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5GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Introduction
Embracing Parents

The Sunday paper held an interesting story on a plan 
to improve academic achievement in “Title One” 
schools throughout Connecticut. The new federal 
grant money was not being spent on computers, or 
texts, or tutors, or “motivational equipment.” The 
money had been allotted to provide “family activi-
ty days,” school-sponsored afternoons of family ac-
tivities. Contemporary educational research has re-
vealed that one of the greatest predictors of academic 
success is parental involvement.

How much more true is this of the faith! The 
Church’s emphasis on an adult catechesis as the 
norm reflects not only the adult nature of belief, but 
the simple fact that parental faith is one of the stron-
gest indicators of childhood and later adult faith. 
However, that focus on the adult assumes an interac-
tion between parent and child that allows the child to 
become acquainted with the faith of the parent. Too 
often, that interaction is simply not happening.

Parishes throughout the country are attempting 
to rectify the situation much the same way as the 

State School Board in Connecticut. We are organiz-
ing activities—social, educational, and service—that 
allow families to work and play together while shar-
ing and living out their faith. This book is meant as 
an aid in that process. Any parish wishing to make 
faith more meaningful for its families and also hop-
ing to foster strong family life, will find help in these 
pages.

Forming True Community

The hunger for community is an overwhelming fea-
ture of today’s society. We gather in groups that prom-
ise to “support” us in anything from losing weight to 
dealing with death. There is a support group some-
where for every ache expressed by the human spirit 
and some for those we have yet to voice. In asking 
group after group around the North American conti-
nent what they hope for from their churches, the first 
response I receive is always “community.” 

Yet, I have found very few churches that actually 
succeed in becoming community. Part of the prob-
lem is often size; it is difficult to be community where 
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6 GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

no one knows your name. Part of the problem rests 
with the individuals who want community to mirac-
ulously happen to them, without the struggle and the 
pain that true community always involves. And part 
of the problem is the rugged individualism so much 
a part of the American spirit, an individualism that 
tells us we should be able to do everything on our 
own. Becoming a community implies being vulner-
able, and many of us are simply not willing to take 
that risk.

According to M. Scott Peck, community is a 
group of individuals who have learned how to com-
municate honestly with each other, whose relation-
ships go deeper than their masks of composure, who 
have developed some significant commitment to re-
joice together, mourn together, delight in each other. 
Such a community is inherently mysterious, a whole 
that is more than the sum of its parts, people drawn 
together by crisis, common need, a shared moment, 
or perhaps just by chance.1

Most churches of several hundred families have 
already discovered that becoming a community with 
“significant commitment” and “deeper relationships” 
requires starting with small groups within which 
these relationships are possible.  Our first communi-
ty was a small group of families, drawn together by 
“common need,” the need to hand on our faith tra-
dition to our children in an environment that sup-
ported that faith, with people who shared our moral 
and spiritual commitment. We discovered that even 
an intense devotion to a common task is not enough 
to create a community. Communities may be drawn 
together by accident or chance; they take time and 
attention to survive and grow.

The religious education program that grew out of 
that first group of families, has been struggling for 
decades to help other families develop support com-
munities for handing on faith.  This book is not in-
tended as a treatise on community-building or an ex-

1 M. Scott Peck. The Different Drum (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1987).

ploration of the phases a group passes through on its 
way to becoming community. It is a simple effort to 
provide groups, particularly those with a wide span 
of ages, with tools we have discovered were necessary 
in developing certain aspects of community. None 
of the games, rituals or activities, and no amount of 
strict adherence to playing and praying, will “create” 
community, any more than flour and eggs can create 
a cake. These ingredients are offered with the hope of 
making the group’s task easier as it struggles to be-
come community.

Tools for Gathering Families

The book is divided into four sections. The first sec-
tion offers icebreakers: games for learning names, 
games for getting to know one another better, games 
for learning to work and play together. These games 
have been used successfully with Scouts, PTA’s, youth 
ministry programs, 4-H, and various catechetical 
programs and retreats.

The second section is made up of simple ideas and 
suggestions for social and service activities. Many are 
germs of ideas meant to jumpstart a brainstorming 
process in your own parish on how you can provide 
opportunities for families to play with one another, 
and to reach out in service to their communities.

