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Welcome to Building Belonging

Welcome to a new year in congregational programming and youth ministry! | am
excited to continue writing for Soul Matters and our high school youth this year. As
everyone kicks off a new year, this month’s theme of Building Belonging is a perfect way
to start youth off with connections to each other and to Unitarian Universalism. Some of
the questions that shaped the activities | chose were:

e What types of belonging are important in our human lives? How do we belong to
ourselves, to others, to something larger than human, to a tradition?

e How does the identity development that is core to adolescence connect with
building belonging? Who are you and whose are you?

Other connections that are woven in this month are important practices and history in
Unitarian Universalism. With water communion, covenant, and the history of how the
Unitarians and Universalists built belonging between their two denominations, we are
inviting youth to deepen their sense of belonging to this tradition.

You will notice right away that we are trying out a new approach and structure with our
monthly Youth packets. More details about that are on the next page.

| hope you have a great time exploring these questions and activities this month, and
may you and the youth you serve find a place of belonging through this time together.

In faith,
Sara Lewis
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Notes About Using the Packet

A New Packet Organization Structure!

The Soul Matters model has always provided a building block approach, allowing for customization and
flexibility, but we are leaning even more into this with a creative kit model. We imagine this akin to the
“old-school,” creator kit sets of Lego building blocks, that gave suggested instructions for many
possible builds with the same set of blocks, rather than the modern specific Lego kits that have to be
built only one way.

So based on feedback we received about how many different ways youth programs are scheduled and
structured, we are offering a new (and more flexible) structure for organizing the components in this
packet.

Instead of organizing the packets into 4-5 weekly sessions, the packets now have two major parts:
® A section where we suggest outlines for those using a single monthly session approach, those
using a two-session approach, and those using a four-session approach.
e Alarger section that groups all the activities by type of activity.

These two sections are connected through hyperlinks. The suggested components of each outline are
linked to the activities and instructions that are grouped below by type of activity.

There is an added element of flexibility here that also can help you respond to the uncertainty of who
and how many youth show up on any given day. If a game that was planned requires more youth than
you have that day, you could quickly look through the game section and pick a different one. If your
youth aren’t in the mood for an activity, the new structure of the packet allows you to easily switch to
a different activity. Our hope is to equip you with a toolbox of options that can meet the varied needs
we know come up in youth ministry, rather than a one-size-fits all blueprint.

And remember, you do not have to follow our suggested session outlines at all. You could go through
the activity sections and build your own sessions. This will be a great option for the many of you who
told us that your youth like to build their own sessions.

We hope this new approach supports the variety of ways youth ministry is being done in our
congregations. We’d love to hear feedback about this new approach! And I'd be happy to answer
guestions or help with any challenges that this new format may contain. You can reach me directly at
revsaralewis@gmail.com
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Materials Needed this Month

We suggest gathering all materials for the month ahead of time. This allows you the greatest flexibility
in switching activities as needed. That may not always be feasible, but you could still aim for a good
variety of options ready to go at any time. We designed this page with open circles so you can check off
materials as you go.

Basic Supplies:
O Chalice and candle
Name tags and markers
Equipment to show videos and play music

Hymnals

O O O O

Newsprint pad, easel, markers, masking tape

Special Supplies

©)

Large bowl

Pitcher of water

Towel

Houseplants

Copies of your congregational covenant
Picture of James Luther Adams

Article Il poster

Package of Oreo cookies

OO OO0OO0OO0OO0O0

Large bowl and spoon for mixing GORP, plus request for everyone to bring ingredient for GORP

Art Supplies

O

Oven-bake clay in many colors
Tea light candles

Matchboxes

Magazines to cut up

Scissors and glue

Water color paper and paints
Paintbrushes

Large mural paper

Poster markers

O O OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0OO0

Poster paints and paintbrushes
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Suggested Session Outlines

One Session a Month Outline (120 minutes)

Opening words of your choice (5 minutes)

Check in prompt of your choice (15 minutes)
As the Wild Wind Blows (10 minutes)

James Luther Adams and the practice of Covenant (30 minutes)

A Values Based Covenant Process (30 minutes)
Hymn #318 We Would Be One (10 minutes)

Collaborative Mural or Collage AND at same time

Sharing Our Thoughts and Stories (15 minutes)

Closing Words of your choice (5 minutes)

Two Sessions a Month Outline (90 minutes per session)
Includes a special monthly event (movie event, social justice/service effort, etc.)

Session One: Belonging and Session Two: Belonging and
Covenants Interdependence

Opening words (5 m) Opening words (5 m)

Check ins (10 m) Check ins (10 m)

Practice: Harmonizing Humming(5m) Game: On the Bus (10m)

Hymn: Come Come Whoever You Are (10m) | Practice: Meditation on Ecological Belonging (5m)

UU Connection: JLA and Covenant (25m) Art: Chalices AND
A Values Based Covenant Process (30m) Sharing Our Thoughts and Stories (10m)
Closing Words (5m) Hymn: We Would Be One (10m)

UU Connection: History of the Merger (20m)

Media: How One Housing Center (10m)
Closing Words (5m)

Special Group Activity
Movie event
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/12KFHnbpMwLas4Wqok25yjxakOpvjnk0g0wJQ2coP5fY/edit?pli=1&tab=t.0#bookmark=id.4xz9dcdbuysm

