doing certain acts approved by the Roman Catholic Church or buying indulgences from the 
church. 

Luther, who doubted the legend about the stairs or the promises of the popes for less time in purgatory 
after climbing them, nevertheless went there one day to do this holy act. He was climbing the steps on his 
knees, earning at every step a year’s indulgence, when he was startled by a sudden voice, which seemed 
as if it spoke from heaven, and said, “The just shall live by faith.” Luther jumped to his feet in amazement. 
This was the third time he had heard these words in his mind with such emphasis. It was as if a voice of 
thunder had said them. It seemed louder than before, and he grasped more fully the great truth in those 
words. What silliness, he thought, to seek an indulgence from the church, which can last a few years, when 
God sends me God’s Word – an indulgence that will last me forever! What a waste to do these acts when 
God is willing to forgive me of all my sins not because of the works I do, but freely, in the way of believing 
upon God’s Son! “The just shall live by faith.”

From this revelation, the doctrine, or belief, of justification by faith alone – salvation by free grace –  stood 
out to Luther as the one great belief. Luther said it was by deviating from this belief that the church had 
fallen into sinfulness and had become corrupted under penances and works of self-righteousness. Luther 
believed that the only way the church could find its way back to truth and liberty was by returning to this 
belief. This was the road to true reformation.

Let’s look at the passage Luther heard in that thundering voice.

Find Ephesians 2:8-10

Discuss the following questions:
• Why is it so hard for us to understand grace? 
• What commonly held life principle does it demolish? 

(That if we do good things, we get into heaven.)
• Translate the words “grace” and “faith” into language a 10‐year‐old would understand. 
• The ELCA Youth Gathering theme verse is Ephesians 2:8 and the theme is “This changes everything” – 

God’s grace changes everything. What does that mean for us today?
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Getting ready materials: OCTOBER

PRO

TIP

Write out the responses 
from "God's grace changes 
everything. What does mean 
for us today?" and keep these 
posted during the year.



Our Story – Gathering for Reformation

  
•  Ask the youth to name people who have reformed history in some way.
•  Ask them to share what these people reformed and how. Ask for help from others 

to fill in the gaps.
•  Answers could include Martin Luther King Jr., Rosa Parks, Nelson Mandela, 

Mahatma Gandhi, Mother Teresa, Harriet Tubman, Albert Einstein, etc..

 
Watch the following video clip and discuss what ELCA Presiding Bishop Elizabeth 
Eaton hopes for the ELCA. youtube.com/watch?v=tQYAkVe0Mtw (6:02 min.)

Ask:
• What did you hear?
• What stuck with you?

 
Presiding Bishop Eaton shares information about Martin Luther and the Reformation.
youtube.com/watch?v=CmE0O33J-BY (6:12 min.)

Ask:
• What did you learn?
• What was interesting to you?

The church is still reforming, it didn’t just happen 500 years ago.

Ask:
• What are ways we see our congregation reforming here and now?
• What are ways we can encourage our congregation to continue to reform into the 

future?
• How can we get the congregation on-board with these ideas?
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Getting ready materials: OCTOBER

LEARN:

listen:

connect:

engage:

youtube.com/watch?v=tQYAkVe0Mtw
youtube.com/watch?v=CmE0O33J-BY


SENDING (5 MINUTES):
Gather around the Christ Candle and ask someone to share the following prayer.

Sending Prayer

God of forgiveness, we give you thanks for those who work to reform our church and our society, and we 
recognize we are blessed by those who through your guidance work to improve our lives. We ask that you 
help us end injustice and inequality through the removal of faults or abuses. Together, we celebrate Martin 
Luther, the Reformation, and that it is by the gift of God’s grace and through faith that we share in Christ’s 
suffering, resurrection and eternal life. Amen.

Go and Do Likewise – (Blessing and Sending)

When I say, “Stand up,” we all stand up. When I say, “Stand with,” put your arm around your neighbor’s 
shoulder. When I say, “Stand for,” mark the sign of the cross on the forehead of someone beside you.

The Lord be with you.

And also with you.

Presiding Bishop Eaton reminds us to live and grow in God’s abundant love and grace. Stir us to a deeper 
longing for God in our lives that we may boldly bear witness to your Word in all the world. 

 Stand up – for reform, changing injustices.
 Stand with – those working for reform for the benefit of all.
 Stand for – justice meant for all people in all places.

St. Paul reminded the community of the Ephesians: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” This changes everything!

Go in peace, continue reforming! 

Thanks be to God.
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OCTOBER:

O
ctober 31, 1517, is usually identified as the catalyst moment of the 
Reformation – its beginning. That is the day Martin Luther is said to 
have posted a protest in Wittenberg, Germany, where he served, against 
the Roman Catholic practice of selling indulgences. The events that 

occurred as result of this protest (his 95 theses,) sparked protests and efforts to 
reform the Catholic Church, which we now call the Reformation.

Luther saw the unjust practice of selling indulgences. There are many injustices 
in our world today. What are we to do as Lutheran Christians about these? As a 
church built on reform and justice, we are called to continue to be people of reform. 
This session will help your group understand the ELCA today and its movement 
into the future as we continue to be a church of reform through Jesus Christ.
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gathering 
for reformation

SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING: 
Tweet something you would like to reform. 
#Reformation2017 #ELCAYG2018

part2:

goin
g

deep
er



GATHER (5 MINUTES):

Warmup
As the youth enter the space, encourage them to use 
the large-print version of the phrase “Reformed to …” to 
write down things they feel we as a church need to pay 
attention to as we move into the future.

Call the group together when you are ready to begin the 
session. Ask them to share what they wrote and why 
they feel these need reforming.

The Intro
Martin Luther saw practice of selling indulgences was 
unjust. There are many injustices in our world today. 
What are we to do as Lutheran Christians about these? 
As a church built on reform and justice, we are called to 
continue to be people of reform. This session will help us 
understand the ELCA today and its movement into the 
future as we continue to be a church of reform through 
Jesus Christ.

Gathering Prayer
Ask for a volunteer to lead the gathering prayer.
  
Martin Luther’s Morning Blessing:

We give thanks to you, God, through Jesus Christ your 
dear Son, that you have protected us through the night 
from all harm and danger. We ask that you would also 
protect us today from sin and all evil, so that our life and 
actions may please you. Into your hands we commend 
ourselves; our body, our soul, and all that is ours. Let your 
holy angel be with us, so that the wicked foe may have 
no power over us. Amen.

