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February 12, 2017: Grow Your Soul and Serve the World 

Thematic Integration:  

Prayer: The Practice of Staying Awake 

 
Core Concepts:  

When we pray, we stop, look, listen and act. 

Key Phrases:  
Prayer 

 

Gathering Circle and Chalice Lighting (10 minutes)  

Gather the children in a circle around the chalice. Invite them to take a deep breath and 

release it, and create a deep silence for a moment. 

Ask a volunteer to take a reading from the Opening Words Basket and read it aloud. 

Invite another volunteer to light the chalice.  

Our chalice helps to remind us that this space and time together is safe and 

sacred; it is a place where we can learn and grow and share. Each week, we will 

begin by making space for each of us to share a word or two about what you are 

bringing into this space—what are you holding in your hearts today? Maybe it is 

excitement, or worry, or sadness or even exhaustion. Whatever you are bringing, 

we welcome you here.  

Remind children that if they don’t feel like sharing, they are welcome to place their stone 

on the chalice table silently. Model for the participants how to participate in this activity 

by saying, “My name is_____, and today I am bringing with me______ (sadness, 

excitement, etc.).” Place your stone around the chalice. Thank participants after all have 

had the chance to share. Feel free to add another stone for that which is unspoken, but we 

carry in our hearts.  

 Transition Tip: Spend a few minutes before moving on to describe the activities for the rest 

of your time together and invite questions.  
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Introducing Core Concepts: Story (10 Minutes)  

Gather the children to hear a story. Ask the group, "Who has an idea what 'prayer' is?" 

Allow some responses. Then ask, "I wonder if any of you have prayed or seen someone 

pray?" Allow a few volunteers to share. 

 

This month’s theme is Prayer: The Practice of Staying Awake. Unitarian 

Universalists do pray, though not all of us pray, and not everyone prays in the 

same way. Today we are going to think a little bit prayer and the role prayer 

plays in our lives. 

Read the following story, or invite the youth to take turns helping you read the story.  

 

A seven-year-old girl named Nancy asked her minister, "What prayer shall I say 

when I go to bed?" He wrote her back this answer. 

 

Dear Nancy, 

You may not have realized it, but when you asked me to suggest a bedtime prayer 

for you, you raised a very important question. It is a question which people have 

wondered about and argued about for thousands of years. It is a question which 

many people think they can answer, but they answer it in different ways. It is a 

question which many other people are not sure can be answered. The question is 

this: is there a God who can change people and change things if asked to? 

 

Some believe God can give them presents or make it rain or cure their troubles if 

they ask God in the right way. Some people believe asking God for help is a way of 

feeling closer to God; no matter what happens in response. Some people believe 

God will do what is best for everybody and that to ask God for special favors is 

selfishness. Some people believe God is the force of nature, so we cannot pray to 

God any more than we can pray to a tree or a stone. Some people believe we ought 

to think only about people and not about God at all. 

 

As you learn more about the world and about others' beliefs, you will have to 

decide what you think about all this. With your parents' help, and with the help of 

others, you will form your own beliefs. 

 

But you have asked me a question which can't wait until you have learned more 

and thought more. You want me to suggest a bedtime prayer. I think I can help, if, 
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for the time being at least, you think of prayer not as asking God for favors, but as 

an honest expression of some of your feelings. I especially mean three kinds of 

feelings. Sometimes you feel thankful for nice things which have happened to you. 

If you express your thanks at bedtime, you may enjoy them all over again. 

Sometimes you feel sorry for things you have done or said. If you express your 

feeling of being sorry before you go to sleep, you may feel much better. Sometimes 

you have hopes for yourself and other people. If you express your hopes in prayer, 

you may see what you can do to make them come true. 

 

I am suggesting that each night you make up your own prayer. It could begin 

"Tonight I am thankful for... ," and then you could think of the most important 

things you are thankful for. It could continue "Tonight I am sorry for..." and then 

you could think of the most important things you are sorry about. Your prayer 

could then end with "Tomorrow I hope... " and you could think of some of the most 

important things you hope for and think how you can help to bring them about. 

 

When you do this, if you want to pray by thinking you are talking to God, go right 

ahead. But it doesn't matter as much as it does matter that you really mean what 

you say. I think you will discover that if you pray like this at night, it may not 

change God or change things or change other people, but it will change you and 

change how you think and feel about God and things and other people. 

 

I hope you will want to talk with your mother and father about all this. You may 

want to talk to your friends of other religions to see what they think. Perhaps you 

will want to talk to your religious school teacher or your minister. But whoever 

else you talk to, you will have to decide for yourself. How you work out your 

thinking and feeling about all this may well be one of the most important things in 

your life. But don't let that scare you. Understanding your feelings of gratitude and 

regret and hope is a wonderful process. 