These activities are divided according to the sea-
sons of the year. I have begun with autumn in the 
simple acknowledgment of the fact that the lives of 
most families are governed by the school year, not 
the liturgical year, and parish plans need to be made 
accordingly.

Service activities are most successful when ev-
eryone is able to contribute and recognizes his or her 
contribution as valuable. Choose service activities 
that fit both your families and your community, and 
provide ways for everyone to participate. While ser-
vice activities invite us to stretch a little beyond our 
usual limits, do not enter into projects that make the 
majority of people uncomfortable. The aim of foster-
ing large group service activities is to enable families 
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7GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

to discover the joy and the fun involved in giving, 
especially in the company of others.

The third section of the book contains “family 
days” that are not really “days” but activities approxi-
mately two to three hours in length. In “family days,” 
an idea is worked out completely for the coordinator. 
The time and materials needed, the purpose of the 
activity, the appropriate season, directions for the 
experience and any prayer involved, are all clearly 
explained. These activities can be done as they are 
presented, combined with service and social ideas 
from the second section, or rounded out with prayer 
experiences from the final section.

The fourth section contains rituals, prayer ser-
vices, and tools for forming and celebrating Cove-
nants. It begins with a reflection on the use of symbol 
in the development of ritual prayer and directions for 
making and using specific symbols within a group.  
The remainder of the section is comprised of rituals, 
divided into four sets. Rituals in the first set celebrate 
general themes, seasons, and ideas, with directions 
for using a concrete symbol.  The second set of ritu-
als focuses on the more specific themes represented 
by the symbols described earlier and are cross-ref-
erenced with these symbols for easier use. The third 
set offers more extensive prayer services. The final 
set includes sessions and prayer experiences to help 
groups develop, commit to, and celebrate a Cove-
nant.  While many of the rituals were designed for 
beginning and closing meetings or classes, most can 
be expanded into prayer services that stand alone.

Leading Your Community

Parents are the primary educators of their chil-
dren. Nothing done in or “by” the parish is capable of 
influencing children as much as the faith life of their 
parents. It seems only reasonable then, as parishes, 
that we dedicate more effort to shaping that faith 
life and providing the opportunities when it can be 
shared. If we make those opportunities fun as well 
as meaningful, families will want to participate. In 
the end, we will not only be fostering a stronger faith 
community, we will be building stronger families.

Involve families who are not already in leader-
ship roles in planning your activities and events, 
and issue special invitations to the teens to assist. 
The more people involved in planning a process, the 
more successful it will be.

What we discovered in leading family catechesis 
was that the heart of the lesson is never the experi-
ence, the feedback, or the prayer; it is the community. 
If we neglected to develop that community, we were 
limited to a religious education program that teaches 
doctrine to families. To neglect to develop commu-
nity in any group that meets within our churches, 
from youth ministry programs to adult education, is 
to limit that group to accomplishing a task and to 
deprive it of a potential experience of church.
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Part 1

ICEBREAKERS
Every group that gathers brings with it its own fears and prejudices.  There is a tendency for new group members to 
enter with their guard up, seeing themselves as separate and different from the others, sitting in judgment, to some 
extent, on the personhood of others. Before anything of strong lasting value can take place, some of those walls need 
to be broken down.

This is the process of “icebreaking.” It is an excellent word because the image it conveys is exactly what we are trying 
to accomplish. Icebreakers chop through the hardened surface of built-in fears and frozen misconceptions. First they 
leave the chunks of ice free to bump up against one another, wear down some of the rougher edges, and even exchange 
places in the water.  Eventually, enough of the ice is broken into small enough chunks to allow the water to flow freely, 
carrying the remaining ice flows away in the flood.

The more resistant a group is to icebreakers, the more in need they are of the process.
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11GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

A Community Is Where  
Everyone Knows Your Name 

A community is where everyone knows your name. Being called by name empowers us. You are not “one of the 
Smith’s”; you are “Emily,” unique, different, special. Scripture tells us over and over again the importance of name. Isa-
iah says: “I have called you by name and you are mine” (Is. 43:1b). Calling someone by name implies a connectedness, 
a belonging to one another. Any group that hopes to become a community needs to pay careful attention to this fact 
and be willing to devote the time it takes to get to know everyone by name.