GATHERING 
CONNECTION:

The Reformation changed everything! 
It changed the way people understood 

faith; the Bible became accessible to 
more people than ever before; how 

church structure works changed; it led 
to a break from practices that did not 

come from Scripture. As we observe the 
500th anniversary of Reformation, we 

are reminded how one person can start 
a massive reform. While the Reformation 

began 500 years ago, we are a church that 
continues to reform, reshape and renew in 

many ways. Reform isn’t just one thing. It 
shapes our theology, our life, our worship, 
our thinking and our doing. The Gathering 

is a catalyst for reform. Your group will 
hear and see things that will spark 

something new in them. How will they 
reform your congregation or community 

upon returning from the Gathering? Look 
for ways to engage in new insights to 

continue reform into the future.
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Getting ready materials: OCTOBER

materials needed: 

q Bible
q Christ Candle

q warm-up sheet in large print

q markers
q computer with Wi-Fi connection  

or the video clips downloaded  

before the session

q projector if available 



Experiential Learning: True or Not 
Write each item from the list below, on slips of paper (one item per piece.) On the wall have two category 
titles posted: TRUE and NOT. Explain that the youth are to decide what is true about the Reformation 
or Martin Luther and put those under the TRUE category. The things they believe were not true of the 
Reformation or Martin Luther should be put under the NOT category.

Set a time limit and see how many they get correct. Share the brief information of each item that explains 
it’s part in the Reformation.
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HAPPENED DURING 
REFORMATION:

•  Translated the Greek New Testament into 
German at the rate of 1,500 words per day

•  Lived out his life as an “outlaw”

•  Luther was a hit! Posters (woodcuts) sold out as 
soon as they went on sale

•  The printing press helped the Reformation  
take root

•  Pope Leo, upon reading the 95 theses, 
remarked “What drunken German monk wrote 
these?”

•  Luther is said to have created the concept 
of the community chest, where money and 
needed items for the poor were collected and 
distributed

•  Proficient at playing the lute

•  Earned his bachelor’s and master’s degrees in 
the shortest times possible

•  Wrote 60,000 pages during his life

•  Married a nun who ran away from a convent to 
live in the Reformation

•  Suffered from all kinds of stomach and  
bowel problems

•  Wrote lots of music – more than 40 hymns

DID NOT HAPPEN DURING 
REFORMATION:

•  Michelangelo finished painting the ceiling of the 
Sistine Chapel (no – it was 1512)

•  Christopher Columbus set sail from Spain (no – it 
was 1492 – Luther was a boy)

•  Changed his name from Martin Looney to get more 
respect (no – it was Martin Luder, changed to sound 
more academic)

•  Was studying to be a doctor (no – a lawyer)

•  Almost died from a dagger wound to his leg and 
promised to live his life as a priest if he lived (no 
– this promise came from almost being struck by 
lightning, the dagger wound happened at age 19 but 
he was saved by a friend who quickly got a doctor)

•  Was totally pumped when he finally got to celebrate 
his first Mass (no – he was so terrified of the 
presence of Christ that he tried running from the 
altar. He trembled so much he nearly dropped the 
bread and cup!)



WORD (30 MINUTES):

God’s Story – Scripture 
Have the youth read the story of the disciples traveling to Emmaus after Jesus’ death and resurrection.

Read Luke 24:13-35
•  What happened in this story?
•  How are we like these disciples?
•  The disciples perhaps lost hope but were reminded of the love of God through Jesus’ life, death and 

resurrection. Hope changes everything! 
•  We are a people of faith and hope, but we struggle with this at times.
•  Just like the disciples in the story, we are reminded of that hope and to share this good news.

Our Story – Gathering for Reformation
 

Watch the following video clip about the ELCA.  
youtube.com/watch?v=rNkBhGgYZn0 (4:45 min.)

Ask:
•  What did you hear?
• What stuck with you?
• What does the ELCA mean to you?

 
Watch the following video of Presiding Bishop Elizabeth Eaton.  
http://www.elca.org/YouthGathering/details/get-ready/video

•  What did you hear?
• How does this inform your life as a Lutheran Christian?
• What excites you about being an ELCA Lutheran Christian?

 
•  Gather into small groups.
• Give each group a piece of paper and pen.
• Pretend you are in an elevator at the Gathering and someone asks what all these 

people are doing in Houston. You have one minute to tell them why. Your group has 
five minutes to create your “elevator speech.”

• When the time is up, share the speeches. 
• Post these on your walls as a reminder as you prepare to go to Houston.

•  Encourage your youth to do “person in the pew” interviews next Sunday at your 
congregation. They should ask people what it means to them to be an ELCA 
Lutheran Christian.

• Come up with a plan to do this, tasks for people to do, and how these will be 
shared with the congregation and the broader church. If you share them on social 
media, be sure to include the hashtags #ELCA and #ELCAYG2018.

• Have fun with this!
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Getting ready materials: OCTOBER

LEARN:

listen:

connect:

engage:

http://youtube.com/watch?v=rNkBhGgYZn0
http://www.elca.org/YouthGathering/details/get-ready/video


SENDING (5 MINUTES):

Sending Prayer

Gather around the Christ Candle, and ask someone to share the following prayer:

God of hope, we give you thanks for those who work to reform our church and our society. Help us to 
be ever reforming, so we don’t become stuck in our ways, but rather meeting our fellow humans where 
their needs are. Let us live out our hope in you and share that with all the people we meet. Together, we 
celebrate Martin Luther, the Reformation and the ELCA. We know that it is by the gift of God’s grace and 
through faith that we share in Christ’s suffering, resurrection and eternal life. Amen.

Go and Do Likewise – (Blessing and Sending)
When I say, “Stand up,” we all stand up. When I say, “Stand with,” put your arm around your neighbor’s 
shoulder. When I say, “Stand for,” mark the sign of the cross on the forehead of someone beside you.

The Lord be with you. 

And also with you.

The early church gathered together to break bread and to share with one another, to bring the gifts of the 
many and support any among them as there was need. Around bread and wine, prayer and singing, love 
and service, we are brought together to be a unique community of the church that gathers in Jesus’ name. 
As a part of this community:

 Stand up – for reform, changing injustices.
 Stand with – those working for reform for the benefit of all.
 Stand for – justice meant for all people in all places.

St. Paul reminded the community of the Ephesians: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” This changes everything!

Go in peace. Continue reforming!
 
Thanks be to God.
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gathering 
for HOME

NOVEMBER:

PART 1



H
ome is something that can be taken for granted by so 
many of us. We know there are people experiencing 
homelessness, but most of the time we are not truly 
aware of how this happens or who it affects. Perhaps 

not ever personally knowing someone who has experienced 
homelessness. 

The National Alliance to End Homelessness gives the following 
information (as of April 3, 2017):

Homelessness occurs when people or households are unable to 
acquire or maintain housing they can afford. While circumstances 
can vary, the main reason people experience homelessness 
is because they cannot find housing they can afford. It is the 
scarcity of affordable housing in the United States, particularly 
in more urban areas where homelessness is more prevalent, 
that is behind their inability to acquire or maintain housing.

By the numbers:
•  In January 2016, 549,928 people were homeless on a given 

night in the U.S.
•  Of that number, 194,716 were people in families.
•  355,212 were individuals.
•  On that same night, there were 35,686 unaccompanied homeless youth,  

roughly 7 percent of the total homeless population.
•  77,486 (or one in five) were considered “chronically homeless” individuals.
•  On that same night, 39,471 veterans were homeless.