Four Sessions a Month Outline

Week One: Water Communion (90 min)
Opening words (5m)
Check ins (10m)

Hymn: Enter Rejoice and Come In (10m)

Game: As the Wild Wind Blows OR Face the
Cookie (10m)

Practice: Water Communion (10m)
Art: Water Color Painting AND
Sharing Our Thoughts and Stories (10m)

UU Connection: History of Water Communion
(20m)

Media: Officer Clemmons (10m)

Closing Words (5m)

Week Two: Belonging and Covenant (90 min)
Opening words (5m)
Check ins (10 m)

Practice: Harmonizing Humming (5m)

Hymn: Come Come Whoever You Are (10m)

UU Connections: JLA and Covenant (25m)

A Values Based Covenant Process (30m)

Closing Words (5m)

Week Three: Belonging and Difference (90 min)
Opening words (5m)
Check ins (10 m)

Practice: Harmonizing Humming (5m)

Hymn: Hymnal Exploration (15m)

Game: Prui (10m)

Other: GORP (10m)

Art: Collaged Matchboxes AND

Sharing Our Thoughts and Stories (10m)

Media: Dreamer’s Gift (10m) or To This Day
Project (10m)
Game: Photo Share (10m)

Closing Words (5m)

Week Four: Belonging and Interdependence (90
min)

Opening words (5m)

Check ins (10m)

Game: On the Bus (10m)

Practice: Meditation on Ecological Belonging
(5m)

Art: Chalices AND

Sharing Our Thoughts and Stories(10m)
Hymn: We Would Be One (10m)

UU Connection: History of the Merger (20m)

Media: How One Housing Center (10m)

Closing Words (5m)
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/12KFHnbpMwLas4Wqok25yjxakOpvjnk0g0wJQ2coP5fY/edit?pli=1&tab=t.0#bookmark=id.4xz9dcdbuysm
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Choose the opening and closing words that you would like to use for each session. It can be effective to
use the same words all month, inviting youth to go deeper with a reading and hearing new inspiration
from it through repetition. Or you might prefer to have fresh and different words at each session. You
could provide all of the readings and invite a youth to choose the one they would like to read.

Opening and Closing Words

Opening Words Options
® As Surely As We Belong to the Universe by Margaret A Kelp
e We cast not our eyes below by Ma Theresa “Tet” Gustilo Gallardo
o Heart full or heart empty by Krista Taves
O Suggested change to the last line:
o Instead of “All: This morning we are, together, the heartbeat of this congregation.”
o Change to: “All: This [time of day you are meeting] we are, together, the heartbeat of our common
circle.
e Welcome Home by Rachel Rott
e Come into Our Circle by Rev. Michelle Collins

Come in from the margins. Come into our circle.
Here, we stretch wide a doorway of belonging.

No need to polish your edges or hush your truth.
We gather not in sameness, but in shared seeking.
Take a breath. Set down what you carry.

You are welcome, wholly and wildly, in this place.

Closing Words Options

You are in the story of the world by Ean Huntington Behr

The Hand in Yours by Erika Hewitt
o Suggested line change: Instead of “As you leave this sanctuary...
Change to: “As you leave this space of connection and care...

Our connection to each other and this community remains by Kathy A Huff

Arms Outstretched, Singing by Teresa Youngblood
May you be invited to the party, may you be asked to dance,
may you be amazed to learn that your own precious heart
already knows—and leaps to!--the song.

And in this moment, whirling,

in the expansive affirmation of all creation,

an embodiment of the Divine’s boundless love,

may you turn and face the door, arms outstretched

to sing in wide welcome

the ever-changing song of togetherness to those

who have yet to discover that they, too, belong here.
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https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/25349.shtml
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/chalice-lighting/281683.shtml
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/opening/5455.shtml
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/welcome/welcome-home
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/151355.shtml
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/hand-in-yours
https://www.uua.org/worship/words/closing/6033.shtml

Check In Prompts

Checking in is a group process step that invites participants to share what is important in their lives
outside of the group and helps youth get to know each other better. We offer both theme-specific

check-in prompts and more general ones that leave room for a variety of sharing. Adult leaders can
choose a prompt, or youth could select the prompt they would like to respond to for the session.

General Prompts:

® Rose, Thorn, Bud: Name a “rose” or something joyful from this week, a “thorn” or something
hard about this week, and a “bud” or a hopeful thing for your future

e Weather Report: If your life right now were given as a weather report, what would it be?
Stormy, sunny, chance of showers?

e Highs and Lows: What was a high point for you recently and what was a low point?

Seasonal Prompts:
e What was the highpoint of your summer?
e If you could summarize your summer in just three words, what would they be?

e What are you hoping for and what are you worried about for this new school year?
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Sharing Our Thoughts & Stories

Sometimes the best youth activity is to just hang out and share our stories and thoughts
on the monthly theme. The questions in this section are designed to support such
conversations that bond youth at a deeper level.

There are many ways to use these questions. You can pick the 2-3 you think will
resonate best with your youth and ask them of the whole group. Or you could have a
youth or two be in charge of looking over them and picking the 2-3 for the group to
discuss. You could also print and cut them out into individual strips of paper, put them
in a bag or cup (what youth often call a “fishbowl” activity), and then have youth take
turns picking one and answering it. If you choose this second approach, be sure to tell
the youth they are welcome to pass and pick another one, if the question makes them
uncomfortable.

