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Introduction 
to Prayer Works

7

Prayer works. It really does. Or does it?
Does it work for you? When you try to put together a meeting

or an event, what’s the hardest part to plan? the icebreakers and
games? the theme presentations? the small-group discussions? the
large-group activities? or the prayer time?

If you’re like many youth ministers, the prayer time is the most
difficult to plan. Why? Is it because prayer really doesn’t work, or
because it’s really challenging to find ways to pray that are suitable
and meaningful for teenagers?

You probably wouldn’t be involved in ministry if you truly
thought that prayer doesn’t work. So, more than likely you just
need some help finding ways to pray with young people that
connect with who they are and what’s important in their lives.

Perhaps you also need a renewed sense of what to expect
from teenagers. For instance, if you use the same worship experi-
ence with a peer ministry team of high school seniors at a leader-
ship training retreat, and then with a group of seventh graders at an
all-night movie lock-in, can you expect the same degree of involve-
ment and prayerfulness? Probably not.

Here’s what Prayer Works offers. Each of the four books includes
three sets of prayer experiences. Each set consists of four prayer
formats: a short prayer, a medium-length reflection prayer, a long
ritual prayer, and a family prayer. Every prayer set focuses on a
different image or object. The three focus objects in this book are
leaves, nuts, and the four elements.

To find out what the focus objects are for the other books of
Prayer Works, check the back cover of this book. And while you’re
checking, note what comes at the end of this book. You’ll find that
the prayers for all four books are indexed by Scripture citations and
themes.

The prayer experiences in each book are easy to lead, but you
will need adult volunteers to help you with many of them.

Short Prayer The short prayer can stand by itself, or it can be the introductory
prayer at an event that will include an additional prayer or two
with the same focus. The short prayer is perfect for that situation

Sets of Prayer
Experiences
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Often the focusing object (for example, a nut) can be used as a
turn designator for this type of prayer. When it’s time for sharing,
you, as the prayer leader, pick up the object first, offer your reflec-
tions, and then pass the object to the next person to do the same.
Or, after you pick up the object and offer a reflection, you place it
back in the center of the group and whoever else is ready to share
can pick up the object and start sharing.

By the way, not only does the focusing object make an excellent
turn designator, it also does a fine job of helping people forget that
everyone is watching them. It can be awkward for some people—
especially teenagers, but adults as well—to talk to a group when
everyone is looking at them. Having an object to fiddle with can
distract them from that awkward feeling and help them feel more
comfortable.

The prayer experience can be ended with the closing reflec-
tion included in the prayer set or with any spontaneous words you
think are appropriate.

Self-Ref lection and Sharing with a Large Group
If you have a group larger than fifteen and don’t want to separate
the young people into smaller groups for the process just described,
you can change the dynamics of this experience by not distributing
the reflection handout to everyone. Instead, tell everyone to find a
partner to share with. Call on designated readers to read the Scrip-
ture passage(s), comments, and questions from the handout. As
each question is read, the partners can share with each other. You
might direct the young people to switch partners periodically if you
are trying to build community in your group. Or you might direct
them to keep the same partner if you are more concerned with
developing fewer but deeper relationships. End the prayer experi-
ence with the closing reflection or words of your own choosing.

Self-Ref lection and Sharing with a Journaling Group
If you intend to have the group write in a journal, have the Scrip-
ture passage(s), comments, and questions from the handout already
written on a chalkboard, piece of poster board, or overhead projec-
tor. Everyone can then write the questions in their journal, respond
to one or more of them, and then join a journaling partner for 
a faith-sharing walk. Because this type of sharing disperses the
group, it doesn’t always work well to end the activity with a closing
reflection, but that’s up to you as you plan your event and assess
your group’s needs. Sometimes you might want to regather and
close as a unified group; other times you might want to let the
partners’ sharing flow into a break or meal and have no official
closing.

Long Prayer The long prayer can stand by itself or serve as one in a series of
two or three prayers at an event or class. This prayer involves more
creativity and ritual than the short and medium ones. It is difficult

9
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when you want to start off with some sort of prayer, but . . .
—“but everyone doesn’t know one another yet,” “but teenagers
will be feeling awkward and it probably won’t be too prayerful,”
“but it can kill your event to get too involved too soon with any-
thing deep or complex.” You probably know what I mean.