Since 2007, homelessness has dropped by 15 percent (97,330 people) and between 
2015 and 2016 declined by 3 percent (or 14,780).

These numbers come from Point-in-Time Counts, which are conducted, community by 
community, on a single night in January every other year. The Department of Housing 
and Urban Development (HUD) requires communities to submit this data every other 
year to qualify for federal homeless assistance funds. Many communities conduct 
counts more regularly.

Homelessness is a problem affecting all of us. Bringing awareness to this problem helps 
us use our voices and our hands to help bring an end to homelessness.

2018 ELCA Youth Gathering    29    THIS CHANGES EVERYTHING

Getting ready materials: NOVEMBER

“How does God’s 
love abide in 
anyone who has 
the world’s goods 
and sees a brother 
or sister in need 
and yet refuses 
help? Little 
children, let us 
love, not in word 
or speech, but in 
truth and action” 
(1 John 3:17-18).



GATHER (20 MINUTES):

Warmup
As youth enter, encourage them to use the large-print version 
of the questions (or use sticky notes) and markers to write 
down their thoughts on: What is “home”? Who or what do you 
think of when you think of the “homeless”? 

Call the group together when you are ready to begin the 
session. Ask them to share what they wrote and why.

Watch the following video, focusing on the humanity of 
people experiencing homelessness:  
youtu.be/jLbP-SpXAps (1:29 min.)

• What in the video made an impression on you?
• Did you have any stereotypes of “homeless” people that 

were challenged?
• Do you see yourself or any of your friends and family in this 

video, and, if so, where?

Gathering Prayer
Ask for a volunteer to lead the gathering prayer.
“Prayer for Homeless People” from a Mennonite resource. Copyright 
Carol Penner, leadinginworship.com (used with permission).

Hear our prayer today for all women and men, boys and girls 
who are homeless this day.

For those sleeping under bridges, on park benches, in doorways 
or bus stations.

For those who can only find shelter for the night but must 
wander in the daytime.

For families broken because they could not afford to pay the rent.
For those who have no relatives or friends who can take them in.
For those who have no place to keep possessions that remind 

them who they are.
For those who are afraid and hopeless.
For those who have been betrayed by our social safety net.
For all these people, we pray that you will provide shelter, 

security and hope.
We pray for those of us with warm houses and comfortable beds 

that we not be lulled into complacency and forgetfulness.
Jesus, help us to see your face in the eyes of every homeless 

person we meet so that we may be empowered through word 
and deed, and through the political means we have, to bring 
justice and peace to those who are homeless.  

Amen.

GATHERING 
CONNECTION:

Houston will serve as “home” for us for our 
time at the Gathering. Home is a priority for 
Houston. Since 2011, homelessness is down 

75 percent due to the Houston Housing First 
Initiative. This is truly remarkable work that 

comes from a place of generosity and putting 
humans first. Jesus met the woman at the 

well and saw her – not her sinfulness, saw 
her – not her history, saw her – not her lack of 
understanding. Jesus saw her. Read her story 

in John 4:7-42. Jesus showed love, compassion 
and interest to this woman. Jesus’ love 

changed everything for this woman. How will 
our learning about homelessness shape us to 

respond in love, compassion and interest?

Check out “The Official Gathering 
Handbook,” Page 58, for help with 
preparing for service learning and 

prepare to engage in this way of living.

HANDBOOK TIMELINE: 
November 2017 – Consider finalizing 

transportation to and from Houston.
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materials needed: 

q Bible
q Christ Candle

q warm-up sheet in large print

q markers
q statistics and numbers copies  

(or written by hand)

q ELCA social message on 

homelessness link:  

elca.org/en/Faith/Faith-and-Society/

Social-Messages/Homelessness

http:/youtu.be/jLbP-SpXAps
http://carolpenner.typepad.com/leadinginworship/2009/11/prayer-for-homeless-people.html
http://elca.org/en/Faith/Faith-and-Society/Social-Messages/Homelessness
http://elca.org/en/Faith/Faith-and-Society/Social-Messages/Homelessness


Experiential Learning: Guessing Game

There are many life circumstances that lead to people experiencing homelessness. Homelessness can be 
voluntary or involuntary. In this guessing game, you will search for your match.

(All statistics from reports from “End Homelessness, Social Solutions” and HUD’s Annual Homeless 
Assessment Report)

Leaders will prepare by writing or printing the statistics and facts found at the end of the session onto 
separate 8½-inch by 11-inch pieces of paper. These pieces will be taped to the backs of the participants 
without peeking. They should not know what statistic or fact is on their back. The group will then try to 
match the statistics with the correct fact. Leaders will identify correct pairs as they are made, and the rest 
of the participants will shuffle around again searching for their correct match until all are matched correctly. 
Once everyone is paired correctly, the pairs can detach the paper, discover what their match was and hold 
the papers in front of them for group discussion. The group might want to sit in a circle on the floor with the 
papers in front of them. The questions can then be discussed. 

• Which of these pairs surprises you the most?  
• Are you experiencing any emotions or strong reactions to any of these pairs of statistics?
• Do you have any experiences that connect with any of these pairs of statistics?

We will continue to explore the life circumstances leading 
people to experience homelessness, seeking to understand our 
responsibilities as Jesus’ followers throughout this session.  

WORD (30 MINUTES):
The opening activity focused on learning a bit about the population of people experiencing homelessness. 
What do you know about people experiencing homelessness in your area? Is your community involved 
with this population of people? Let’s look at some passages from the Bible that relate to homelessness. ave 
the youth read the story of the disciples traveling to Emmaus after Jesus’ death and resurrection.

God’s Story – Scripture 

During the introduction game, we learned that 15 percent of people experiencing homelessness are 
considered “chronically homeless,” which includes many people with severe mental illness. In this passage, 
we will explore Jesus’ interaction with a man who was experiencing chronic homelessness.

• Read Mark 5:1-9
• Homelessness Insights

• Why is this man experiencing homelessness? (afflicted by mental illness; self-mutilation/harming; 
not able to follow societal rules; physically aggressive)

• How does this man relate to Jesus? (Son of the Most High God; this man knows Jesus’ identity)
• What question does Jesus ask this man? (Jesus asks the man’s name.)
• What does Jesus’ question teach us about relationship with people experiencing homelessness? 

(How often do we ask a person experiencing homelessness their name and share our name?  
Relationship and names are important to Jesus.)

• Why is knowing someone’s name important?  (When you ask someone their name, it shows you 
value them as a person; value their humanity; they are important.)
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PRO

TIP
Find statistics from your 
town or city to add to the 
statistics provided.



Our Story – Invisible Homelessness
 

View the following video: youtube.com/watch?v=Bel3vITdnGE (3:34 min.)