It is also highly effective to offer a discussion prompt at the same time that youth are
engaged with an art or craft activity, as busy hands can actually help rather than hinder
focus on stories and ideas. This is also helpful for neurodiverse or introverted youth as
well.
Themed Questions for Discussion:
e What is your favorite memory of childhood belonging?

e Has belonging gotten easier or harder as you’ve grown older?

e Of all the communities, groups or teams you have belonged to, which has been your favorite? If
you could say thank you to it, what would you say?

e When have you taken action to create more belonging for someone else? What did you do?

e Have you ever had to sacrifice belonging for integrity? In other words, has there ever been a
time when you knew what was right and true was in conflict with the beliefs or actions of a
group you wanted to belong to?

e Who are your role models for building belonging? Who do you see doing this well and what do
they do?

e What have you learned so far about dealing with and navigating loneliness?

e What failure are you glad you belong to? For instance, has being on a losing team, losing an
election, or not getting an audition ever given you an unexpected gift?

e How are adult forms of belonging different from teenage forms of belonging?
e What makes UU forms of belonging and community unique?

e What practical things show someone made a place ready for you to belong? Like, chairs, foods,
or other things?

e What food reminds you of belonging?

e When was the first time as a teenager you thought to yourself, “Now | belong”?

Soul Matters — Youth Group — Building Belonging 9



Spiritual Practices, Rituals, and Meditations

Anything can be a spiritual practice if approached with that intention, so we believe that all of the
activities in our packets are spiritual practices, but some are more explicitly so. Here are a few options
for doing ritual, spiritual practice, and meditation together.

1. Water Communion (5-15 minutes depending on group size)

Many congregations hold a water communion in September, sometimes framed as “Ingathering” as
congregations return to the church year from their summers (and for many from travels). See the
history of the water communion in the UU Connections section of this packet.

Whether or not youth may have participated in the whole congregation water communion, it can still
be meaningful to hold a water communion ritual within the youth group. You can invite youth to bring
water from home, but also provide some water in a pitcher for those who do not.

Materials needed: bowl, pitcher of water, four pieces of paper with reading options written on them, a
towel for any spills.

Modify this ritual as needed for your setting: The Power of Water | WorshipWeb | UUA.org

2. Meditation on Ecological Belonging (5 minutes)

Materials needed: an outdoor space with plants or some indoor plants (still living, not cut flowers)

We often forget that we are part of nature, but as Unitarian Universalists value and know we are part
of the interdependent web of life. This quick breathing meditation can remind us of our essential
belonging to that web of life.

Invite participants to focus their gaze on a plant and become aware of their breath. As they breathe in,
imagine the oxygen they need coming into their lungs. As they breathe out imagine the carbon dioxide
they cannot use in their body exhaling and leaving their body. Continue breathing. Then imagine how
that carbon dioxide is taken in by the plant, which needs it. And how the plant sends oxygen that it
cannot use out into the air. Imagine this interconnected exchange between the human and the plant,
and continue breathing.

3. Harmonizing Humming (under 5 minutes)

Humming isn’t just making noise; it’s also vibrations through the body that settle and soothe the Vagus
nerve and our nervous systems. This makes it a great way to settle our bodies and deal with anxiety.
But when done with other people humming is like singing, which has been shown to promote
connection. People’s heart rates begin to sync up, as they become harmonized and linked with each
other. It is also very simple to do. Just invite everyone to join you in humming, picking any note they
like. Invite everyone to place a hand on their heart or belly if they like as well, so they can feel the
vibrations. Just hum together as long as feels right, taking breaths as needed. And when the humming
stops, allow a minute of silence.
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Hymn Exploration

Our Unitarian Universalist hymns and beloved songs are a way to feel connected to the larger Unitarian
Universalism beyond your congregational walls, as we are likely to encounter familiar music when we
visit or move to another UU congregation. The hymns may also be encountered at Youth CONs or
Camps or campus ministry. They also can help youth bridge from their youth focused or youth group
experiences to the main worship congregational experiences they will encounter as adults. For these
reasons we always include hymns for every monthly Soul Matters theme, but they are especially
appropriate for this month’s theme of Building Belonging.

Besides selecting three hymns to fit this theme, we also have a hymnal exploration activity which will
depend on whether your congregation has purchased the subscription to the new virtual hymnal Sing
Out Love. If you have subscribed to the virtual hymnal focus on this one as the most recent expression
of our faith tradition through music. However, the activity can be done with the older print hymnals as
well.

Hymnal Exploration Activity, approximately 15 minutes

Works for Groups of Any Size
Materials needed: enough copies of the hymnal you have chosen to explore for each participant to
have one, big poster paper, markers

Our hymnals are expressions of who we are and what is important to us as Unitarian Universalists and
are just as revealing of our theology as any sermon. When we read through our hymnals what
messages do we find? What is this faith that we belong to as expressed in our hymnody?

Activity instructions: Spread the poster paper(s) out where everyone can reach to draw and write
together. Pass around hymnals and invite participants to browse through as they like, looking for
words, phrases, or ideas that express who we are as Unitarian Universalists, which they can write or
draw on the poster as they find them.