Of equal importance is naming the group.  A group that has no name will always be known by the leader’s name, as 
in “I belong to Kathy Chesto’s group.” Simply by making such a statement, the speaker places the responsibility and 
ownership for the group solely on the leader’s shoulders. By naming the group, and allowing everyone some voice in 
choosing the name, the responsibility is extended to the group as a whole. The name can be as simple as a number or 
Greek letter, or as complex as a scripture reference. I have been in parishes where all the groups in a renewal program 
were numbered, and I have heard community names as varied as “Voyagers,” “Fireworks,” “Beehive,” and “Happiness 
Is….” “I belong to the Beehive” carries in the very statement a sense of ownership missing when we name a group by 
the leader.

Naming a group involves the struggle to understand the meaning and purpose this community has for those within 
it. It is a symbolic act of assigning significance to a group that may not, as yet, have experienced its own significance.  
Owning the name usually proves to be a far longer process than simply designating it.

The task of learning members’ names is less complex but often more demanding. It requires attentiveness.  Creating an 
atmosphere where everyone is free to call each person by name also involves vulnerability and risk.

The following games are designed for learning—and remembering!—names. Some of them may seem silly, and adults 
may, at first, feel foolish playing them. They are a leveling force in any community, asking us to be willing to risk sur-
rendering a little of our self-assurance in order to be truly known by others. All of them can be played several times, 
and most are more enjoyable the second or third time through.

Don’t be afraid to spend several weeks learning names. Most people will be grateful to be reminded. Adults have a par-
ticularly difficult time with the names of children because our society allows them to be dismissed as lesser members 
of a family. Knowing everyone’s name will not make a group into a community, but not knowing names will certainly 
prevent a group from becoming one.
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12 GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Yarn Web
GROUP SIZE

10-40. The game is uninteresting with too small a 
group, and boring and cumbersome with too large 
a group.

GROUP AGE 

Intergenerational

MATERIALS 

 ▶ A large ball of yarn

PURPOSE 

Learning names

DIRECTIONS

The leader begins holding a large ball of yarn. The 
leader says her name and something she particularly 
likes that begins with the same sound. For example, 
“My name is Kathy and I like cookies.” It is important 
to use the same sound rather than the same letter, 
since younger children in the group will not know 
how to spell.

As the leader speaks, she grasps the end of the 
yarn and throws the ball to someone else in the 
group. The second person grabs the yarn, pulling it 
taut with the leader, gives his name and something 
he likes that begins with the same sound, and tosses 
the yarn ball to someone else.

The game continues until everyone has been 
thrown the ball and is holding a piece of the yarn. (It 
is necessary to remind people frequently before they 
throw the ball, to hold on to the yarn.) The yarn will 
form a web across the center of the group.

The leader should then tug on the yarn, demon-
strating that everyone can feel the pull. In a commu-
nity, what affects one of us affects all of us. The web is 
distorted if any member drops an end, but the com-
munity can still support it.

If there is extra time, the community can try to 
unweave the web by having the last person throw 
the yarn ball back to the person from whom it was 
caught, naming the person and what she likes. This 
is far more difficult than it sounds: the yarn can get 
badly tangled if the ball drops, but it can be fun!

When the group knows names a little better, the 
game can be repeated, having the person who throws 
the ball name the person to whom it is thrown.
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13GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

What’s My NUmber?
GROUP SIZE 

10 or more. (The larger the group, the longer the 
game can go on.)

GROUP AGE

This can be done with anyone old enough to write, or 
with intergenerational groups having younger mem-
bers by pairing those children with an adult.

MATERIALS

 ▶ Slips of paper, each containing a different number, 
enough for each person in the group to have one

 ▶ Common pins

 ▶ Paper and pencils 

PURPOSE

Learning names

DIRECTIONS

As each person enters the meeting, the leader and 
one or two helpers pin a number on the person’s 
back. Each person also receives a pencil and paper. 
Ask people to sit immediately, so they are not reveal-
ing their numbers before they know how to play the 
game.

The idea of the game is to find out everyone’s 
number while not revealing your own. When a par-
ticipant sees a person’s number, he writes the person’s 
name and number on the slip of paper. If the partici-
pant is not old enough to write, she can work in part-
nership with an adult, as long as she is old enough to 
recognize numerals.  Children are actually very good 
at sneaking behind people and discovering numbers. 
However, it is not fair to carry a child piggyback with 
the intent of hiding the bearer’s number.