Ask:
•  What affected you the most in this video?
• Did you find yourself relating to anyone in this video and if so, who?
• Do you think you would notice one of your family members sitting along the street as 

homeless?
• What does this video suggest to us as children of God, brothers and sisters to people 

experiencing homelessness?

 
There is not one face or one root cause for homelessness. The situations, circumstances 
and factors are all unique and specific to each individual. Understanding this is 
essential to understanding those who are experiencing homelessness. Below are links 
to video case studies of people experiencing homelessness. Please select two or more 
(depending on your time constraints) and discuss the similarities and differences of each 
person and their circumstances.

•  Story of Abbie, a homeless teenager video.search.yahoo.com/search/video 
?fr=yset_chr_syc_oracle&p=rethink+homelessness#id=5&vid= 
54efacc23ac48ab805756f6939413f44&action=view (1:00 min.)

•  Homeless veterans (CNN report) youtube.com/watch?v=7R_o8Bs0sZ8 (5:11 min.)

•  Domestic violence victims experiencing homelessness  
youtube.com/watch?v=RPbMqwlT60w (1:42 min.)

•  “A Day in Our Shoes – Homeless LGBT Youth”  
youtube.com/watch?v=ZXv1-fHd6Ug (5:45 min.)

 
Labels: Homeless versus person experiencing homelessness
•  What is the difference between labeling a person as “homeless” versus talking about a 

person as experiencing homelessness?
•  How can this language be applied to other life circumstances?

View the following "Eating Twinkies with God" video:  
youtube.com/watch?v=y9N8OXkN0Rk (2:20 min.)
•  Imago Dei connection: What does this say about who God is and us being made in the 

image of God?
•  Is it hard for us to see the “image of God” in those experiencing homelessness?  Why?  

•  How does homelessness affect my life?  
•  Who in your community is experiencing homelessness?  
•  What efforts are we doing as a community to help end this?
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listen:

connect:

engage:

http://youtube.com/watch?v=Bel3vITdnGE
http://video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=yset_chr_syc_oracle&p=rethink+homelessness#id=5&vid=54efacc23ac48ab805756f6939413f44&action=view
http://video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=yset_chr_syc_oracle&p=rethink+homelessness#id=5&vid=54efacc23ac48ab805756f6939413f44&action=view
http://video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=yset_chr_syc_oracle&p=rethink+homelessness#id=5&vid=54efacc23ac48ab805756f6939413f44&action=view
http://youtube.com/watch?v=7R_o8Bs0sZ8
http://youtube.com/watch?v=RPbMqwlT60w
http://youtube.com/watch?v=ZXv1-fHd6Ug
http://youtube.com/watch?v=y9N8OXkN0Rk


SENDING (5 MINUTES):
Gather around the Christ Candle and ask someone to share the following prayer.

Sending Prayer

The Lord be with you. 
And also with you.
Throughout his ministry, Jesus encountered and ministered to those who were experiencing homelessness. 
Those who were sick, lame, blind, mentally ill, discarded women, those experiencing extreme poverty. 
Those society shunned and cast out into the streets. Jesus himself experienced homelessness and was at 
the mercy of friends and followers to provide for his needs. The ELCA advocates for and embraces those 
who are experiencing homelessness. God calls on us to provide homes with and for all humanity. May God 
bless you with an understanding of radical hospitality and a sense of home. Amen.

Go and Do Likewise – (Blessing and Sending)

When I say, “Stand up,” we all stand up. When I say, “Stand with,” put your arm around your neighbor’s 
shoulder. When I say, “Stand for,” mark the sign of the cross on the forehead of someone beside you.

The Lord be with you. 
And also with you.

Never take for granted that you have the safety of a physical home, the comfort of a spiritual home and 
faith community. May we always understand that we have a call to accompany and advocate for those 
who have less. May you be blessed with a sense of radical hospitality so that all might know the love and 
acceptance found in our home with Jesus Christ. 

Stand up – using your feet to end homelessness. 
Stand with – those experiencing homelessness or are close to that reality.
Stand for – justice meant for all people in all places.

St. Paul reminded the community of the Ephesians: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” This changes everything!

Go in peace, walk with those experiencing homelessness! 

Thanks be to God.
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STATISTIC:

549,928

77,486 or 
15%

39,471 or 
8%

1.4 million

550,000

110,000

50% 
138,000 or 

25%
221,600 or 

40%

related fact:

The number of people experiencing 
homelessness on a single night in January 2016.

The “chronically homeless,” defined as 
experiencing homelessness for a year or 
longer, often due to severe mental illness and 
substance-use disorders

Veterans who have served from WWII to recent 
wars, 45 percent of whom are black or Hispanic 
and 10 percent of whom are women

Veterans “at risk” of homelessness, 
of which those who served in Vietnam or later 
are of most risk

Unaccompanied, single youth and young 
adults under the age of 24 who experience a 
homelessness episode of longer than one week

LGBTQ youth in the U.S. who are experiencing 
homelessness, mostly due to family rejection, 
abuse and neglect

Adults over the age of 59 experiencing 
homelessness

Children under 18 years old experiencing 
homelessness

Women experiencing homelessness, with the 
overwhelming cause being domestic violence

Getting ready materials: NOVEMBER



NOVEMBER:

H
omelessness is a complex issue, with many factors 
coming into alignment to land someone in a situation 
where they are experiencing homelessness. We grow 
in our understanding of the problem by looking at the 

complexities and how we can respond as Christians.

This session will look at the complexity and our Christian response 
through a case study and further reflection.
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gathering 
for HOME

part2:

goin
g

deep
er



GATHER (5 MINUTES):

Warmup
As the youth enter the space, encourage them to 
use the large-print version of the phrase “How does 
homelessness happen?” (or use sticky notes) and use 
the markers to write down their thoughts.

Call the group together when you are ready to begin the 
session. Ask them to share what they wrote and why 
they think these are ways homelessness happens.

The Intro
This session will look at the complexities of 
homelessness. We will learn that there is a whole lot 
behind getting to the point of homelessness. Remember 
we can’t just hear one story. We need to hear many 
stories to get a deeper sense of this issue.

Gathering Prayer
Ask for a volunteer to lead the gathering prayer.
  
God heard the cries of those without homes and that 
working for justice with and for people experiencing 
homelessness is doing God’s will and work in the world. 

Christian love does not provide ready-made, one-size-
fits-all solutions to the crisis, but the message calls 
Christians to walk with those experiencing homelessness 
in their struggles and provides guidance as together we 
pursue just, appropriate and sustainable solutions that 
uphold human dignity. In your name, we pray. 

Amen.