So this first prayer is short and sweet. It reminds us of our
connection to God, quiets down the participants, focuses them, and
gets them ready to begin. But it isn’t so long or cumbersome that
the young people start getting restless.

Medium Prayer The medium-length prayer can stand by itself, or it can be the
second prayer in a series of two or three prayers that you lead at
an event or class. It is a faith-sharing prayer that involves self-
reflection using Scripture passages or comments, reflection ques-
tions, and a conversation with a partner or small group. This prayer
has an accompanying handout that contains the Scripture passage(s)
or comments and the reflection questions. Directions for using the
reflection part of the medium prayer follow. The directions are
customized to apply to three different types of groups.

Self-Ref lection and Sharing with a Small Group
If you have a group of fewer than fifteen teenagers who know one
another well, give everyone a copy of the reflection handout, found
at the end of the prayer set. Direct them to listen while the Scrip-
tures and comments are being read, and then to jot down some
thoughts or feelings that are triggered by the reflection questions.
Naturally, you will always have some folks who aren’t “jotters” or
journalers, and there is no need to pressure them to write if they
don’t want to. But giving the participants time to reflect quietly,
whether it is in their head or on paper, is very helpful if faith
sharing is expected in the group.

One effective way to use this reflection method is to have
volunteers read the different sections of the handout. For example,
if the handout is arranged in this order—Scripture passage, com-
ments, and questions—then one person reads the Scripture pas-
sage, a second person reads the comments, and a third person
reads the questions, pausing after each question so that everyone
(including the readers) can reflect and jot down their thoughts.
That pattern would be repeated for the next set(s) of Scripture
passage(s), comments, and questions.

Using different voices for different sections of the handout 
will help everyone listen more carefully. It’s easier to listen when
different people alternate reading, as long as every reader speaks
with a clear, confident voice that can be heard and understood.

Allow everyone to share verbally with the group. This can be
done in a random, spontaneous, whoever-is-ready-to-share-can-
share method. Or it can be done with an ordered, go-around-in-a-
circle-and-share method.

8

8 ✦ Prayer Works for Teens 2



meal, do an activity that involves storytelling or skits related to the
event in which the prayer was used, or just distribute the family
handout and move the family groups into conversation using the
faith questions.

A bulletin or parish newsletter insert. Use the family handout as 
a bulletin or parish newsletter insert. This is a wonderful way to
spread the good news about what young people in your faith
community are doing. Write a brief article about the event in which
you used the related prayer forms with the young people. Include
other folksy details about where you were, the history of the event,
or some of the related activities. Explain that you are providing this
family prayer handout as a service to all families, whether or not
they had a teenager who attended the event, and that you hope it
helps spread the kind of spirit the parish’s young people experi-
enced at the event.

A personal letter and take-home handout. Send a personal letter
home to the parents of the participants, highlighting parts of your
group’s event or retreat, and thanking them for making the family
arrangements that were necessary for their teenager to attend the
event. A sample letter for families (described below) is included at
the end of each set of prayers for you to use as a guide in compos-
ing your own letter.

A follow-up mailing. A few days after the meeting or event, mail
the family handout to the parents of the young people who attend-
ed, along with a letter of explanation.

Sample Letter for Families
At the end of each set of prayers, a sample letter for families is
offered for possible use with the family prayer handout. Be sure to
customize the letter to match the prayer and the setting in which it
was used. And be sure to personalize the letter by using the names
of the young people and parents. If you do not have access to a
computer to make this feasible, then you could ask a few volun-
teers to type up the letters for you. Simply supply the basic text,
with a list of the names and addresses of the young people and
their parents. You’ll find this extra effort goes a long way.

If you are hesitant about including a family component in your
plans, please consider the benefits. If you get to know your young
people’s families, the young people will be more apt to come to 
future events because their parents will feel a greater attachment to
you and your parish. The parents will be more likely to call on you
in an emergency because they have developed trust in you, and
they will also be more likely to say yes when you need volunteers.
Besides, taking care of family needs and helping families develop
their faith is a wonderful way to improve the lives of your young
people. So how can you go wrong? That’s a winning combination!