Once the rules have been explained, ask every-
one to stand up and “mill about,” trying to keep their 
numbers secret. They are allowed to pair up with 
someone, if they choose to do so. Allow about 10 
minutes for the game. Participants must ask mem-
bers’ names if they don’t know them. The person who 
has the most correct names and numbers on her list 
wins.

Don’t be surprised if the less-competitive in the 
group make no effort to win, or focus on helping 
a child. The idea is to have fun and learn people’s 
names. Any way that works for the group is fine.

Teens are particularly fond of this game and will 
play longer and more intensely than a group of mixed 
ages. They will have fun with it long after they know 
everyone’s name.
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14 GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Noah’s Ark
GROUP SIZE 

10-50. You are actually only limited by the number 
of animals you can name. You can play the game in 
groups, instead of pairs, if you run out of animals.

GROUP AGE 

Intergenerational

MATERIALS

 ▶ One index card for each person in the group, the 
name of an animal on each card. Every animal 
must appear on two cards if you are playing in 
pairs, or on several cards if you have over 50 peo-
ple and you are playing in large groups.

PURPOSE 

Having fun, learning names

DIRECTIONS  
(PLAYING IN PAIRS)

As each person comes in, give her a card with an an-
imal name on it and ask her to keep it a secret.  Make 
SURE that you have two of each animal. If you have 
an odd number of people in your group, the lead-
er should balance it off by playing or not playing, as 
needed. Try to make sure that people in the same 
family do not get the same animal.  It is also possible 
to hand the names out just before you begin to play. 
Designate an area of the room as Noah’s Ark.

Instruct everyone to make a noise or a motion, 
or both, to indicate the animal each has. All must get 
up and move around the room doing this until they 
find their partner animals. Once they find their part-
ners, they go and stand in Noah’s Ark and continue 
to make the noise or motion. When everyone is in 
the ark, talk briefly about how cramped and smelly 
it must have gotten after 40 days. Everyone was anx-
ious to get off.

To leave the ark, members must be able to intro-
duce each other to the group. They leave together 
and go sit down.

FOR GROUP PLAYING

In large groups, give several people the names of the 
same animal. They must begin to make noise. As 
they find their like animals, they continue to move 
through the group, collecting all the dogs, cats, pigs, 
or whatever. When they are certain that all have been 
found, they move to the side of the room and con-
tinue to make their noise. The object is to finish first 
and have fun, making enough noise to confuse the 
others.

This variation works best in a large parish hall.SA
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PART 2

Social & Service Ideas
The ideas expressed in this part of the book are simply meant to jump-start your own brainstorming ideas for social 
and service activities for families. They are tentatively placed according to season, but many would work at different 
times of the year, particularly in different climates. These are an aid to your ingenuity, not a replacement for it.
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44 GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Autumn Social Activities
APPLE PICKING

If you live in the northern regions, fall is a won-
derful time for picking apples as a group. Families 
can pick apples for themselves, for a charity or soup 
kitchen, or make pies for a bake sale to raise money 
for a charitable endeavor. Most children appreciate 
the opportunity. Many orchards offer hayrides along 
with apple picking.

If your church has a large hall or gathering space, 
come together after picking apples to play games like 
dunking for apples or trying to get a bite out of an ap-
ple dangled on a string. While one group is playing, 
another can be making apple crunch or apple pie to 
be served with cider.

LEAF WAXING

This is another activity that is limited to those areas 
that actually experience autumn with changing fo-
liage. Arrange a fall picnic for the families. We have 
found it is easiest to organize by using the potluck 
format. Plan the picnic for a wooded park, and have 
the families take a walk before the meal and search 
for beautiful leaves. Ask everyone to choose a favor-
ite leaf, one that represents him or her in some way. 
They are to bring these leaves back and explain to 
other family members why they were chosen.

Wax the leaves by melting household wax in large 
cans placed on grills. Dip the leaves in the wax, and 
place them on waxed paper to dry. Leaves waxed in 
this way will last about a month and serve as a happy 
reminder of an enjoyable autumn day.

HALLOWEEN

Trunk-or-treating: At Mount Saint Virgin School 
in New Jersey, families celebrate trunk-or-treating. 
Families decorate the trunks of their cars or pickup 
trucks for Halloween and park in the school parking 
lot. Some go to great lengths to simulate graveyards 
and haunted houses in trucks and vans. Children 
come in costume and trick or treat from car to car, 
then join in a party in the school gym. Many parents 
come in costume as well, and it is a great opportunity 
for families to play with one another as well as with 
the other members of their community.