GATHERING 
CONNECTION:

Houston will serve as “home” for us for our 
time at the Gathering. Home is a priority for 
Houston. Since 2011, homelessness is down 

75 percent due to the Houston Housing First 
Initiative. This is truly remarkable work that 

comes from a place of generosity and putting 
humans first. Jesus met the woman at the 

well and saw her – not her sinfulness, saw 
her – not her history, saw her – not her lack of 
understanding. Jesus saw her. Read her story 

in John 4:7-42. Jesus showed love, compassion 
and interest to this woman. Jesus’ love 

changed everything for this woman. How will 
our learning about homelessness shape us to 

respond in love, compassion and interest?
Check out “The Official Gathering Handbook,” 

Page 58, to help prepare for service learning 
and to engage in this way of living.
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materials needed: 

q Bible
q Christ Candle

q warm-up sheet in large print

q markers
q ELCA social message on 

homelessness link:  

elca.org/en/Faith/Faith-and-Society/

Social-Messages/Homelessness

http://elca.org/en/Faith/Faith-and-Society/Social-Messages/Homelessness
http://elca.org/en/Faith/Faith-and-Society/Social-Messages/Homelessness


WORD (30 MINUTES):

God’s Story – Scripture 
Read Matthew 25:34-46, Food, Shelter and Wellness: Moving to Action

This passage moves us into actions and responsibility as Jesus’ followers. Reflect on this passage on where 
people experiencing homelessness might fit in. This passage links well with the ELCA’s social message on 
homelessness, which calls those who have “dwellings” into advocating and accompanying those who do 
not. There is a link in the materials section of this session.

Read Matthew 25:34-40
Homelessness Insights

•  What categories in this passage might people experiencing homelessness fit into? (All of the 
categories are possible: hungry, thirsty, stranger, naked, sick, prison.)

•  Where do we see these categories in our local contexts today? (All are seen in the demographic of 
people experiencing homelessness; some people fit in multiple categories.)

Read Matthew 25:41-46
Homelessness Insights

•  This passage is a warning and teaching from Jesus about the responsibility of God’s people in his time. 
•  What is our responsibility as God’s people to those experiencing homelessness? (to give food, drink, 

welcome/hospitality, shelter, basic needs, health care, visit)
•  What does our church say about our responsibility? (ELCA social statements and messages can 

be referred to here, especially the ELCA social message on homelessness, which encourages us to 
advocate and work on housing and basic needs for those experiencing homelessness.)

Our Story – Advocate for Home

Use the following links to understand what our voice and actions are as ELCA 
Christians and more detailed information on homelessness.

ELCA Advocacy blog on homelessness  
blogs.elca.org/advocacy/marginalized-jesus-homelessness/

ELCA social message on homelessness:
download.elca.org/ELCA%20Resource%20Repository/HomelessnessSM.pdf?_ga=1.
239093443.1983485806.1491674869

Good source for homelessness statistics
endhomelessness.org/library/entry/SOH2016#Home
huduser.gov/portal/publications/povsoc/ahar_5.html 

Some other facts about homelessness
huffingtonpost.com/bill-quigley/ten-facts-about-homelessn_b_5977946.html
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LEARN:

blogs.elca.org/advocacy/marginalized-jesus-homelessness/
http://download.elca.org/ELCA%20Resource%20Repository/HomelessnessSM.pdf?_ga=1.239093443.1983485806.1491674869
http://download.elca.org/ELCA%20Resource%20Repository/HomelessnessSM.pdf?_ga=1.239093443.1983485806.1491674869
http://endhomelessness.org/library/entry/SOH2016#Homehuduser.gov/portal/publications/povsoc/ahar_5.html 
http://endhomelessness.org/library/entry/SOH2016#Homehuduser.gov/portal/publications/povsoc/ahar_5.html 
huffingtonpost.com/bill-quigley/ten-facts-about-homelessn_b_5977946.html


Articles from The Seattle Times focusing on other cities’ successes in the struggle 
against homelessness
(Houston) seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/houstons-solution-to-the-
homeless-crisis-housing-and-lots-of-it/

To show the problem is complex, here is an address from a Lutheran pastor in 
Houston in response to an ordinance:

I cannot receive the gospel of “good news to the poor” in the morning and be 
silent in the afternoon. KINDRED’s worship may not be the shiniest or most well-
produced because as pastor, my call is to care first and foremost for people. 
We will prioritize spending time and energy with and for the least of these. 
Today I addressed City Council as my legs shook to speak against the proposed 
encampment ordinance. Here’s what I said: 

    I’m the pastor of KINDRED, a church in Montrose, where many people who 
are homeless seek refuge. People knock on our door looking for help, and we 
are able to help folks connect to existing programs and services. I am deeply 
concerned about how the phases of our city’s comprehensive plan seems out of 
order with this ordinance.  
    I met Donnie shortly after his release from jail. Our church cheered him on as 
he worked his way through various programs and took up work as he could find 
it. He isn’t perfect, but he is good and, as a single healthy man, he didn’t qualify 
for the city’s housing program.  
    Where should I tell Donnie to go that he has not already been?
    I cannot imagine being in the streets on a day like today with no shelter to 
keep you dry. Houston swelters summers with no shade for relief or screens to 
shield you from mosquitoes.
    I applaud Mayor Turner’s push to provide additional shelters and resources 
that are desperately needed. That speaks to our ethos of “housing first” as the 
most successful response to chronic homelessness. But until we have sufficient 
resources, until we have enough housing or even low-level shelters to respond 
to the needs of this population, this ordinance is contrary to that effort and would 
do harm to good people like Donnie in the meantime. Mayor Turner, in regards 
to immigration, you said that “Houston is, and always has been, a welcoming 
city, where we value and appreciate diversity. … We don’t profile, and we are not 
going to start profiling people to determine whether they are here illegally.”
    I ask that my wonderful hometown not profile the homeless as criminals but 
prioritize the development of resources for their care.
   
-  The Rev. Ashley Elisabeth Bathe Dellagiacoma of KINDRED

 
How might we engage in this work? Read the following article to spark conversation 
and brainstorm some action items you as a group and congregation might do.

(San Francisco) seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/seattle-may-try-san-
franciscos-radical-hospitality-for-homeless/

Share these ideas with the congregation and invite everyone to take part in this 
conversation and action items.
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engage:

seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/houstons-solution-to-the-homeless-crisis-housing-and-lots-of-it/
seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/houstons-solution-to-the-homeless-crisis-housing-and-lots-of-it/
seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/seattle-may-try-san-franciscos-radical-hospitality-for-homeless/
seattletimes.com/seattle-news/politics/seattle-may-try-san-franciscos-radical-hospitality-for-homeless/


SENDING (5 MINUTES):
Gather around the Christ Candle and ask someone to share the following prayer.

Sending Prayer

Hear our prayer today for all women and men, boys and girls who are experiencing homelessness this day.
We pray for those of us with warm houses and comfortable beds that we not be lulled in complacency and 
forgetfulness. Jesus, help us to see your face in the eyes of every person without a home that we meet so 
that we may be empowered through word and deed and through the political means we have, to bring 
justice and peace to those who are experiencing homelessness. Amen.

Go and Do Likewise – (Blessing and Sending)

When I say, “Stand up,” we all stand up. When I say, “Stand with,” put your arm around your neighbor’s 
shoulder. When I say, “Stand for,” mark the sign of the cross on the forehead of someone beside you.