Benefits 
of the Family 
Component
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to describe or summarize because it varies so much from prayer set
to prayer set. The long prayer, as its name suggests, usually takes
the most time, but it depends on your group and the situation.
Here are examples of the processes in some of the long prayers in
the four books of Prayer Works:
✦ In book 1, the long prayer with the rock image focuses on the

strength and permanence of virtues and principles. It involves
painting words on actual rocks.

✦ In book 2, the long prayer with the nuts image focuses on the
importance of God in a life of many choices. It involves creating
a faith carrier out of a jar of rice and walnuts.

✦ In book 3, the long prayer with the four seasons image focuses
on the seasons and repeating patterns in our life. It involves a
prayer journey to four different environments.

✦ In book 4, the long prayer with the puzzle image focuses on the
puzzle of sin and on finding our peace (as well as our piece) in
a reconciliation service. It involves working with puzzle pieces.

Family Component The most unique aspect of Prayer Works is the family component.
So often families have no idea what their teenage members do at
parish events and retreats. But Prayer Works gives you an easy way
to involve parents and siblings in the prayer experienced by the
teen. Two items make up the family component: a family handout
and a sample letter for families.

Family Handout
Each set of prayers includes a handout containing a family faith-
sharing prayer. The family handout is modeled after the medium
prayer handout, but the teenager does not need to have experi-
enced that prayer for the family handout to be effective. The family
handout includes directions and questions designed for use in
family settings. You can photocopy the handout and use it in one
of the following settings:

A gathering of families after a retreat or long event. End a youth
retreat or other event with a family meal. Invite all the parents,
brothers, sisters, and whoever else may share your young people’s
homes with them. After the meal, invite several young people to
get up and share about parts of their prayer experience by telling
stories, doing skits, or showing examples of what happened.

The families can then share their answers to the questions on
the handout. Even young children can participate in answering
most of the questions. In this way, the families not only have some
idea of the kind of experience their teenagers had but also share in
the experience itself.

A separate gathering of youth and families. Hold a reunion for the
teens who participated in an event or retreat, and invite all their
family members to attend. Or just have a gathering for the young
people you work with and their families. In either case, after a

10
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Prayer Set 1

Leaves

13

Don’t worry about how to pull off these prayers—each one is
simple to do and has already proven successful with teenagers.
And the instructions are very specific and easy to follow, which 
makes it possible for peer ministers, parents, and youth leaders to
run the experiences. For instance, material that is to be presented
aloud to the group is highlighted with a black rule at the left mar-
gin. Teen leaders who are looking for prayers to facilitate will like
these because they get the participants involved. Moreover, the
prayers in each set have the same format, and that makes it easy to
add icebreakers or related activities with a similar focus.

If the teens can do it, so can you. All you need is a little faith.
So relax. Remember, prayer works. It really does.

Prayer Works for
Youth Leaders,

Parents, and
Peer Ministers

12
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Procedure If the participants have each brought their own leaf, ask them to
come forward and place it on the table. If you have gathered the
leaves, then ask each participant to choose a leaf from the basket
or tray of leaves and put it on the table. If you are already sitting
around a meeting table, you can accomplish this by passing the
basket or tray of leaves around and asking each participant to pick
one and then set it on the table.

Once all the leaves are in place, proclaim the prayer in a clear
and confident voice. If you have an active and restless group, you
might first ask them to quiet themselves in order to become more
aware of the presence of God.

Prayer 1. First, read the following prayer:

Today is the day our God has made!
Let’s be happy and rejoice today!
Blessed are we when we come in the name of God!
Blessed are you from the house of God.
God has given us light; God has given us this festive day.
Let us lay leaves and boughs on the altar and praise God!
We thank you, God, because you are so good.
Your compassion and love go on and on forever.

(Adapted from Ps. 118:24–29)

2. Next, deliver the following commentary:

We have placed our leaves on our altar, and we are ready for the
day our God has made. So it is right that we should rejoice and
be happy today as we gather together to do God’s work.

3. Continue with the following reflection on leaves:

In the springtime, when the buds first come out and certain trees
explode with pink and white, it delights our spirit to know that
the cold winter months are behind us.

In the summer, when trees are filled with leaves, we can
stand beneath a tree, look up, and not even see the sun because
of all the leaves—thick, full, and green.

Then in the autumn, the trees change again. They burst with
brilliant shades of orange, yellow, red, and even purple. They
seem to be most alive and beautiful right before they fall off and
die.