After about 10 minutes of browsing time, invite everyone to wrap up their additions to the poster and
then zoom out and observe the full picture created by everyone. Discuss using these or similar
prompts:

e What feelings rose up within us as we browsed the hymnal? What feelings are inspired by the
collaborative poster?

e What is revealed about Unitarian Universalism? Does it make you feel more or less like you
belong within Unitarian Universalism? How?

e What is the “null message” (the message conveyed by what is Not said, for instance about Hell
or Sin) of our hymnal? What is communicated by what is Not in the hymnal? Are these things
that don’t belong in Unitarian Universalism, or should they be included?
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Hymn Exploration Activities, approximately 10 minutes each

For each hymn that you explore, provide hymnals or a copy of the hymn for each participant. When
possible, consider having someone play piano or guitar with the hymn (if you have musicians among
your youth, invite them to prepare to lead a hymn in a session). Hymns can also be sung acapella,
without accompaniment, and this is a good option as well. If a hymn is particularly difficult to sing, we
encourage you to still play a recording for appreciation of that hymn.

Some hymns may have specific reflection prompts provided, but for all hymns we suggest discussing
these or similar prompts:

e How does the hymn make you feel? Do these feelings come from the lyrics, the music, both, or
something else about the hymn?

e What images or phrases in the hymn stand out for you and why?

e What does this hymn have to say to our understanding of Unitarian Universalism? What does it
say about who we are as UU’s?

Hymns for Building Belonging:

1. #361 Enter Rejoice and Come In

This simple and happy hymn is an easy one to sing and is included on many lists of “child friendly”
hymns so youth may have sung it before in their religious education classes. There are also many
improvised or parody lyrics out there, which youth may also be familiar with.

Recording: https://youtu.be/WIleHgNgG9ImO0?si=Ij2Csig_excv5SWGC

Discussion prompts:
e Who and what are we inviting to “enter rejoice and come in”? What does this hymn say about
who and what belongs?
e Why is “change” called out as something to not be afraid of? What kind of change? How is
change part of the belonging of Unitarian Universalism?

2. #318 We Would Be One

This hymn is a bit trickier to sing, and is likely less familiar to many youth, but its origin story is part of
our UU-youth and overall UU history. The hymn, set to the Finlandia tune by Jean Sibelius that many
other hymns also utilize, was written by Unitarian minister Samuel Anthony Wright for the Continental
Convention of 1953 that brought Unitarian and Universalist youth together at one conference. This
was before the 1961 merger of the two denominations formed Unitarian Universalism. So this message
of “We Would Be One” is about these two youth movements and eventually about these two
denominations and how they chose to belong together.

Recording: #318 We Would Be One

Discussion Prompts:
e What are the commitments and promises this hymn says we are making, and are those the
commitments of Unitarian Universalism as you understand it?
® |s belonging about becoming “One”? Why or why not?
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3. #188 Come Come Whoever You Are

Another beloved and common welcoming song, it is likely some of your youth will know this one and it
is easy to learn for those who don’t. The hymn’s lyrics are based on a poem by Sufi poet Rumi, and
when UU minister and poet Lynn Ungar originally wrote it as a song it was meant to include a descant
with the line “though you’ve broken your vows a thousand times”. That descant was left out in the
version that made it into our hymnal.

Recording: Come, Come, Whoever You Are | Christopher Watkins Lamb | August 2nd, 2020

Discussion Prompts:
e What messages of belonging are conveyed by this hymn? What are people invited to belong to?

e What is lost by not including the descant about broken vows? What does the descant have to
say about belonging?
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UU Connections

Each of these activities is an opportunity to go deeper with an aspect of Unitarian Universalism
that relates to the theme of the month, grounding our meetings and explorations further in
the roots and practices of our particular faith tradition.

1. The History of the Water Communion (20-30 minutes)

Read this short piece about the history of the water communion as a group, either by reading it out
loud or asking for one or two volunteers to read. It can be helpful to also provide written copies for
everyone as visual and auditory learners are both served that way.

Reflect using these or similar prompts:

e The stated goal was to create a ritual about human connectedness to each other, to life, and to
our place on the planet. Is that the meaning you find in the water communion? Are there other
meanings you find in the ritual as you understand it?

e The original creators of this ritual were all women, and they saw water as a symbol of women’s
spirituality. How does that origin story influence your understanding of or feelings about the
water communion now?

e How do rituals serve to build more belonging? What rituals have been meaningful for your own
sense of belonging?

e Do rituals ever harm belonging? Have you encountered rituals that made you feel excluded or
like you didn’t belong? What is the difference between a ritual of belonging and one of
exclusion?

2. James Luther Adams Reclaims the Practice of Covenant (30 minutes)

Materials needed: copies of your congregational covenant, of Article Il, and a picture of James Luther
Adams.

Show a picture of James Luther Adams and introduce him with these or similar words:

James Luther Adams is remembered as one of the most important theologians, teachers, and ministers
for Unitarianism in the 20th century. He focused on a theology of voluntary association, or basically
“why do we choose to be together and what are we together for”? And where is the source of strength
and the authority of an organization?

Read this excerpt of a longer piece by Rev Gretchen Haley:

Returning from Germany in the late 1930s, having witnessed the rise of Hitler and the influence of
fascism, Unitarian theologian James Luther Adams was urgently aware of this tension in liberal religion.
Because he had seen first-hand the anemic response of the liberal church in Europe, its incapacity and
its unwillingness to resist the Nazis with any sustained commitment.
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He wondered, in his return, if fascism came to the United States — if our expression of liberal religion
would do any better? Or would we be so caught in a desire to protect our own freedom from — freedom
from dogma, freedom from control — that we would not be willing or able or willing to be free for
something, or someone — free for a world where we are all free?