The Lord be with you. 
And also with you.

Never take for granted that you have the safety of a physical home, the comfort of a spiritual home and 
faith community. May we always understand that we have a call to accompany and advocate for those 
who have less. May you be blessed with a sense of radical hospitality so that all might know the love and 
acceptance found in our home with Jesus Christ. 

Stand up – using your feet to end homelessness. 
Stand with – those experiencing homelessness or are close to that reality.
Stand for – justice meant for all people in all places.

St. Paul reminded the community of the Ephesians: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” This changes everything!

Go in peace, walk with those experiencing homelessness! 

Thanks be to God.
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W
hen youth are asked to share some hot topics that 
they are interested in, mental health seems to 
appear more times than not on the list. They are 
concerned about it, maybe living with a disorder 

themselves or know at least one person who is suffering with a 
disorder. Therefore, we are going to spend some time digging 
into mental health.

“Adolescence is a period of rapid physical, cognitive, psychological, 
social and emotional development.” Karen Ortloff, MS, LP, says in 
the winter 2017 Connect Journal of Children, Youth and Family 
Ministry. Ortloff writes, “The importance of psychological well-
being in children and adolescents is well recognized. The growing 
mental concerns of today’s youth are contributing significantly 
to the social and economic burden of society. 
Prevention and early intervention contribute 
to improved resiliency and outcomes for youth 
and their families” (Page 13).

Mental health disorders continue to carry 
a stigma in our society. However, medical 
science has proven that mental illness is a 
health care issue and should be treated as such. 
This stigma regarding mental health disorders 
can stop teens and their families from getting 
the help that is needed. Quality treatments for 
mental health disorders, especially if started 
close to the onset of symptoms, can help 
lessen the effect on a teen’s life.

As a church, we need to help move beyond the 
stigma and misinformation to help youth with 
mental health disorders get the treatments 
they need. We can do this by teaching our 
youth about mental health disorders and how 
to help a friend, a family member or themselves 
when faced with mental health disorders.  
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Mental Health by 
the Numbers:
The National Alliance on Mental 
Health webpage (nami.org) gives the 
following statistics (March  2017):

•  1 in 5 children ages 13-18 have, 
or will have, a serious mental 
illness.

•  Suicide is the third leading 
cause of death in youth ages 
10-24; 90 percent of those who 
died by suicide had an underlying 
mental illness.

•  Half of all lifetime cases of 
mental illness begin by age 14 
and 75 percent by age 24.

•  A helpful pdf of these statistics 
can be found at this link:  
nami.org/getattachment/Learn-
More/Mental-Health-by-the-
Numbers/childrenmhfacts.pdf.

http://www.nami.org
https://www.nami.org/getattachment/Learn-More/Mental-Health-by-the-Numbers/childrenmhfacts.pdf
https://www.nami.org/getattachment/Learn-More/Mental-Health-by-the-Numbers/childrenmhfacts.pdf
https://www.nami.org/getattachment/Learn-More/Mental-Health-by-the-Numbers/childrenmhfacts.pdf


GATHER (15 MINUTES):

Warmup
As the youth enter the space, ask them to use the 
markers to write down signs and symptoms of “healthy 
mental health” on the large-print paper (or put them on 
sticky notes.) Ask them to also write down signs and 
symptoms of mental health disorders on the large print 
paper (or put them on sticky notes.)

Call the group together when you are ready to begin 
the session. Explain that you will be focusing on mental 
health. Look over the sticky notes and have the group 
make observations about what they see. 

The Intro

After a few minutes of discussing the lists, watch the 
following YouTube video:
youtube.com/watch?v=BHSonXBZOwI (2:54 min.)

This is one interpretation of how we got to looking at 
mental health disorders in such a negative light. We’re 
going to look a bit further into mental health. 

Gathering Prayer
Let's pray.
God of presence, you promise you are with us always. 
Let us feel your presence. When we struggle with your 
promise, give us someone to be with us in that lost 
place. Let each of us be someone who bears your love 
to someone who is feeling darkness. We ask for strength 
and compassion as we learn about mental health. In your 
name, we pray. Amen.

GATHERING 
CONNECTION:

At the Gathering we will be living in 
community, not just with those attending the 
Gathering but also with the residents of and 

visitors to Houston. Learning about mental 
health disorders is an important piece of 

our life together. By understanding, we grow 
compassion. By growing compassion, we 

are driven to empathy. Empathy brings us to 
loving others. The Gathering brings us in close 

proximity with a whole lot of people, many 
different from ourselves. Some of those might 

be experiencing mental health disorders. 
There may be someone in your group 

struggling with mental health disorders. By 
becoming aware of mental health disorders, 

we help our youth and adult leaders better 
engage with people we meet at the Gathering 
and in our daily lives. This is not something to 

be feared but rather to be understood so we 
can respond in the way Christ wants us to. 

Jesus came to show God’s love for all the 
world. We are called to do the same. As 

Jesus changed everything, let that continue 
to shape how we engage with all people. 

One way is to see this is to know yourself 
and prepare your mindset: Check out “The 

Official Gathering Handbook,” Page 56, – the 
Gathering often stretches people to their 

max! It’s important to take care of yourself. 
Sleep! Eat well! Take a mental break to 

recharge! Being aware of mental health and 
mental health disorders are part of our life 

together at the Gathering and beyond.

Getting ready materials: december
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materials needed: 

q Bible
q Christ Candle

q warm-up sheet in larger print

q markers

SOCIAL MEDIA SHARING: 
Let your friends know you are there for them. While 
your group journeys through this session, share this 
simple message: #IWillListen #YouAreLoved

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BHSonXBZOwI


Experiential Learning: Fact vs. Myth

Put the youth into pairs or small groups. Give each group an envelope with the 24 myths and fact cutouts. 
Instruct the youth to take all 24 cutouts and together decide which are myths and which  are facts. Let them 
know this is not a test. Have the youth review what a myth is and a fact is before they start the exercise.

Tell them to put all the myths in a column on one side of their space and all the facts in a column on the right 
side of their space. 

Give them five minutes to complete the task. 

After they are done, use the list in the appendix to review the answers.

Thank you to walkinourshoes.org/myths-vs-facts for this resource.

Together discuss:
•  Why do you think it is important to know the myths and facts about mental illness? 
•  How could it be hurtful for people to think that the myths of mental illness are facts? 

 

WORD (30 MINUTES):

God’s Story – Scripture 

Credit to Elise Seyfried for segments from her session in the Connect Journal of Children, Youth and Family 
Ministry, Winter 2017.

Those experiencing mental health disorders can feel alone, forgotten or abandoned. These people may not 
share what’s happening out of fear or they may believe that nobody cares. In biblical days, people suffering 
from illness (mental or physical) were often kept out of the community for fear of spreading their disease. 
As we will read in a moment, sometimes it was believed a person was infected with “demons” brought on 
by their sin. Jesus flipped that notion upside down!