Of course, during the winter we see the bare skeletons of
trees. They almost seem to shiver in the cold, as the chilling
wind howls and blows right through them.

But the leaves keep coming back. And every year their
arrival in the spring and their departure in the autumn is an-
nounced with vibrant color and excitement.

Like leaves, our hellos and good-byes are usually marked
with color and excitement. Think of someone you care about
whom you haven’t seen for a long time. Isn’t it wonderful when
you finally see them again? Don’t you usually hug them joyfully?

15
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Short Prayer

Themes ✦ celebration
✦ hellos and good-byes

This prayer uses leaves as a sign of celebration and reminds us
how nature introduces the comings and goings of leaves in spring
and autumn with explosions of color. For trees, and for people,
hellos and good-byes are usually significant.

Preparation

Supplies ■■■■ a basket or tray of leaves—more than one leaf per participant 
■■■■ a table (the actual table you are sitting around, or a small tray

table in the middle of the room)

Setting This prayer can take place almost anywhere, with the participants
arranged in almost any position. They can sit around a meeting
table, on the floor, or on couches and chairs spread out around 
the room. They can even stand. Because the prayer is so brief, 
it doesn’t require a distraction-free environment. As long as the
participants can hear the words and see the speaker, the prayer 
can be effective.

Ask the participants to each bring a leaf, or gather an assort-
ment of leaves yourself. If you gather the leaves, place them in a
basket or tray and set them on the table in the center of your
prayer space.

Expectations This prayer works equally well with junior high youth, senior high
youth, and adults. Everyone is familiar with saying hello and good-
bye, and most people have seen trees that change with the sea-
sons, even if they live in very hot or very cold climates. The prayer
is short, to the point, and sets the mood to go forward into your
meeting, event, retreat, class, or other gathering.

Background 
Information

14



Medium Prayer

Themes ✦ emotional health
✦ spiritual health
✦ vitality

This prayer focuses on our need for vitality, comparing the lifelines
of leaves to the lifelines of people. If we want to be fully alive,
emotional and spiritual lifelines are as important as veins and
arteries.

Preparation

Supplies ■■■■ a basket or tray of different kinds of leaves
■■■■ a cross, candle, or other objects symbolic of Christian worship
■■■■ copies of handout 1–A, “Leaves and Life”
■■■■ optional: cassettes or CDs of soft instrumental music and a

cassette or CD player

Setting How you arrange the prayer participants depends on the size of
your group. Very small groups can sit around a table, in a circle on
the floor, or in chairs. Larger groups can be spread out around the
room. Set up one central focusing area, either in the middle of the
table or the middle of the room. Place in the focusing area a large
basket or tray of different kinds of leaves and a large candle, cross,
or other objects symbolic of Christian worship. Play soft instrumen-
tal music in the background, and lead the prayer in or near the
focusing area.

Expectations This prayer is better suited for senior high youth than for junior
high youth. The themes are a tad more mature than some of the
other prayers in this manual. However, a small group of junior high
youth, or an enthusiastic junior high group, should do fine with it,
especially if you have several adult helpers and if you reduce the
individual meditation time. Be patient with junior high youth. They
seem to catch on to the point of this reflection after they’ve begun
to discuss the questions with adults. Then they go with it.

Background 
Information
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Isn’t it difficult when they go? We always want to be there to
say good-bye and share another hug, because the good-bye is
the last thing we will share with them before that next hello.

Even the hellos and good-byes of a regular school day are
significant. If you see one of your friends in the morning and
don’t get a hello, you feel left out. If one of your friends sees you
leaving in the afternoon without even waving good-bye, you feel
abandoned.

Hellos and good-byes are important. And so is the time
between those hellos and good-byes.

Right now our group is between its hellos and good-byes:
we have already come together, and we haven’t left yet.

So let’s make the most of this time together.

4. Next, read the following prayer:

Fascinating God,
whose marvelous imagination created leaves
that grow and change color
and delight us through the seasons,
be with us today.
Thank you for this glorious time together,
thank you for the chance to be happy and rejoice.
Bless all of us, as we go about doing your work,
in between our hellos and good-byes.
Amen.

5. Conclude with the following reminder:

If there is someone here you haven’t said hello to yet, now is
your chance! We don’t want anyone to feel left out.