These urgent questions led JLA to reclaim a long-lost concept at the heart of liberal religion, which is the
theological understanding and practice of covenant.

Reflect using these or similar prompts:

e James Luther Adams’s ideas and theology were shaped by his experiences witnessing Nazi
Germany. What experiences in your own life have helped shape your ideas and
understandings?

e If covenants not only explain what we are each free from but also what we are free for, what is
revealed in your covenant? (Connect this to the youth covenant and to the congregational
covenant).

e The UUA also has a covenant, Article Il. What does this covenant indicate we are for?

e How are Belonging and Purpose related? Do you feel a sense of belonging when you are aligned
with others for the same purpose or mission? How might the practice of covenant unite these
ideas? How would we need to practice covenant to build both belonging and purpose?

3. The Merger of Unitarians and Universalists (20 minutes)

Watch this short video about the history of the merger:
https://youtu.be/rQWyFvx5A74?si=3dW5AHCcAZWLY8PSc

Reflect together with these or similar prompts:

® Do you think the Unitarians and Universalists “belong” together? Why or why not?

e The youth of the two denominations joined together earlier than the whole denominations did.
Why do you think this might have been? How might the process of building belonging be
different for youth than it is for adults?

® Does it seem like either or both denominations had to give anything up in order to belong with
the other? When is it appropriate and fine to lose something that made you different in order
to belong, and when is that not appropriate and fine?

e |[f there were still two separate denominations, Unitarianism and Universalism, which would
you feel you most belonged to? If you had to choose, which would you choose, and why?
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Media

More and more people are primarily learning about the world through audio and video
media, and the written word is understood to not be the only or best way for everyone
to learn. While we who grew up in generations and cultures that prioritized the written
word may have mixed feelings about this, the use of other media can be a very effective
way to reach younger people. These videos have been selected as good spring points for
conversations on the theme.

1. Officer Clemmons Remembers Fred Rogers

Audio: Officer Clemmons Remembers Fred Rogers - StoryCorps (2:49)

This is a short reflection about a pivotal moment in children's television when Mr. Rogers had an
African American actor who played Officer Clemmons on his television show share a kiddie pool with
him on camera. This was a time when black and white skin together in a pool was still rarely seen.

Before playing the video, invite the youth to listen for one particular line or moment from the video
that stands out for them.

After listening to the story, reflect with these or similar prompts:

1. What line or moment from the video stood out for you? Why do you think it struck you? Did it
stir up a memory from your own life? Or did it offer you a sense of comfort or challenge?

2. What actions for building belonging did you hear in this story? Who stretched themselves
toward greater belonging?

3. When have you engaged in this way of building belonging? What have you done to create
greater belonging for others? Who has helped you belong?

4. What challenges to belonging were revealed in this story? Are those challenges you
experience? How much do differences like race form a challenge to belonging and how can we
work to overcome those challenges?

5. Challenges to belonging can be personal, cultural, or structural. What kinds of challenges to
belonging do you encounter and do you have any good strategies for overcoming those
challenges?
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2. How One Housing Center Can Foster Belonging

Video: WATCH: How one housing center can foster belonging for residents as they age (3:56)

This is a short PBS News piece about a different kind of elder care home, one that creates belonging for
LGBTQ elders.

Before playing the video, invite the youth to listen for one particular line or moment from the video
that stands out for them

After watching the video, reflect with these or similar prompts:

1. What line or moment from the video stood out for you? Why do you think it struck you? Did it
stir up a memory from your own life? Or did it offer you a sense of comfort or challenge?

2. Was there anything in this piece that surprised you? Anything you wouldn’t have expected to
be an issue or a concern? How much do you know about the challenges faced by elders?

3. How is “feeling at home” the same or different from feeling belonging? Is there anything
unique about the concept of “home” and belonging?

4. How can our society create more belonging for the most vulnerable? What would you love to
see built for all to belong?

3. Dreamer’s Gift

Video: Dreamer's Gift - StoryCorps (2:08)

This short, animated film illustrates a conversation between two friends about how they met and how
Dreamer changes lives by giving free haircuts.

Before playing the video, invite the youth to listen for one particular line or moment from the video
that stands out for them

After watching the video, reflect using these or similar prompts:

1. What line or moment from the video stood out for you? Why do you think it struck you? Did it
stir up a memory from your own life? Or did it offer you a sense of comfort or challenge?

2. When do you feel like you belong to and with yourself? What external factors help or hinder
that self-belonging?

3. Does our physical presentation matter to our sense of belonging? Do we underestimate the
power of a haircut?

4. Should anyone have to change anything about themself in order to belong? Where is the line
between helping someone show their best self and enforcing conformity? When do dress codes
and societal standards help with belonging and when do they hurt true belonging?
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4. To This Day Project

Video: To This Day Project by Shane Koyczan

Before playing the video, invite the youth to listen for one particular line or moment from the video
that stands out for them.

After watching the video, reflect using these or similar prompts:

1. What line or moment from the video stood out for you? Why do you think it struck you? Did it
stir up a memory from your own life? Or did it offer you a sense of comfort or challenge?

2. There were many acts of rupturing belonging described in this video, what grabbed your
attention? Why do humans (and perhaps children especially) push some outside of the circle of
belonging?