Read together Mark 5:1-20.
•  What does “legion” mean?
•  How was the man treated for his mental illness?
•  How does that compare with how we treat people today?

Now let’s look at what Jesus has to say about illness and sin.

Read together John 9:1-12.

We see in this passage that Jesus did not blame people for getting sick. Jesus clearly states that their 
illness was not the result of anything they did wrong or any sin they committed.

•  How did the disciples react to the man’s blindness?
•  How can we help people realize that their illness is not their fault?
•  Jesus reached out to, defended and healed people with mental and physical disorders, even though the 

society he lived in forbade him to do so. How does our society treat those with mental health disorders?

Getting ready materials: december
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http://walkinourshoes.org/myths-vs-facts


Read together 1 Thessalonians 5:11.
•  Mental health disorders are difficult to live with.
•  This passage reminds us how we are to be living examples of God’s love in the world.
•  Let’s watch this video clip as another reminder of this passage.

Our Story – Having Compassion

Play this video:
youtu.be/vitUPDsWAGk?list=PLBXgZMI_zqfQO9h2X6x8XNoOU7V2v13He (1:00 min.)
Discuss what the group learned or discovered in this video.

Break into small groups. Have half of the groups brainstorm a list of ideas on how 
they could seek help if they were suffering with a mental health disorder. Have the 
other half brainstorm a list of ideas on how they could help someone (a friend, family 
member, even a stranger) who has a mental health disorder.
Come together and share the lists.

Fill in any missing gaps from the lists by using the following links as a guide. You may 
want to print these and post them around your building.
nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI-Want-to-know-how-to-help-a-friend.pdf
nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI-Getting-the-Right-Start.pdf

Remind the youth that you and the other adult leaders are available if they need 
a safe person to talk with about a friend (or themselves) who is struggling with 
a mental health disorder. Remind them they are not alone in the darkness. Even 
though God has promised God’s presence with us in all things, it can still feel pretty 
dark. Reach out; don’t suffer in silence or alone.

Getting ready materials: december
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LEARN:

listen:

connect:

engage:

PRO

TIP

Create signs to hang 
throughout your building with 
information on crisis hotlines 
and intervention numbers.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vitUPDsWAGk&feature=youtu.be&list=PLBXgZMI_zqfQO9h2X6x8XNoOU7V2v13He+%281%3A00+min.%29
http://www.nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI-Want-to-know-how-to-help-a-friend.pdf
http://nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI-Getting-the-Right-Start.pdf


SENDING (5 MINUTES):
Gather around the Christ Candle and ask someone to share the following prayer.

Sending Prayer

God of comfort, relieve those who are troubled in mind and spirit.
Bring them hope, peace and the strength of a loving community.
Grant patience and courage to the families and friends of those who are ill.
Increase their ability to withstand as they face challenges for their loved one.
Protect and defend those living with mental health disorders from exploitation, addictions and abuse.
In your name, we pray. Amen.

Go and Do Likewise – (Blessing and Sending)

When I say, “Stand up,” we all stand up. When I say, “Stand with,” put your arm around your neighbor’s 
shoulder. When I say, “Stand for,” mark the sign of the cross on the forehead of someone beside you.

The Lord be with you. 

And also with you.

Help us identify mental illness as the disease it is, that we might have courage and wisdom in the face 
of ignorance and stigma. Inspire us as we seek to overcome fear, acquire knowledge, and advocate for 
compassionate and enlightened treatment and services. As we move out into the world let us:

 Stand up – against the stigma of mental health disorders.
 Stand with – those who suffer with a mental health disorder.
 Stand for – better treatment options and accessible care for all in need.

St. Paul reminded the community of the Ephesians: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” This changes everything!

Amen.

Go in peace. Serve the Lord.
Thanks be to God.

Getting ready materials: december
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MYTh:
Kids can’t get depression and 
anxiety disorders, only adults can.

Kids only get mental disorders 
because they have bad parents.

Mental disorder is the same as being 
mentally disabled (sometimes called 
by the awful term mental retardation).

Having a mental disorder means 
you’re a wimp who can’t handle life.

People with mental health disorders 
have to take special tests to get a 
job or go to college.

People with mental health disorders 
have trouble handling school work, 
a job and daily tasks.

If you have a mental disorder, it will 
be harder to get an apartment or 
house once you grow up and you 
won’t be able to live on your own.

When people have mental disorders, 
they will never get better.

Talking about your mental health 
challenge is a waste of time. It’s 
better to just take medicine.

People with mental health disorders 
are dangerous and violent.

Mental disorders are more common 
in some racial groups than others.

I can’t help someone with a mental 
disorder. Only a doctor can.

fact:
Kids can develop a mental disorder, like depression and anxiety disorders. 
This can happen to anyone at any age.

Mental disorder is not caused by doing something wrong. You can’t cause 
someone to have a mental disorder. Doctors think that it is caused by a mix 
of what’s going on in your body and what’s happening around you.

Mental disorder has nothing to do with how smart you are. A mental 
disability is a “cognitive disability,” which means it’s a different journey 
with different challenges.

Your personality or ability to handle your feelings does not cause mental 
disorders. It isn’t just “in your head” or something that goes away if you try 
hard. Once treatment is figured out, most people with a mental disorder 
live healthy, full lives.

People with mental health disorders do not have to take special tests to 
go to college, buy a house or get a job. They can work and learn and do 
all the things that people without mental health disorders can do.

It is common for all people to sometimes struggle at work, in school or 
at home and feel sometimes like they don’t know what to do. No matter 
what, it’s good to talk to others and learn what works best for you.

All mental disorders are different, but being diagnosed with one will not 
keep you from being able to grow up, learn how to take care of yourself, 
and get an apartment or house like everyone else.

People diagnosed with mental disorders can get better. Every disorder 
is different. Some people feel better when they talk to someone or take 
medication. Most people need help from friends and family to figure out 
how to live with their disorder. Not all people have to take medicine or see 
a therapist for the rest of their lives.

If you have a broken leg, it will not get better with just aspirin. It also takes 
time and exercise and hard work. In a way, having a mental disorder is the 
same. You have to be patient, get help, and talk about it and you’ll start to 
feel better soon. 

Most people diagnosed with mental disorders are not violent. Most 
violence in the world is not caused by people with mental disorders. 

Mental disorders can happen to anyone. It doesn’t matter what you look 
like, where you live or where you are from.

You can help someone. Don’t call people words like “crazy” or “mental.” 
If you know people with mental health disorders, try to get to know them 
and notice their talents and skills, not just the disorder. Learn about 
mental wellness and share it with others.

Getting ready materials: december

MYTHS VS. FACTS OF MENTAL HEALTH DISORDERS
From walkinginourshoes.org (March 2017)
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ecember can be a difficult month for those suffering with 
a mental health disorder. The crazy schedules of the 
holidays, expectations to enjoy a variety of gatherings, 
changes in weather, shorter days, the list goes on as 

to why this month can be particularly tough. We want to be 
aware and compassionate with those who may not fully enjoy 
the “most wonderful time of the year.”