16
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3. Summarize the point of the story in the following words:

This tree having faith in the sun is like us having faith in God.
Trees and their leaves go through cold and windy times, as well
as warm and sunny times. As people, we too go through harsh
and bitter times, as well as warm and easy times. Our faith in
God and our connection to others is what helps us weather the
storms and come out of them all right—even better than before.

Use handout 1–A, “Leaves and Life,” for self-reflection and sharing.
This part of the prayer can be done with small groups, large groups,
or journaling groups. Details for using the handout with each of
these types of groups are included in this manual’s introduction, on
pages 8–10.

Closing Ref lection If a meal is to follow the self-reflection and sharing, you could
announce ahead of time that the meal will begin right after the self-
reflection and sharing and thus the group will not have a formal
gathered closing.

If you are going to have a closing reflection, the Scripture
passage on handout 1–A is offered as an option. You can either
read it yourself or ask a volunteer who is a good reader to do so.

You could instead end the self-reflection and sharing with
words of your own, or ask the small groups or prayer partners to
end their time together with spontaneous prayer. Use whatever
seems most fitting for your group, your setting, and your time
schedule.

Self-Ref lection 
and Sharing

19

Leaves ✦ 19

Procedure

Opening Ref lection Explain to the participants that they will be spending some time
thinking about leaves and life, and about how the two are connect-
ed. To begin the prayer, read the following reflection or ask a
volunteer who is an excellent reader to do so.

1. Set the context for the story with the following words:

The Tree That Survived the Winter is a story about a tree coming
to grips with the pain of the long, cold months, and the feeling
of being abandoned by the sun to endure the winter alone. This
is a conversation between the tree and the sun.

2. Next, read the following excerpt from the story:

The sun’s glow only intensified and the message was repeated.
“You have survived the winter because you are very much
loved.”

“Loved?” She hesitated, not wanting to challenge the state-
ment but needing to be reassured.

“It’s true,” replied the sun, “that there were days when the
clouds seemed to separate us, but I was really there, even when
you couldn’t see me. And those days when I was visible but
remote—when you couldn’t feel my warmth—those were the
days when I sent a concentration of light. Why, there were even
times when I gave you light and snow at the same time so that
my brightness would be reflected up at you as well as shining
down. Those were the days when you thought the glare was too
strong, the light was too bright. You were seeing more than you
wanted to see. Remember?”

The tree stood dumbfounded.
The sun continued. “The chills and ice and bitter cold have

toughened your timber to just the right degree, for you needed
to be strong to carry the fruit that will appear on your branches.
If I had stayed too close all winter, you would not have grown
this strong. In fact, you could not have become at all what I
hoped and dreamed you would be. But now—just look at you!”

A blush of pink coursed through her petals. The tree stood
speechless.

. . .“You have believed,” sparkled the sun. “You have always
believed, and that is what enabled you to grow. For had you not
kept faith with me in the center of your being, you could not
have blossomed into you.” (Fahy, The Tree That Survived the
Winter, n.p.)

18
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Procedure

Call to Prayer Say something like the following to bring everyone together in the
spirit of prayer:

In the name of our glorious Creator God, whose imagination
dreamed up the beauty of our trees, bushes, and plants, I wel-
come you to this time of worship. We turn to this wonderful,
affectionate God to hear words of comfort and love.

Scripture Reading Have an excellent reader proclaim these words:

Do not fear, for I have redeemed you;
I have called you by name, you are mine.

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Because you are precious in my sight,

and honored, and I love you.
. . . . . . . . . . . . .
Do not fear, for I am with you.
. . . . . . . . . . . .
“bring my sons from far away,

and my daughters from the end of the earth—
everyone who is called by my name,

whom I created for my glory,
whom I formed and made.”

(Isa. 43:1–7, NRSV )

. . . I will not forget you.
See, I have inscribed you on the palms of my hands.

(Isa. 49:15–16, NRSV )

Leaf Ritual Lead everyone through the leaf ritual in the following way.

1. Begin with this introduction:

God knows each of us as a precious, unique, individual child
that is loved, honored, and cherished.

There are billions of people in the world, and God knows
each of us by name.