Pumpkin Carving: Gather families together for a 
pumpkin carving contest. Each family brings their 
own pumpkin, candle, and cutting utensils. The par-
ish supplies covered areas for the task of carving, 
choosing the winners, and refreshments.

Prizes can be offered for the scariest, the funni-
est, the overall best, the most original. Prizes should 
be something that can be shared by the whole family, 
such as certificates for pizza.

Haunted Houses: Children love making haunted 
houses as much as they like going through them. 
Invite families who are interested to come to set it 
up and the rest of the parish to visit. Tapes are avail-
able with scary haunted house sounds, fake cobwebs 
can be bought in stores, and rubber bugs and gushy 
noodles can be scary in the dark. Children will have 
lots of creative ideas. The objective is not to create a 
spectacular haunted house, but to have fun doing it.
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45GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

THANKSGIVING DINNER

If you do not have family with whom to share your 
dinner, plan dinner some place where several fam-
ilies in a similar situation can share the meal. This 
could be a church hall, if you have one large enough 
and comfortable enough.

THANKSGIVING LEFTOVERS

Plan a potluck supper for the Thanksgiving weekend. 
The only stipulation is that everyone must bring left-
overs.
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46 GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Autumn Service Activities
BACK TO SCHOOL CLOTHING 
DRIVE

Fall is the perfect time for a clothing drive. Most fam-
ilies are sorting through school clothes for the year 
to discover what is needed and what has been out-
grown. Have children launder and fold clothes to be 
donated as their part of the gift. Set up tables marked 
with different clothing sizes in a gathering space at 
the church. Once all the families have found the ap-
propriate spots for their clothes, the clothes can be 
boxed and transported. Clothes carefully prepared 
are far more usable to the St. Vincent de Paul Society 
or Goodwill, and children learn the value of sharing 
them as a gift, rather than discarding them in a heap.

Once everything is ready for shipment, celebrate 
with a snack.

WELCOME THE STRANGER

The beginning of the school year is particularly dif-
ficult for new children in a school. Ask everyone in 
your program to make a special effort to welcome 
someone new, inviting that person to join at least one 
activity with their established group of friends. This 
is a far more difficult task for the teen and preteen 
than it may appear to parents or to younger siblings, 
but this is a critical time for teaching them to reach 
out to others.

YARD WORK

If there are elders in your community who need help 
raking leaves, putting up storm windows, and gen-
erally preparing for winter, set aside a day to do the 
work and organize work teams of families to get it 
done.

SHARE THE BOUNTY

Judith Dunlap of Dayton, Ohio, initiated this Hal-
loween activity. On the Sunday before Halloween, 
she invited parishioners to submit the names and ad-
dresses of children away at college. The children in 
the parish were invited to bring some of their candy 
to the church hall on the Saturday following Hallow-
een. Together, they packaged the candy and wrote 
notes to all the college students. The college students 
appreciate being remembered, and it helps to keep 
them connected with the parish.

Saint Catherine of Siena Parish in Menden, New 
York, takes it a step further and bakes cookies several 
times a year to send to its college students. This could 
be done by gathering together to do the baking and 
the shipping, or having the baking donated and the 
families gathered to do the packing and shipping.

JUNK IN A TRUNK

Raise money for a family in need or a charity in the 
community by having a yard sale out of car trunks. 
Everyone labels and brings their own items for sale 
in the trunks of their cars. In the church parking lot, 
or other large gathering space, the cars are parked 
and trunks are opened. Each family is responsible 
for selling their own junk and taking home anything 
that isn’t sold. All proceeds are donated. Advertise 
the event well in local papers and church bulletins 
of neighboring parishes, letting everyone know what 
the money is for.
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47GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

CAKE-LESS CAKE SALE

This is another way of raising money for an imme-
diate need or a local charity. This is a fundraiser for 
busy people. Invite your families to make their own 
cakes, decide how much they are worth, send in the 
money, and eat the cake. The recipes can also be do-
nated and then sold for a dollar.