 

Thank you for asking! 

 

Your minister, 

 

Christopher Raible 

 

(Written by UU Minister Christopher Raible, who served as minister of the 

Unitarian Church West in Brookfield, Wisconsin from 1962 to 1970. Adapted and 

used with permission.) 
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 TransitionTip: The next activity is a story, so encourage the group to breathe deeply before find a 
comfortable place to sit and listen to the story.      

 

Digging Deeper- Praying, Thanks, Regret and Hope (15 

minutes) 

Gather the group where all can see the posted newsprint labeled “Why Do People Pray?”. 

If you’d like, split the group into two or three smaller groups. Provide each group an 

adult facilitator and a pen/pencil and paper to record ideas. 

 

Invite the group(s) to consider the question, "What do people hope to get when they pray 

or meditate?" / "What do you think people expect as a result of their prayers or 

meditation?" Another helpful prompt question might be, "What do people mean when 

they say something is 'the answer to my prayers'?" 

 

Affirm all answers and sum them up on newsprint or paper. Goals and purposes of prayer 

may overlap; it is not important to make a distinction. If these are not mentioned, you 

may like to add: 

 

a sense of personal or spiritual strength 

an experience of wonder and awe 

access to deep creativity 

a feeling of inner peace or contentment 

the courage to be an activist 

the comfort of solitude 

a feeling of connection or community with others. 

 

If you are using small groups, give groups at least five minutes. Then gather the entire 

group. On newsprint, compile responses to the question "Why Do People Pray?" You 

might like to have each group contribute one idea at a time, to avoid the first group 

"covering all the bases" and leaving little for subsequent groups to add. 

 

For Further Discussion: If you have time and the group is getting into the discussion, 

you may wish to explore differences between praying or meditating once and using a 

regular prayer practice. Post the sheet of newsprint with two columns ("Once" / 

"Regularly") to record comments. You might ask: 

 

What might make someone who has never prayed before decide to try it one time? 
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How do you, or would you, know if your prayer or meditation was successful? 

How can you tell what the results are? What if you did not see or feel a result right 

away? 

 

What might be a reason someone might decide to meditate every morning? Say a 

prayer each night, like Nancy in the story we heard? Light a candle and say a 

particular blessing every Friday night? 

 

Another avenue to explore, if you have time, is children's reactions to the story "Letter to 

Nancy." You might ask: 

 

How do you think Nancy got started with prayers, in the first place? 

 

I wonder why she asked her minister about praying? 

 

Do you think the minister left out anything important in his advice? What other 

thoughts about praying would you share with Nancy, if she were your little sister 

or your friend? 

 

Demonstrating Knowledge: Healing (15 Minutes) 

One of the ways that we can think about prayer is that it is a chance to stop, look 

and listen. You can stop, look and listen to your own feelings and hopes, to the 

needs of others, to the needs of the planet; you can notice the things in your life 

that you are grateful for, and you can notice that others in your community 

share some of these same feelings and needs.  

 

After we stop, look and listen, prayer also calls us to act. We stop, look, listen, 

and then we act. This means that protesting can be a prayer, making a card for 

someone can be a prayer, cooking, cleaning, coming to church can all be a 

prayer.  
 

Tell the kids that over the next few weeks, they are going to start to study a curriculum 

focused on civil rights. They are going to start this work by looking inward- Growing 

their souls that they can Serve the World.  

 

For this week, they are going to add to their Window panels. If there are new students, 

give them one of the blank window posters.  
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Today’s panel has two parts. Using the supplies provided, write, draw or create a panel 

that represents two parts to prayer:  

 

Looking Inward: What do you notice when you stop, look and listen?  

Looking Outward: How do you pray with your actions? 

 

 Transition Tip: As you reach the end of class, you may find that you are short on time; let 

youth know when there is 5 and then 2 minutes left for the activity.  

Closing the Circle (5 minutes) 

As conversation ends, invite youth back to the chalice circle. Invite each participant to 

take a stone and add their stone to the center bowl, using the following prompt:  

Today, I will be taking with me… After everyone has shared, read these words and 

extinguish the chalice: 

Keep alert; 

Stand firm in your faith; 

Be courageous and strong; 

Let all that you do be done in love. - 1 Corinthians 16. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Session at-a-glance 

Activity Time 

(min) 

Supplies 
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Gathering Circle/ Chalice Lighting 10  Chalice 

 Matches 

 Stones 

 Bowl 

 

Introducing Core Concepts 

 Story 

10  

Digging Deeper    

 Brainstorming discussion 

15  Newsprint, markers, paper 

Demonstrating Knowledge 

 Create a window panel 

 

15  Window panel supplies 

Closing the Circle 

 

5  Chalice 

 stones 

 Bowl 

Total 55  

 