3. What does the line “if you can’t see anything beautiful about yourself, get a better mirror”
mean to you? What or who have been the good mirrors for you to see your own belonging in?

4. The piece says “we grew up cheering the underdog” - is that true for you? How can we all be
better cheerleaders for those who are left out and pushed away from belonging?
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Creative Projects: Arts and Crafts

Art and craft activities aren’t just for little kids; they remain a useful hands-on way to
learn for all ages and create increased accessibility for many with neurodiversity.
Listening and thinking is just easier for many of us if our hands are doing something.
With the possibility of art and craft also being a “fidget”, you can offer these projects
early in your session plan and then allow those who want to continue working on them
to do so while you move on to other activities at the same time.

1. Chalices (10 + minutes)

Materials needed: oven bake clay in a variety of colors, tea light candles

Theme connection: The Flaming Chalice is the symbol of Unitarian Universalism, ask youth how
symbols create and show belonging? How does our symbol help us feel (or not feel) a sense of
belonging here?

Offer clay to all to craft their own chalices, using the tealight candle as a sample to make sure the size

will work. Note that clay often shrinks up a little bit when it is baked, so youth might want to make
their creation slightly larger than the size of the candle.

This is absolutely the kind of craft that you can continue as handwork while moving on to other

activities. Collect chalices on a baking sheet to bake together later, following the instructions from the

type of clay you purchased.

2. Collaged Matchboxes (10+ minutes)

Materials needed: a variety of UU adjacent magazines to cut up (UU World, but also justice or
spirituality related magazines such as Tricycle, Yes, Mother Jones, etc.), matchboxes, scissors, glue

Theme connection: lighting a chalice is an important ritual for UU’s, and decorating a matchbox with
our values that can live next to a chalice can create an even deeper sense of belonging to this faith.

Distribute the matchboxes and invite youth to collage the outside with images and words that
represent UUism to them. Remind them not to collage over the strip for lighting the matches.
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3. Water Color Painting (10+ minutes)

Materials needed: water color paper, paints, and brushes

Theme connection: Water is used symbolically this month in the water communion ritual of coming
together (and building belonging in our congregations), so exploring water through art is another
hands-on way of engaging with its properties.

Distribute the supplies and invite youth to engage in abstract painting as they feel moved, just
exploring and experimenting with what is possible with this medium.

4. Collaborative Mural or Collage about Covenant (10+ minutes)

Materials needed: large poster or butcher paper, paints and brushes or magazines to cut up, scissors,
and glue

Theme connection: the covenant builds belonging in your group, but words are only one way to
understand your covenant. How can you represent your covenant visually? How can you create greater
belonging through visual media?

Review your covenant together, and then work together to create a visual representation of this
covenant through either mural or collage. This activity may involve more conversation at first, but once
you get going into execution it may be possible to continue as handwork while you move on to other
activities.
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Games

Games are a classic part of youth programming, and most of us know that they are fun
and good energy breaks, but games can be a great learning tool as well. With the theme
of Belonging these are all games that will help participants learn more about each other
and start to build a sense of group identity. Use these suggested games as opportunities
to actively build belonging in the group this month:

1. As the Wild Wind Blows (5-10 minutes)

Theme connection: by sharing characteristics and facts about themselves and getting to know each
other better, this game is a chance to build belonging within the youth group.

No materials needed, game works best with a group size of at least six

Form the group into a circle, and either sit on the floor or in a circle of chairs. If using chairs, have one
less seat than the number of people.

Have one participant stand in the center and say “The Wind, the Wind, the Wind Blows for Those Who
..... (choose a characteristic that is true for the person in the middle, such as “is wearing blue” or “has a
cat”) and everyone for whom that is true needs to rise and be “blown” around the circle and find a
new place to sit. The person in the middle is also blown around. Whoever is last to sit or doesn’t have a
chair becomes the new person in the middle.

Repeat as many times as you like and have time for.

2. On the Bus (5-10 minutes)

Theme connection: by sharing preferences and getting to know each other better, this game is a
chance to build belonging within the youth group.

No materials required, although you could mark an actual line down the middle of the floor. This game
works best for groups of at least two people.

Indicate a line down the middle of the playing area, which will be the aisle of the “bus”. Have players
line up in pairs on either side of the aisle. Read out some binary choices and have players move to the
side of the bus that matches which they would choose. It is Ok for there to be two people on one side
of the bus. After each move have players briefly chat with their partner about why they chose the side
they chose. Do as many choices as you would like and have time for.

Give choices such as:
® Morning person or night owl
® Pepsior Coke
e Big picture or detail-oriented
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Craves sweets or salty foods

Bath or shower

Rock or rap music

Communicate by text or Instagram
Ideal vacation — city or country
Comedies or dramas

Day off — go for a hike or read a book
Ideal car — SUV or Hybrid

Loner or people person

$1000 - save it or spend it

Prefer spring or fall

In school — prefer science or history
Swim or bike

Go out for breakfast or dinner

Read the news or watch the news
Under stress — more likely to do exercise or eat chocolate

3. Prui (5-10 minutes)

Theme connection: How is belonging the same as becoming part of one whole? This game literally has
individuals being incorporated into a whole. If you like, you could unpack the game afterward by asking
how it felt to be assimilated into the Prui and what challenges of belonging might be revealed in this
process.

No materials needed, this game is best for a group of at least six players. A fairly safe and open game
play area is needed.