COMMUNITY FUNDRAISERS

Invite your families to participate as a group in one 
of the many community walkathons and bikeathons 
that are sponsored in the fall and the spring. Choose 
causes that have particular appeal to your group 
of families: research for a disease someone in your 
group has, such as the MS walkathon, Easter Seals 
walk if you have someone with birth defects, etc.

THANKSGIVING DINNER

Celebrate Thanksgiving by serving in a soup kitchen.

FOOD BASKETS

Many agencies prepare food baskets and ask for 
donations of nonperishable foods. It is much more 
fun for children to see what actually happens in that 
preparation. Find out what your local agencies put in 
their food baskets. Collect the food, and on the week-
end before Thanksgiving, gather as a large group and 
make up the baskets yourselves. Donate them fully 
assembled. You may even consider a fundraiser to 
provide turkeys for the baskets.
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PART 3

Family Day Events
These events are designed for gathering groups of families together for an activity that ts both fun and educational. 
They all have a spiritual component. They can be used individually as family days in the parish, or grouped together 
for family retreats. Prayer services from the fourth section of this book can easily be added to any of the experiences, 
to give them a stronger spiritual focus and an element of ritual.
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Sacrament Scavenger Hunt
OVERVIEW

This lesson can be used quite successfully for sacra-
mental preparation programs, particularly Eucharist 
and Confirmation, as a whole family experience to 
close a year on the study of sacraments, or as part of 
a family retreat that takes place in a church setting.

The entire experience will take approximately 
two hours, depending on the ages of the children in-
volved.

MATERIALS

 ▶ Colored index cards, one for each family, different 
colors for each group or team

 ▶ Seven large (e.g., 8.5" x 11") cards for each team

REMOTE PREPARATION

1. You will be dividing into intergenerational 
groups for this experience. If you are doing this 
with families not already in some type of group, 
have as many different colored index cards as 
you plan to have teams (five to six families is a 
good sized group). Hand a colored index card to 
each family as they enter. The color will signify 
their group.

2. Each team will need one large card (8.5" x 11") 
for each sacrament. At the top of the card, put the 
name of the sacrament. Make three columns. At 
the top of the first column, put “symbol”; at the 
top of the second, put “found”; at the top of the 
third, put “reason.” Make sure you have seven 
large cards for each team.

3. Walk around the church and look for all the sym-
bols you can find for each of the sacraments. It 
would be helpful to leave some in strange places, 
such as a stole in one of the pews, etc. Leave out 
a ciborium and altar bread in the sacristy, a stole 
in the reconciliation room, etc. Make your own 
list of symbols that you find in the church.

4. Have pencils for each group. If your groups are 
large, it may be helpful to have more than one 
scavenger card per sacrament for each team.

SA
M

PLE
 - 

D
O

 N
O

T 
R

EPR
O

D
U

C
E



77GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

EXPERIENCE

1. Welcome the families in the main body of the 
church. Begin with a song about symbols and 
sacraments, such as “Anthem.”

2. Ask the group to search through their persons, 
pockets, and pocketbooks and see if they can 
find anything that might be considered a “sym-
bol.” Families that have been focusing on sac-
raments will be quick to point out things that 
might be conceived as symbols, even though 
they may not be seen that way originally. If the 
group has difficulty getting started, offer some 
ideas, e.g., wedding ring—symbol of love, car 
keys—symbol of freedom, pictures—symbol of 
family, jewelry gifts—symbol of love or friend-
ship, driver’s license—symbol of maturity.

3. “We belong to a Church that prays in symbols 
and symbolic actions. What are the symbolic 
actions we have been studying this year?”

4. “Our rituals are supplemented by many dif-
ferent symbols. Today, we are going to have a 
scavenger hunt for symbols.”

5. Give each group a card for each sacrament. (All 
groups will have seven cards.) The groups can 
divide up the work in any way they wish. The 
object of the hunt is to find as many symbols for 
each sacrament as they can. They must name the 
symbol, where they found it, and if it is an “odd” 
symbol that may not be accepted by the group, 
give their reasons for choosing it. (For example, 
a group may choose the door as a symbol of bap-
tism, because it is an entrance.)

