The Path of LIFE    A mini-retreat on relationships for younger teens   

by Sister Kieran Sawyer, SSND   (Revised 10/08) 
Materials needed:

· a new unsharpened pencil

· LIFE jr hi handouts (see PDF files)

· God’s DO’s and DON’T’s handout (see PDF files)
· God’s Voice handout (see PDF files)
Divide the participants into groups of 6 or 7 students, with one adult leader in each group.  You will need both a large group setting and tables for discussion groups.
A. Begin in the large group setting.  Present the “Pencil Lesson”  
1. Hold up a plain new unsharpened pencil.  Carry on the following dialogue, asking the following questions as if you really don’t know the answers.  

Q:  What is this?  Response:  A pencil.

Q:
What is it for?   R: To write with.

Q.:  Like this? (Try to write with the unsharpened pencil.)   R.  You have to 


sharpen it first.

Q:   Like this?  (Try to sharpen it with your teeth)  R: No, you have to use a pencil


sharpener.

Q:  You do it for me.  (Someone sharpens the pencil.)

Q:
Hey, I can use this as a weapon!  (Pretend to poke someone with it.)  R: No, don’t do that.  Lead is dangerous,  You could hurt someone badly.

Q:   Now I can write, right?  Like this?  (Write really hard and break the lead.)  R: 


You have to write gently.  

Q.
 Now what do I do?    R:  You’ll have to sharpen it again or you can’t use it.

Q. What’s this little rubber thing on the end for?  R: That’s to get rid of  your mistakes.

Q. Like this? (Bite off the eraser and throw it at someone)    R:  No, you’re not supposed to do that.  Now you don’t have anything to erase with.

Q. Hey this thing breaks really easily.  (Break the pencil in half)  R: Yes, but now 

you don’t have anything to write with either.

2. Put the pencil aside and say:  What did we say a pencil is for?  WRITING  (Write on the  board)  Supposing I’m the one who made the pencil, and I wanted to send along a set of instructions to go with it.  Give me a list of DO’s and DON’T’s for how to use a pencil.  (Draw from the group based on the dialogue above.)

3. Ask one of the students:  You know a pencil is for writing.  Now I want you to tell me  what are you for?  Ask the same question of several people.  Then write LOVING on the board under the word WRITING.  Say:  The person who made the pencil made it for writing.  The One who made you, made you for loving.  God made us to love God, to love one another, and to love ourselves.  That’s what we’re FOR.  That’s our reason for being.   How much does God want us to love Him?

4. Ask:  Does anyone know the words from the Bible in which God tells us to love God, others, and ourselves?  (Someone might be able to recite the Great Commandment.  If not you say it:  “You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength.  You shall love your neighbor as you love yourself.”

5. Ask various children: If you loved someone with your whole heart, mind, soul, and strength --
· how often would you think about the person?

· how much time would you spend with them?

· what would you do for them?

· what would you do if something you did hurt them?

· how would you treat the person’s friends?

· how would you respond to the gifts they gave you?
· what would you tell others about the person?
· how long would it take to learn to love someone that much?

6. Say:  The pencil-maker needed some wood, some graphite, some rubber to make an object that would be able to write.  Let’s think about the person-maker, God.  What will God have to put into ME, this person He is creating, so that I will be able to LOVE – to love God, to love other people, to love myself?  (Field some answers from the children, then summarize by saying:  If God is going to create ME so that I can love, God will have to give me (write the key words on the board as you present them.)

· LIFE  -- I can’t love unless I am alive (the pencil can’t love it’s creator)

· KNOWLEDGE and TRUTH – I need a mind to know with, a way to learn about myself and all of creation, a way to understand who I am, to know God and why God created me

· FREEDOM – I need to be free in order to love.  Love has to be free otherwise it isn’t love.  I need to be free to make my own choices and decisions.  But my decisions can’t impinge on the freedom of someone else, so I also need AUTHORITY (write next to FREEDOM) to balance one person’s freedom with anther person’s freedom.

· FAMILY --  I need people who will love me, tell me who I am, where I came from, what my life is for.  So this very wise God decided that I would be created through an act of love, and that he would put in me the power to create more people to love.  Because he wanted loving families, he created SEX. (write SEX next to FAMILY)

· PROPERTY – I need stuff: sunshine, air, water, shelter, food, clothing, transportation

7. Say:  Let’s see if we can stay in the mind of this Creator God for a while longer.  God created me and gave me these five basic essentials that I need to be able to love.  Draw a circle and scatter in it the letters L, K+T, F+A, S+F, P, saying as you do: Life, Knowledge and Truth, Freedom and Authority, Sex and Family, and Property.  And God created Sandy [use the name of one of your students] and gave her Life, Knowledge and Truth, Freedom and Authority, Sex and Family, and Property.  And God created Mike (draw another circle) and gave him Life, Knowledge and Truth, Freedom and Authority, Sex and Family, and Property, and Carla and Fred and Marty (Draw several more circles.  Have the class say the key words as you put in the letters.)   