And the world includes many different people—so much
diversity. There are Africans, Asians, Europeans, South Ameri-
cans, and American Indians. There are married people, single
people, and divorced people. There are stepsisters, half brothers,
godmothers, and grandfathers. There are heterosexuals and
homosexuals. There are infants, school children, teenagers,
twenty-somethings, and thirty-forty-fifty-sixty-seventy-eighty-
ninety-somethings. How does God keep track?

Each of us is a precious, unique, individual child of God that
is loved, honored, and cherished.

21

Leaves ✦ 21

Long Prayer

Themes ✦ the blessing of cultural diversity
✦ our uniqueness and preciousness to God

This prayer focuses on the diversity of leaves and the diversity of
people—how each leaf and each person is unique, having distinct
gifts and characteristics.

Preparation

Supplies ■■■■ a large basket or tray of leaves—more than one leaf per partici-
pant

■■■■ a candle, cross, or other objects symbolic of Christian worship
■■■■ optional: cassettes or CDs of soft instrumental music and a

cassette or CD player

Setting Your room needs to be a comfortable size for the number of peo-
ple in your group. The group can sit around a table, on the floor 
in a circle, or spread out around the room on couches and easy
chairs.

Place in the focusing area a large basket or tray of leaves 
and a candle, cross, or other objects symbolic of Christian worship.
Encourage silence or play soft instrumental music.

Expectations This prayer works well with motivated high school youth, even
with groups as large as thirty or forty, if several adults are present.
But if you are planning to do this prayer with junior high youth, or
with senior high youth who don’t want to be there, then you need
a smaller group (eight to twelve participants), or you need to break
up your large group into several smaller groups, each with several
adult helpers.

Background 
Information
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Blessing Read this story, which contains the blessing:

A legend in the Sioux tradition explains why leaves turn color in
the autumn.

Many, many moons ago, when the world was young, the grass
and flower folk were enjoying the beautiful summer weather. But
as the days went by, the weather became colder and colder.

The grass and flowers grew sad, for they had nothing to
protect them from the sharp cold. Just when it seemed that there
was no hope for living, the Holy One who created all things
came to their aid. The leaves of the trees were told to fall to the
ground and spread a soft, warm blanket over the tender roots
that were about to freeze. To repay the leaves for their kindness,
the Creator gave them one last bright array of beauty.

That is why the trees take on their pretty farewell colors of
red, gold, and brown each year during Indian summer. Then the
leaves turn to their task of covering the earth with a thick rug of
warmth.

Most people want to be useful. Like the leaves in this old
Sioux legend, they want to be of service. (Adapted from Gowan,
ed., Inspiration from Indian Legends, Proverbs, and Psalms, p. 59)

May God bless our group as we follow the example of the
leaves, looking for ways to be useful and to serve those created
by the Holy One. Amen.

Family Component

Details for using the family component are included on pages
11–12 of the introduction to this book. Here are a list of the sup-
plies you will need and a reminder of the settings in which the
family component can be used.

Supplies ■■■■ handout 1–B, “Leaves and Family Life”
■■■■ sample 1–A, “Sample Letter for Families”

Settings ✦ a gathering of families after a retreat or long event
✦ a separate gathering of youth and families
✦ a bulletin or parish newsletter insert
✦ a personal letter and take-home handout
✦ a follow-up mailing
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Leaves ✦ 23

This basket contains a lot of leaves. The world is full of
different leaves—so much diversity. There are maples, oaks,
elms, chestnuts, firs, pines, spruces, and palms. There are tropi-
cal, woodland, and mountain trees. There are coniferous and
deciduous trees. How can we keep track?

Each leaf in this basket is a unique creation of God.
We will be passing the leaves around the circle. When the

basket comes to you, select one leaf and hold on to it.

2. Pass the basket around. Be ready to encourage individuals to
move more quickly if they are taking too long to find the “perfect
leaf.” When the basket comes back to you, remove the remaining
leaves. Continue leading the participants through the process with
these or similar words:

Examine your leaf, look for its unique traits. Look over its color,
the shape of its edges, the length of its stem, the pattern of its
veins. Get to know your leaf as an individual creation of God.

I will pass the basket around again. When it comes to you,
put your leaf back. The basket will come around one more time
after that, and you will be asked to find your own leaf again—
the one you originally held in your hand and examined, the one
whose uniqueness you discovered the first time the basket was
passed.