6. Allow at least forty-five minutes, longer if the 
families are young. Ring a bell to signify that 
time is up.

7. Ask the first group to tell the symbols they found 
for baptism. The other groups should check any 
of the symbols they have. When the first ones 
are finished, ask the rest of the groups for any 
symbols that were missed. If a group disagrees 
strongly with the choice of a particular object as 
a symbol for that sacrament, the finding team 
must explain their choice. If the group still dis-
agrees, that symbol is discounted. When all the 
symbols are accounted for, see which team has 
discovered the most. They get one point.

8. Ask the next team to share the symbols they 
found for confirmation. Continue until all the 
symbols have been shared and there is a winner 
for each sacrament.

9. If the groups have missed some obvious sym-
bols (safe on the wall where the oils are kept, the 
community being themselves, sanctuary lamp, 
stations of the cross), review them.

10. If some of the groups choose some very unusual 
symbols, go back over those. Explaining choic-
es of symbols will reveal a great deal about how 
people think about sacraments.

11. Close with refreshments.

SA
M

PLE
 - 

D
O

 N
O

T 
R

EPR
O

D
U

C
E



PART 4

RITUALS & Prayer services
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102 GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Symbol Examples
OVERVIEW

Good symbols need to be more than clever ideas. 
The symbols that have the best chance of enduring 
are those rooted in some of our ancient symbols, 
such as water, rainbows, wind. These symbols have 
maintained for centuries a meaning beyond their 
simple, concrete definitions. They possess the power 
to become the focal point of a group and a means 
by which the group can interpret its own actions. In 
struggling to find symbols for your group, keep in 
mind how the group understands itself, what ancient 
symbols are common to their understanding and 
their culture, the group’s vision itself and how the 
symbol will relate to that vision.

SYMBOLS

The following symbols have been adapted and used 
in youth groups, intergenerational groups, and fam-
ily faith formation groups with varying degrees of 
success. They are offered here not to be reproduced, 
but to jumpstart your own symbolic thinking and 
provide vehicles for the ritual actions that will be dis-
cussed later. In creating your symbol, make it beauti-
ful und durable and deserving of respect.

Rainbow

A rainbow can be made with an arc for each family. 
A center semi-circle allows for an eighth household, 
or a piece to represent the Church, the base on which 
we rest. Rainbows are a sign of covenant and hope.
(Ritual: page 126)

 

Concentric Circles

Concentric circles can be carved out of wood or cut 
out of heavy cardboard and given to families to dec-
orate. The circle is a sign of eternity, of connection, 
of equality, of reality that never ends. (Ritual: page 
129)
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113GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Beginning of the School Year 
PREPARATION

Have each person bring a symbol of school opening. 
Make a small centerpiece of books, pencils, calcula-
tor and candle, with space for group members to add 
their own symbols and to assemble the group symbol. 
Parents may want to bring symbols of making lunch-
es or carpooling; singles may be taking a course, or 
bring a symbol of driving more carefully or leaving 
earlier to allow for school buses.

RITUAL

Opening Song: Since it is likely that this will be your 
first meeting of the year, simply choose an upbeat, 
gathering song.

 Reader 1:  “Now, Lord, give me wisdom and 
knowledge.” (2 Chr. 1:12)

 Reader 2:  Learning, 
 for some of us, so easy, 
 so filled with rewards,

  For others, so difficult, 
 so filled with frustration.

  Help us, God, to be patient 
 with our own limits 
 and with the limits of others,

  To give one another 
 the space and time 
 each needs to grow.

(The leader explains that he will call each family for-
ward with a prayer for them, and they can add their 
school symbol to the centerpiece. As they come for-
ward, they may voice any specific prayers they have, 
and the group will respond, Lord, hear our prayer.)

 Leader:  May the N......... family/household  
have a peace-filled  
and productive school year.

(The household named comes forward, adds their 
school symbol to the centerpiece and places their 
piece of the group symbol. Encourage families to word 
their petitions as prayers, e.g., “For our Aunt Lucy, 
we pray to the Lord”; not “I want to pray for...”)

 Leader:  Lord, our God,

  You are the source of all knowledge

  Keep us focused in our studies.

  Help us to understand  
 that all study is a prayer 
 and part of the way 
 we seek you.

  We ask this in the name of Jesus.

 All:  Amen.

CLOSING

 Leader:  (Invite each family to come forward as 
their names are called and take back 
their school symbol and their piece of 
the group symbol.) 

 Leader:  God, Source of all wisdom, 
bless the N...... family/household. 

  Help them to study with diligence  
and work with patience  
during the upcoming school year.