One person should keep their eyes open and manage each round of the game, they are the person
who taps someone to be “Prui” (Proo-ee) and also warns people away from any hazards they might
bump into.

All players start by closing their eyes, and the manager taps one person who becomes Prui. Everyone
begins to bumble about with their eyes closed and if they bump into another player they should shake
hands and say “Prui”. Then they separate and move apart again. However, if one of the players who
has bumped is the Prui, they shake hands, don’t say anything, and don’t let go. Now both players are a
large Prui blob and will move around together.

Play continues until all players have become part of the Prui.
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4. Photo Share (5-10 minutes)

Theme connection: by sharing photos and getting to know each other better, this game is a chance to
build belonging within the youth group.

This game requires that participants have smart phones with photos on them, so it has some
accessibility challenges and won’t work for all groups. It can be played with any number of players but
is best with three or more.

This is essentially apples to apples with phone photos. Players take turns being the judge and calling
out a theme (from the list provided here, or you could make up your own themes). Players look
through their photos and find one they think fits that theme (and that they are willing to share). They
show the photos and the judge picks the winner for that round.

Rotate who is the judge and play again. Continue as long as you like and have time.

Suggested themes:

e (Cute e Cozy

e Belonging e Sweet

® Surprise ® Being myself
e Faith e Silly

® Hope ® Resist

o Taking a Risk e QOops!

5. Face the Cookie Game (10 minutes)

This activity works with any number of youth.
Materials: Set out a package of Oreo cookies. A cell phone or other timer will be needed.

Theme Connection: Sometimes the best way to build belonging in a group is to allow ourselves to be
silly and vulnerable in front of one another. This game definitely does that!

Explain to the youth that they will be playing a game where the goal is to move an Oreo from your
forehead to your mouth using only your facial muscles. (See an example of how to do this by watching
this video.)

Instructions:
e Have youth place an Oreo on their forehead.
® Set a one-minute timer. In that time, the youth must get the Oreo from their forehead to their
mouth using only their facial muscles and not their hands or any other body part.
® Once they get an Oreo successfully into their mouth, they can place another one on their
forehead and try again until the timer runs out.
e [nthat minute, see how many Oreos they are able to maneuver down to their mouth.
Extra round variation: You can begin by placing two Oreos on their forehead for a greater challenge.
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Justice, Service, and Fundraising Activities

Larger projects for service, justice, or fundraising are wonderful opportunities for youth to
develop leadership skills and experiences. They are also a great chance for some
multigenerational community building and bringing youth into relationship with parts of the
congregation outside of religious education or youth group. These suggested activities may
often be longer than will fit in a single session and require more planning time.

1. Screen Upstream, Downriver: Uniting for Water Justice (90 minutes)

This is a 56-minute documentary by PBS, explaining how the clean water act left many marginalized
communities behind and what current challenges there are to water justice for all.

Upstream, Downriver: Uniting for Water Justice | PBS

If you are able to take a donation at this event, you could donate to the Navajo Water Project: Navajo
Water Project

This could be viewed as a youth group, or you could plan to offer it as an event for the larger
congregation as well. After viewing the film, hold a discussion circle. If this is a multigenerational event,
consider pairing youth with adults for a pair and share with a couple questions and then bringing
everyone back for a whole group discussion.

e Share a story of a body of water that is important to you and why you care about this water.
What challenges to the health of this body of water do you know about? What worries or
concerns do you have for this body of water?

e Who does water “belong” to? Can you own a body of water? How is our relationship to water
related to building belonging?

e When you think about the future and water, what worries you and what gives you hope? What
kind of water future would you want for future generations and how could we be good
ancestors and build that water future?

e When there are conflicting needs for water by industry, people, and nature, how should we
make decisions about water use? What does water justice look like as a guide for resource
management?

e With climate change and natural disasters in our future, what would be a just and fair
preparation for water disasters? How is this an intersectional justice issue with racism, ableism,
classism, etc.?

e Where does your drinking water come from? How safe do you feel drinking your water? How
would it feel to not be able to trust your water or find safe water?

e This film showed water justice struggles around the country. What local water justice issues are
you aware of? How could you learn more or get more involved in your local water justice?

Soul Matters — Youth Group — Building Belonging 24


https://www.pbs.org/video/upstream-downriver-uniting-for-water-justice-HvYOtw/
https://www.navajowaterproject.org/
https://www.navajowaterproject.org/

Other Activities

There will always be some activities that we cannot categorize, but these can be some
of the richest to explore. So this section isn’t just “miscellaneous”, it’s fun and funky
“other”!

1. A Values Based Covenant Process (15-30 minutes depending on group size)

Step One

Explore the meaning of covenant. We talk about making covenants, keeping covenant, and being a
covenantal people a great deal as Unitarian Universalists. Covenant is very important to us! Explore
this together:

e What does Covenant mean to you? How do you define a covenant?

e What experiences have you had with covenants? When have you been invited into a covenant
created by others? When have you been part of creating a covenant? How have those times
been different?

e How many covenants are you part of? (UUA, congregational, youth group, maybe a family
covenant? Covenant with Nature? The Universe? The Divine/God? A club? School?)

Step Two
Exploring our shared values. One understanding of how we arrive at covenant is that we are making
agreements for how to live into our deepest values. So what are our shared values?

