LifeWeaving: An Overview

	Growing up is a difficult task that few people ever seem to master.  One of the most difficult aspects of this struggle is that everyone, at some point, needs to learn to think beyond themselves.  It is hard for even adults to understand that there is a world beyond their own needs and desires, and much more so for teens.  As teenagers work to learn who they are, and who they might become, they often depend on the lessons learned from their peers.  Because of this, adolescence is a great time to help people learn to work together to achieve a common goal, and to understand themselves as members of a community, rather than as isolated individuals.  It is a lesson that will greatly help them as they move into adulthood.
	This retreat is designed to help youth learn to be a part of a community through the use of a series of “weaving” themes.  The image that the retreat is built on is that of a tapestry, consisting of images representing personal identities, group roles, and individual and corporate experiences of God.  The tapestry shows both individuality and community, and is strongly woven in an understanding of the God who brings us all together.  In looking at this model it is important to note that there is never one “right” way to build community, and there is no one definition of what “community” is.  The tapestry that is made at this retreat is merely a snapshot of the people and group that is present at the time it is created.  The reality of the group and its members constantly shifts and is constantly in need of evaluation.
	Because this retreat deals with so many heavy group dynamics, it naturally lends itself to being a shared experience of more than one group.  Just as individuals learn about themselves through observing others, so too can groups learn by observing other groups.  It can also be very instructive to be a part of a group that is not your “natural” one and observe its dynamics.
	The outline of the sessions roughly parallel the process of weaving.  After an awareness activity to introduce the subject (involving an “interlocking” theme), they run, generally, as follows:

I. Evaluating materials (Looking into personal identity as viewed by a group.)

II. Making a design template (Looking at how individuals work in groups.)

III.  Laying out a framework.  (Exploring how God appears in our lives.)

IV.  Weaving a tapestry.  (Finding ways and committing to bring people together.)

V. Displaying our product.  (A worship experience that pulls the tapestry together.)

	In addition to the general sessions, there is an on-going component of small-team work (“decorative touches) that is done by the participants between sessions, and recreational activities/free time that allows for unstructured interaction and the venting of pressure built up by the sessions.  This group work should be done in prearranged teams of 4 to 6 in order to guarantee maximum individual interaction and participation, and is critical to the support of the work done in the sessions. The most important aspect of this is that these sessions focus on close Bible study and the creation of the various “threads” of the actual tapestry that is made in the final session.  It is highly recommended that the small groups remain the same, while the leaders rotate. Moreover, it is essential that the leaders collect their small groups' "threads" to hold between sessions. It is very difficult to successfully hold session 4 without the "threads," and youth are highly unlikely to keep track of their individual threads throughout the retreat. 
	It is important to note that the leaders of the sessions are just as involved with what is going on as the participants.  For the purposes of this retreat, they should consider themselves participants, but they also need to be careful to avoid dominating the discussions and small-group sessions.  There are, also some basic rules that everyone needs to follow in order to assure the effectiveness of the retreat, and these rules need to spelled out to everyone in advance:

1.  Put-downs and other demeaning language are unacceptable for the duration of the retreat, unless called for in one of the sessions or in group work.

2.  Everyone should be as honest in expressing themselves as they can comfortably be.  This means that everyone can say what they feel, but should allow others to do the same no matter how uncomfortable they are with it.

3.  Outside influences need to be controlled as much as possible!  Whatever is discussed during the sessions should have to do with the retreat only.

4.  Because of the critical nature of the session material, as well as possible difficulties involved in the lack of investment by the participants, the leaders need to be unusually diligent in maintaining order through whatever means necessary.

5.  A restatement: the leaders are co-participants in this retreat.   They are just as subject to censure as the other participants, and are expected to abide by the same rules.


Please note that there is no session five.  It is highly recommended that you conclude this retreat with a worship session that fits your group.  As a part of that worship, you might want to focus on the scriptures that were studied in small groups and incorporate some gesture or activity that features the group working together in unison in some way.