Closing Song

Opening song or song appropriate to the lesson.SA
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114 GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Waiting (Advent) 
PREPARATION

There is no “at home” preparation for this ritual, 
but the leader can help the group prepare by asking 
them to quiet down and think about what it feels like 
to wait. Think of one word to describe that feeling. 
During the prayer, the leader is going to say “Waiting 
feels like...” and each person will be free to speak her 
word aloud. Parents could help little ones think of a 
word that describes the feeling of waiting

RITUAL 

Opening Song: Choose a gentle Advent song, like 
“Patience, People,” from the St. Louis Jesuits’ Calm 
Is the Night album. Invite the group to listen to it.

 Reader 1:  “More than the watchman waits for 
the dawn, my soul waits for the Lord.” 
(Psalm 130:6) 

 Reader 2:  All of us wait.

  Each day brings its own dose 
 of waiting.

  We wait 
 in dentists’ offices, 
 at sports practices, 
 at school.

  We wait for supper to be ready,  
 for the paper to be given back, 
 for the refund, 
 for the letter from a friend.

  We wait 
 to be big enough  
  to ride the roller coaster, 
 old enough to stay up late, 
 secure enough to be on our own.

  Our waiting feels like.... (give people a 
chance to voice their feeling).

  Advent calls us to celebrate waiting.

  Each time we wait, 
 help us to remember 
 how the world waited for a Savior.

  Help us to remember 
 we are always waiting  
 for Your return.

  Help us to find and recognize You  
 in each other

  As we wait.

  We are an Advent people.

Family/Household:
  Lord, the N....... family is waiting for 

you. (As each family speaks this phrase, 
they come forward and place their piece 
of the symbol.) 

 All:  Come, Lord Jesus.

 Song:  “Come, Lord Jesus” by Carey Landry, or 
other gentle Advent song.

Possible Readings

Habakkuk 2:2-3, Psalm 33:20-22, Psalm 130:5-6 
Luke 2:26-38
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124 GATHER US IN: TOOLS FOR FORMING FAMILIES

Wind
PREPARATION

This ritual was designed to be used by a group that 
has chosen to use the kite or wind chimes as its sym-
bol. It can be used effectively in other groups by pre-
paring people in advance. Each household (individ-
ual) makes a ribbon to be tied on the tail of the kite 
with their name and the gifts (done in pictures or 
words) which they feel they bring to the community. 
The leader needs to provide a kite, with a long tail for 
attaching the ribbon ties. Or the leader can provide a 
basic ring, and each household can be given a string 
of chimes (see page 104) with a chime decorated for 
each person. (This prayer service can also provide an 
opening ritual for those who use a ship and sails for 
their symbol, page 104.)

RITUAL 

Opening Song: A song of the Spirit that speaks of 
the Spirit as wind or breath. “Wind Beneath My 
Wings” by Bette Midler is very appropriate, if you 
have access to it.

 Reader 1:  “Yahweh drove back the sea with a 
strong wind, and made the dry land 
appear.” (Exodus 14:22)

 Reader 2:  Wind, 
sometimes howling  
across the earth,  
shaking the very mountains  
with its power, 

Sometimes moving gently,  
caressing the treetops,  
ruffling the waters 
as it whispers by.

We lift sails, 
erect windmills, 

hang wind chimes 
in calculated attempts 
to tap into 
its awesome power.

But we cannot harness the wind,  
we cannot capture or contain it.

Like the Spirit, 
it blows where it will.

(Invite each family to come forward to add their tie 
to the Kite or their chimes to the wind chime ring.)

Family:  Spirit-God, touch the N..... family and 
keep us attentive to Your touch and to 
one another. We pray especially for...

All:  Hear us, O God.

 Leader:  Spirit-God, You blow where You will, 
giving power to our movement and 
music to our lives. 

Open us up to be always aware of Your 
presence and willing and able to re-
spond. We ask this in the name of Jesus.

All:  Amen.

CLOSING

(Leader calls each family or household forward, pre-
senting them with their portion of the symbol.)

Leader:  May the Spirit of God be present in the 
N.... family, as a powerful wind filling 
you with strength, a gentle breath,  
filling you with life.

All:  Amen.

Possible Readings

John 3:7-8, 1 Kings 18:45, Acts 2:1-4
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