The New Article |l gives us some shared UU Values, look at those (read the description statements too),
and list them on newsprint:

e Justice e Interdependence

e Equity ® Generosity

e Transformation e And Love at the Center
® Pluralism

What other values do we share in this youth group? (Possibilities could be: Respect, Open Mindedness,
Kindness, Safety) If there are other values you share, list those.

e What do these values look like in action? When do we know ourselves to be in alighment with
our values?

Step Three: creating action agreements (covenant statements) from our shared values.
(If you have a shorter amount of time to discuss, Step Three could be reserved and used at a future
session, but we suggest using it before September 15.)

Look again at the new Article Il language, and notice how there is a covenant statement for each value:

Interdependence
We honor the interdependent web of all existence. With reverence for the great web of life and
with humility, we acknowledge our place in it.
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We covenant to protect Earth and all beings from exploitation. We will create and nurture
sustainable relationships of care and respect, mutuality and justice. We will work to repair harm
and damaged relationships.

The remainder of the covenant statements can be found here: UUA Article || Covenant Statements on
Shared Values. You could opt to take time to discuss them all as part of an introduction to Article II's
changes.

For every value in the new Article I, there is an explanation of what that means to us as Unitarian
Universalists and then there is the covenant statement of what we promise to do, how we put this
value into action.

Make a note of how congregations and individuals who build covenantal relationships with the
Unitarian Universalist Association commit to making these values part of their own covenants. Read
through the remainder of the Article Il covenantal commitments.

So now for each of your group’s shared values, discuss what the covenantal action promise would be.
As an example, you could say:

We value Safety, and so we covenant to be careful in our actions and create a culture where it is normal
to notice safety concerns, share them with the group, listen to others’ concerns, and ask for help when
we need it.

Step Four
Speak of what it means to be a part of a group that places love at the center of all the values and
commitments made through the covenant. Ask the question:

e How should we respond when one of us fails to lean into the commitments of our shared
covenant?

This would be a good time to point out that the question asks when, not if, and that the purpose of
adopting a covenant is to remind ourselves of specific commitments to one another - not to be perfect.

Step Five
Review your finished covenant and adopt it through vote or consensus, depending on how your group
operates.

Final Step

Close this activity by showing the new UUA Value Flower and then reading the following (please have
printed copies for each person, use the slide from the September slide deck, or have it printed on a
whiteboard or wall chart pad).

Suggested Closing Words:
Love is the Center and Foundation by Shari Woodbury
Found at https://www.uua.org/worship/words/welcome/let-fall-away-all-might-distract-us-love
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2. GORP vs the Melting Pot (10 minutes)

The United States has been described as a “melting pot”, where immigrants from around the world
arrive with their different identities and cultures and are all melted together to create something new.
But this image, of “melting”, also describes the way that people have been made to assimilate into one
dominant culture, often losing important aspects of their identities in the process. Is that really what is
necessary to create belonging?

So here is another metaphor: GORP (or trail/snack mix). To do this activity invite youth to bring an
ingredient for making a snack mix. If you have allergies in your group, be sure to tell people not to
bring those ingredients. Suggested ingredients: pretzels, cereal squares, dried fruit, chocolate candies
or chips, marshmallows, granola

In group, mix all of these ingredients together in a large bowl and then enjoy a snack while discussing
these two metaphors for belonging with these or similar prompts:

e How do all of these ingredients “belong” together? Do any of them lose their unique identity by
being together?

e How is this different from the metaphor of a “melting pot”? How do the parts of a melted pot
belong together? Do they lose their unique identity by being together?

e How can this group, or Unitarian Universalism in general, be like GORP? How can we belong
together while also staying diverse and unique?
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Sample Parent Letter Template
Edit and send this before the beginning of the month

[Date]
Dear Parents and Caregivers,

Welcome to a new year for youth at [your congregation]. We are utilizing the Soul
Matters theme-based ministry resources, so our youth will be exploring the same theme
that everyone else is each month. If you are taking part in a soul matters group yourself,
we encourage you to compare notes with your youth about what the theme means to
each of you and how you have explored it this month.

September’s theme is Building Belonging, so youth will begin to create belonging within
the youth community, but also explore how we find belonging within Unitarian
Universalism. The practice of creating a covenant lies in the overlap of these two types
of belonging.

If you don’t already have a family covenant, this could be an interesting practice to
explore together as a family this month. Would having a covenant build belonging
within your family? How do commitments and promises increase belonging? What is
your mutual belonging, as children don’t belong to their parents, but families belong
with each other?

If you have any questions or want to learn more please feel free to reach out. Thank you
for being part of this shared journey of growth and discovery.

In faith and community,
[Your Name]
[Your Role in the Congregation]

[Contact Information]
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Sources of Support

RE Leader Facebook Page

Don't forget about our RE Leader Support Facebook page. Here is where our colleagues post
bulletin board pictures and share books and ideas. It's a great ongoing source of support. Your
colleagues are available to support you at the click of a button and with the ease of a post:
https://www.facebook.com/groups/545202255591601/

Inspiration Facebook Page

Offer your teachers and parents spiritual nourishment and inspiration by encouraging them to join
the Soul Matters Inspiration Facebook Page: https://www.facebook.com/soulmatterssharingcircle/

Soul Matters RE Packet Author: Rev. Sara Lewis

Sou( Mallery
© 2025-26 Soul Matters ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

Packets are for use only by member congregations of the Soul Matters Sharing Circle.
Learn how to join at http://www.soulmatterssharingcircle.com
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