3. Pass the empty basket around the circle so that everyone can
put their leaf in it. When the basket returns to you, gently scramble
the leaves so that their order is no longer the same. But be careful
not to damage any of the leaves. Pass the basket in the same
direction again, so that the first person to have placed his or her
leaf into the basket is also the first person to remove his or her leaf
from the basket. Continue the process with these or similar words:

As you looked through the leaves, you might have discovered
that no leaf is perfect. Every leaf is beautiful, but each one has
imperfections. Some are torn, some are uneven, some have
holes, some are bent, some are colored with blotches. But all of
them are wonderful. I think God wants us to understand that we
don’t have to be perfect in order to be wonderful.

Together all the leaves on a tree can do what the tree needs
to have done. Together all of us can do what our group needs to
have done. Sometimes it helps the group if we all see the unique
traits of each member. So we’re going to take that opportunity
now and have a brief group sharing.

As we go around the circle, please tell us one thing you can
offer the group—a gift or talent you have. Also tell us one thing
you need from the group—an area in which you are not so
strong. And as we hear about the gifts and needs of our group,
let us remember that we don’t need to be perfect in order to be
wonderful.

4. Begin the sharing yourself, as an example for the group. Be
brief. After everyone has shared, move on to the blessing, in step 5.
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Comments

Trees seem to die in the winter. All the leaves are
gone, and nothing is left but a skeleton

that looks old and lifeless. Yet the leaves
return in the spring, as beautiful as ever.

It seems to be a miracle, but we always
trust in the sun. We believe that the warm

weather will come again. And it always does.

Questions
✦ Have you ever felt lifeless? If so, what happened to

help you bounce back and feel renewed and fresh
again?

✦ When tough times come, do you have faith in God? Do you trust
God as easily as you trust the sun? Why or why not?

Closing Reflection

All the women of Israel gathered to see her, and blessed
her, and some of them performed a dance in her honor.
She took ivy-wreathed wands in her hands and distrib-
uted them to the women who were with her;
and she and those who were with her crowned
themselves with olive wreaths. She went before 
all the people in the dance, leading all the
women, while all the men of Israel followed, bear-
ing their arms and wearing garlands and singing hymns.
(Judith 15:12–13, NRSV)

The woman described in this passage is Judith. When the
massive Assyrian army was going to destroy the Israelites, Judith
went to their camp all by herself and managed to trick their
general, Holofernes, and kill him. The Assyrians fled in panic, 
and the Israelites were saved! Judith led the Israelite people in a
tremendous victory celebration with prayer, dancing, and singing. 
They celebrated with garlands and wreaths of ivy leaves and olive leaves.
Thousands of years ago, leaves were already being used for significant
occasions.

May the leaves we see today and every day,
be a constant reminder to us of our God,

a God of joy, celebration, and blessing. Amen.

Leaves and Life ✦ 2

Handout 1–A: Permission to reproduce this handout for use in your program is granted.24

Leaves and Life

Comments

Leaves are a big part of our celebrations. We deco-
rate with evergreens at Christmastime. We bring
in plants and flowers for weddings. We tend
gardens all spring and summer, and we grow
ivy up our chimneys and brick walls. We wear
flowers in our hair, or pin boutonnieres on our
jackets for prom night. We jump in leaf piles in
autumn. Our life would be dull without all that
foilage.

Question
✦ When have you enjoyed leaves?

Comments

When leaves are alive, they are soft, flexible, and
yielding. Once they are pulled away from their
source of life, they become brittle, unbending,
and fragile.

People who are flexible and yielding are full of 
life. When people become rigid, brittle, and unbend-

ing, they lose some of that life.

Questions
✦ When have you felt full of life?
✦ When are you flexible, yielding, and open to

others?
✦ When have you been rigid and unbending? How

did this attitude affect your ability to enjoy life?
What happened to cause your rigid attitude?

Comments

When you look at a leaf, you can see its lifelines. You can clearly
observe the veins that bring its life juices to all parts of the leaf
and keep it healthy and fresh.

When you look at your hand and wrist, you can see 
your own veins. You know that your blood is what
brings life to all parts of your body and keeps you
healthy. Emotional lifelines, however, can be
harder to identify.