8. Say:  Then God thinks to Godself: This creation of mine is getting pretty complicated.  I think my people are going to need a list of DO’s and DON’T’s so they will know how to love me, how to love one another, and how to love themselves.  So God draws up a set of instructions.  What do we call God’s instruction list?
9. Have the children move to their table groups.  Pass out the God’s DO’s and DON’T’s handout.  Help the class to relate the Ten Commandments to the basic essentials required for being a loving person.  Discuss with them the key words on the board and see if they can tell you which one fits with which commandment. Start with the commandments four through ten, then one through three.

10.   Summarize the discussion by saying:  Seven of God’s rules have to do with how we love each other and ourselves.  Have the children write the key words on their papers as you summarize each.
4th
Respect FREEDOM and AUTHORITY, obey parents, rules, laws

5th
Respect LIFE, do all the things needed to care for and protect life, your own life and the lives of other people

6th
Respect SEX and FAMILY, use sex only to create a loving family

7th
Respect PROPERTY, don’t steal, vandalize, waste, pollute

8th
Respect TRUTH, develop your mind, study hard, don’t lie, cheat, gossip

9th
Don’t even WANT to have sex with someone you’re not married to; don’t think about having sex except within a loving marriage

10th
Don’t even WANT what belongs to someone else, don’t want everything you see advertised, don’t whine

Say:  Three of God’s rules tell us how God wants us to deal with God himself:


1st
Reverence GOD above all.  Nothing must be more important in your life 



than God.


2nd
Respect  God’s NAME,  and all of God’s things, places, people 

3rd
Respect God’s DAY.  Spend at least one day each week remembering who you are and what you are for: loving God, loving one another, and loving yourself.  Gather with other people who love God and thank him for your life.

11.
Ask the table leaders to review the 10 with their group.  Then call on several students to recite the 10 Commandments using the key words above. 
B. Learning about L. I. F. E.    
Gather the groups at the tables:  

1. Write the four letters on the board under each other, then say:  
The acronym  L. I. F. E. stands for four different kinds of relationships, or we could say it stands for four things God wants us to know about how to love others and ourselves.  
· The L stands for Love (write).  The best “school” for teaching us about love is the FAMILY (write after love).  What kind of loving lessons do we learn in a family?  How do parents teach a child how to grow up to be a loving person?
· The F stand for Friendship (write).  How is friendship different from love?  Who teaches you to be a friend?  How does a child learn about this kind of love?
· The I stands for Infatuation (write).  This is a big word that we are using to name  the experience of falling in love or being in love.  It stands for any relationship that includes some degree of sexual attraction – anything from just being interested in someone to being deeply in love, to being married..  Young people use the word “like” to name this kind of relationship, as in “Johnny likes Suzy.”
· The E stands for Exploitation (write)  This is bad self love.  It’s loving ourselves so much that we will use someone else to get what we want.  God wants us to love ourselves, but not in a way that will hurt or take advantage of others.  When we really look carefully at each of the other relationships, we can almost always find some exploitation there – some way we use our friends and loved ones in ways that are not at all loving.
2. Give out the LIFE handouts.  Ask the groups to read each letter quietly, one at a time.  After they have read a letter, they should work together to name some movies, TV shows, and books in which each of the kinds of relationships is portrayed.
3. Call in individuals to give a good example of one movie, show, or book for each letter.
C. More about Infatuation

Move to the large group setting.

1) Say:  As young teens in the junior high years,  one of your primary life tasks is to begin to learn how to deal with Infatuation -- the I-Factor – in your lives.  Your bodies are beginning to mature physically and sexually, and you are beginning to experience the special feelings that are connected with sexuality.  Over the next few years, you will need to learn how to be comfortable, respectful, and self-assured in dealing with members of the opposite sex.  Since you were very young children you have been leaning about friendship: how to make friends, how to be a friend, how to deal with friends when they have problems, how to act with people who aren’t yet your friends.  Developing friendships will continue to be an important part of your teens years, but added to it will be the task of dealing with a person you “like” – someone who attracts you sexually.
2) Say:  One of the ways that an infatuation relationship is different from a friendship relationship is the way we show the other person that we care about them.  Who can tell me some of the ways you let your friends know that you like them? (Responses will include calling them, sitting with them, going places together, playing games together, sleeping over, etc.)  Are there any physical signs of affection  that you might use with your friends?  (Friendly punches, arms around shoulders, victory hugs.)
3) Say:  Touch plays a much bigger role in an infatuation relationship than it does in a friendship relationship.  Does anyone have an older brother or sister who has a boyfriend or girlfriend?   What kinds of touching do you see them sharing?  (Holding hands, hugging, kissing)
4) Write on the board: N  >>  T  >>  HH  >>  H+K  >>  PK  >>  ST  >>  SI         See if anyone can tell you what this set of letters might mean, then say:  The touching in an infatuation relationship follows a certain pattern of development. (Point to the letters on the board as you explain them.) It moves from noticing someone of the opposite gender, to talking to that person, to holding hands, to hugging and kissing, to passionate kissing, to sexual touching, to sexual intercourse.  There are some important things you need to know about the progression along that line.