This session will get your group thinking about how they can 
add a bit of light in what can be a dark time for some people.
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GATHER (15 MINUTES):

Warmup
Have the youth post some of their favorite things about 
the holidays on the large sheet on the wall using the 
markers or sticky notes.

Call the group together when you are ready to begin the 
session. Ask them to share what they wrote on the paper 
and why these are some favorite things.

The Intro
Explain that December is a month that can be very 
difficult for people who suffer with mental health 
disorders. This session will look at how we can be with 
people in their dark places and not necessarily expect 
them to find the joy we do in the holiday season.

Gathering Prayer
Invite someone to lead the gathering prayer.  

Comfort those who live with the darkness of mental 
health disorders. May we be a light in the darkness for 
them. Teach us to avoid false cheerfulness, and, instead, 
give us wisdom to know how to help our friends and 
family who struggle in this way to come up for air. To see, 
again, your goodness. Lord, we pray this in your name. 
Amen.

Experiential Learning: Slam Cards

Print out enough of the slam cards from the appendix for 
each small group of three to four  people. Explain that 
there is an insensitive statement on the card. They are 
to come up with a sensitive way to make the statement. 
Give them 10 minutes to complete this.

Have groups come back together and share their 
sensitive statements. Give positive feedback to each of 
the responses that are sensitive.

Share that it is our calling to share compassion with 
those who are hurting.

GATHERING 
CONNECTION:

Jesus was a living example of compassion. 
Read the story of the woman at the well 
in John 4:1-42. The love of God through 

Jesus changes everything – how we 
are with people and how we engage 

with people. Empathy is a practice, not 
just feeling sorry for someone (that’s 

sympathy). Empathy is an awareness 
of another’s situation, feelings and the 

impact the situation is having on their life. 
It’s a relationship, not just a feeling. This 

month is difficult for so many suffering 
with depression and other mental 

health disorders. By remembering the 
compassion and love Jesus showed, we 

too are to be Christ in the world. The 
Gathering challenges us to look beyond 

ourselves and build empathy for others so 
we are moved to action. 
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materials needed: 

q Bible
q Christ Candle

q warm-up sheet in large print

q markers or sticky notes



WORD (30 MINUTES):

God’s Story – Scripture 
Have youth look at Isaiah 43:2.

Discuss:
•  How might this verse offer some comfort to someone suffering from a mental health disorder?
•  Can it help? How or how not?

We often use trite responses to people as we just learned. These are not necessarily helpful, nor are Bible 
verses that promise strength and comfort. We can’t just “pray away” a mental health disorder. Prayer is our 
communication mode with God, but telling someone to pray about it and God will make it better isn’t the 
way to approach mental health disorders. It can cause even more harm when the person feels that God 
has abandoned them in this disorder or that they must not be faithful enough or God would not give them 
this disorder to deal with. We can stand in the place of Jesus when we offer comfort, our presence or a 
safe place to be when someone is suffering in their mental health disorder. If someone can’t find comfort in 
God’s promises at this time, they are not to be shamed or have their faith questioned. We are to dwell with 
them in the hard times, being the light of Christ as we are able.

Our Story – Service Learning
We learned earlier in the session about slams that can be hurtful. Let’s look again at 
things that are helpful:
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LEARN:

WHAT HELPS:

I know you have a real illness and that’s 
what causes these thoughts and feelings.

I may not be able to understand exactly 
how you feel, but I care about you and 
want to help.

You are important to me. 
Your life is important to me.

Tell me what I can do now to help you.
You might not believe it now, but the way 
you’re feeling will change.

You are not alone in this. I’m here for you.

Talk to me. I’m listening.

I am here for you. 
We will get through this together.

WHAT HURTS:

It’s all in your head.

We all go through times like this.

You have so much to live for – why do 

you want to die?

What do you want me to do?

I can’t do anything about your situation.

Just snap out of it.
Look on the bright side.

You’ll be fine. Stop worrying.

Here’s my advice …

What’s wrong with you?

Shouldn’t you be better by now?



One of the most helpful things you can do for someone suffering with a mental 
health disorder is to just listen to them. Ask questions that let them see you are 
concerned and that you are there to support them.

There is a reason security blankets comfort kids, and there is a reason “touch stones” 
are a common mindfulness technique. Both help create a feeling of centeredness 
and calm. When we have an object that’s sole purpose is to comfort or ground us, it’s 
very effective at making that happen. Anything from a stress ball to a seashell to a 
piece of fabric can work.

When you use a grounding object, the point is to carry it with you into stressful 
situations (or have it on you all the time). Ideally, it should be able to fit into your 
pocket so it’s something you can 
hold or touch discreetly when 
you need to remind yourself that 
everything is, or will be, OK. It’s a 
great way to distract yourself from 
any present anxiety and stress.

As a group, brainstorm ideas on creating “grounding objects” to hand out to people 
over the holidays. 

Some ideas:
•  It can be as simple as small stones with the word “hope” written on it. 
•  Do you have a knitters group? Work with them to create a pocket prayer blanket.
•  Find seashells and write “breathe” on them.
•  The ideas are endless. Find something that your group can do in a simple, easy 

way to show support and compassion this time of year.

Make a presentation to your congregation, sharing with them the “grounding objects” 
you created and encourage them to take some with them out into the world. Teach 
them about mental health disorders and how to dwell with people who are suffering 
this season. Remind them to offer comfort not trite statements.

Getting ready materials: december
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connect:

engage:

listen:

PRO

TIP

Have each youth create two 
"grounding objects"; give one 
to a congregation member 
and one to a friend.



SENDING (5 MINUTES):

Sending Prayer
Gather around the Christ Candle and ask someone to share the following prayer. 

Tender God, your gentle and kind-hearted love waits for us in the darkness and shields us from the light 
when it feels too overwhelming. We remember today all those who live in the depths of mental health 
disorders. Continue to cherish us all when we find it so difficult to cherish ourselves. Amen.

Go and Do Likewise – (Blessing and Sending)
When I say, “Stand up,” we all stand up. When I say, “Stand with,” put your arm around your neighbor’s 
shoulder. When I say, “Stand for,” mark the sign of the cross on the forehead of someone beside you.

The Lord be with you. 

And also with you.

Help us identify mental illness as the disease it is, that we might have courage and wisdom in the face 
of ignorance and stigma. Inspire us as we seek to overcome fear, acquire knowledge, and advocate for 
compassionate and enlightened treatment and services. As we move out into the world let us:

 Stand up – against the stigma of mental health disorders.
 Stand with – those who suffer with a mental health disorder.
 Stand for – better treatment options and accessible care for all in need.

St. Paul reminded the community of the Ephesians: “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and 
this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.” This changes everything!

Amen.

Go in peace. Serve the Lord.
Thanks be to God.

Getting ready materials: december
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