Questions
✦ Who are the people that keep you healthy and

happy?
✦ Who or what brings you life and makes you feel

fresh?
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Leaves and Family Life ✦ 2

Comments

When leaves are alive, they are soft, flexible, and yielding.
Once they are pulled away from their source of life, they
become brittle, unbending, and fragile.

Families who are flexible and yielding are full
of life. When parents, sons, or daughters become
rigid, brittle, and unbending, they lose some of 
that life.

Questions
✦ When have you felt full of life? 
✦ When have you been flexible, yielding, and open to

others in your family?
✦ When have you been rigid and unbending? How did

this attitude affect your ability to enjoy life? How did
it affect the other members of your family? What do
you think happened to cause your rigid attitude?

Comments

When you look at a leaf, you can see its lifelines.
You can clearly observe the veins that bring its life
juices to all parts of the leaf and keep it healthy
and fresh.

When you look at your hand and wrist,
you can see your own veins. You know that
your blood is what brings life to all parts of
your body and keeps you healthy. Emotional
lifelines, however, can be harder to identify.

Questions
✦ How does your family help keep you healthy and happy?
✦ What family practices or customs bring life and make you feel fresh?

Comments

Trees seem to die in the winter. All the leaves are gone,
and nothing is left but a skeleton that looks old

and lifeless. Yet the leaves return in the spring,
as beautiful as ever. It seems to be a miracle,

but we always trust in the sun. We believe
that the warm weather will come again.

And it always does.

Questions
✦ Has your family ever been through a time that

seemed lifeless? If so, what happened to help
your family bounce back and feel renewed and
fresh again?

✦ When tough times come, does your family find faith in God? In what
way?

✦ Do you trust God as easily as you trust the sun? Why or why not?
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Leaves and Family Life

As a family, you might sit down together and go over this meditation.
One family member could read the opening Scrip-
ture reading, another family member might read
the explanation that follows, and others could
take turns reading the other comments and
questions. Then you could share your answers to
the questions, along with any other insights you
may have. Keeping a leaf on or near the kitchen
table for a while might remind your family of
your reflection time together and of your
commitment to faith.

Opening Scripture Reading

All the women of Israel gathered to see her, and
blessed her, and some of them performed a

dance in her honor. She took ivy-wreathed wands
in her hands and distributed them to the women

who were with her; and she and those who were
with her crowned themselves with olive wreaths. She
went before all the people in the dance, leading all the
women, while all the men of Israel followed, bearing
their arms and wearing garlands and singing hymns.
(Judith 15:12–13, NRSV)

Comments

The woman described in this passage is Judith. When the massive
Assyrian army was going to destroy the Israelites, Judith went to 
their camp all by herself and managed to trick their general,
Holofernes, and kill him. The Assyrians fled in panic, and the Israel-
ites were saved! Judith led the Israelite people in a tremendous
victory celebration with prayer, dancing, and singing.
They celebrated with garlands and wreaths of ivy leaves
and olive leaves. Thousands of years ago, leaves were
already being used for significant occasions.

Leaves are a big part of our celebrations.
Families decorate with evergreens at Christ-
mastime and bring in plants and flowers for
weddings. Family gardens are tended all spring
and summer, and ivy grows up the chimneys
and brick walls of many homes. Our life would
be dull without all that foilage.

Question
✦ When has your family enjoyed leaves?



Sample 1–A

Sample Letter for Families

Dear ________________________,

It has been a pleasure having ________________________ with us. Thank
you for making all the necessary family arrangements so that he/she
could be with us. It was truly a gift from your family to our parish com-
munity.

During our time together, we focused on leaves as symbols of our
need for vitality, comparing the lifelines of leaves to the lifelines of people.
In fact, we shared a prayer experience based on leaves. You might ask
________________________ what she/he thought of the experience.

Enclosed is a family-based version of the reflection prayer we used. 
I encourage you to take some time during or after a family meal to go
through the questions and discuss them as a family. You could even spend
some time sharing stories from your childhood. Keeping an arrangement
of leaves on your kitchen table for a while might serve as a reminder of
the uniqueness of each family member. These are just a few ideas to help
you get in touch with ________________________’s experience with this
prayer.

If you have any questions about our programs, or if any of your
family members would like to become more involved with our parish in
any way, please don’t hesitate to call me. I wish your family great peace
and joy.

Sincerely,

________________________
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