a. The whole line was planned by God.  It is part of God’s plan for creating loving families where children are born and cared for.

b. Each step along the line is meant by God to be a sign of a deeper love relationship.  (Draw an opening wedge above the line to symbolize love growing.)  As you learn to love a person more and more, your way of showing that love gets more and more intimate.)

c. In God’s plan, the last two steps on the line, sexual touch and sexual intercourse, (draw a heart around ST and SI)  are meant only for those who love each other so much that they want to spend their whole life together, creating a family and having children.  They make a public promise that they will love one another till death.  What is that promise called?  (Write the word “marriage” below the heart.)
5) Say:  
a.
Obviously seventh graders aren’t ready to move toward the end of this line.  But the first two steps of the line (noticing and talking) are challenging enough.  What are some of the things guys your age notice about girls?  girls notice about guys?  

b.
Ask the girls: What are some dumb ways guys try to get girls to notice them?  Ask the boys: What are some dumb ways girls try to get guys to notice them?  

c.
Repeat with what are some good ways?

d.
So now you’ve noticed each other.  The next step is talking.  I’m going to ask you some questions, and you respond by holding up a number of fingers – 1 finger means hardly ever or low, 5 fingers means often or high


How often do you (or how likely is it that you would)

· sit with a group of the other gender (OG’s) in the lunchroom

· sit and talk with one OG in the lunchroom or hallway

· talk on the phone to one OG

· call or email an OG

· tell a friend to tell an OG that you like him/her

· send a note to an OG

· talk to an OG about something really serious that has happened in your family

· listen to an OG talking about his/her problems

· warn an OG not to do something bad (steal, drugs, alcohol)

· encourage an OG to do something bad

· laugh at or make fun of an OG’s appearance or clothes

· talk to someone you’ve noticed who hasn’t noticed you
 6)
Say:  It’s going to take you a long time just to learn to do these first things well.  Most of you said earlier that it’s hard for you to even talk to a person you “like” in that special way we call sexual attraction.  And talking isn’t enough, you also have to learn to listen to the other person.  Any adult here will tell you that they are still learning how to do that --  to really listen, and understand how the person you care about really feels about things.  And to share how you really feel, whether your feelings are good or bad.  Those are some of the things you will be learning in your teen years. 
Eventually your relationship with an OG will reach the stage where you want to touch the person gently – just holding hands and simple kisses.  But those things have to be true signs of affection, not a secret wish to go further on the line.  God wants you to make a definite commitment to yourself now that you won’t use sexual touch in a way that is selfish and exploitative.  He wants you to promise God and yourself that you won’t go to the end of this line until you love the person enough to marry him or her.  That’s a hard choice to make in today’s world, but it is what God wants, and it is the way to be truly happy in life.  God wants to help you.  Remember, God created you, and he created you for love.

D. The Path Game
Materials:  blindfolds, several carpet squares (or pieces of construction paper)

Roles:  leader, walker, bystanders, adult with quiet, steady voice

1) Create a winding path with the carpet squares.  Place them far enough apart so that a person can just step from one to another.

2) Ask for a volunteer to walk the path.  Lead her away from the group where she will be blindfolded.

3) When the walker is out of ear shot instruct the group to stand on either side of the path, about six feet away from it.  Tell them they are to shout false directions to the walker, telling her to step to the left when she should go straight, etc.

4) Secretly select an adult leader to stand at the end of the path.  His role will be to give the correct directions, quietly and steadily.

5) Bring back the blindfolded walker.  Stand her at the beginning of the path, turn her around a few times to get her disoriented, and tell her that her peers will give her the directions she needs to walk to the end of the path.  Tell her she is expected to step on every square.

6) Walk along beside the walker, but without touching her or speaking to her.  If she steps off the path, silently guide her back on to the next square.

7) When the walker arrives at the end of the path, remove the blindfold, and ask for another volunteer to walk the path.  Repeat for four or five walkers, depending on the time you have.

8) After the game, discuss the activity:  ask the “bystanders” how it felt to give false directions, ask the “walkers” how it felt to be given false directions, ask if anyone realized that there was an adult giving correct directions, ask the walkers if they could hear this voice over the shouting of their peers, ask the group what the game might mean.

Options:  If you have many students, use a large room or gym for the game.  Divide your group into teams of 7 or 8 students and create one carpet path for each team.  You will need one or two adults in each team, one to give directions and one to be the soft and steady voice giving accurate directions from the end of the line. 

E. Return to the tables.  
1) Ask the groups to discuss the relationship between the Path Game and the lesson we just had.   Field their answers.

2) Then give each person a copy of the handout and have them work together to fill in the little “talk balloons.”
F. Feedback

1) Give everyone a half-sheet of paper.  Ask them to write a response to the evening’s lesson: how did they like the lesson, what did they learn, what do they want to remember, what would they like to see improved, etc.

2) Collect the feedback sheets and read some of them aloud anonymously.
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