
Seeking Understanding 

A guided conversation with young people in the church about race in America  

 

Lift Every Voice is a three-year ministry of the Episcopal Diocese of North Carolina for young people ages 

15-22. Each summer, young people will spend a week learning about issues such as difference, race, 

injustice, nonviolence and Christian practice while also learning leadership skills that will empower them 

to be positive leaders in their own schools, churches and communities.   

 

Many parents, youth group leaders and clergy are aware that our young people are growing up in a world 

where misunderstandings about race and culture can lead to violence and injustice. We read the stories 

of Eric Garner, Michael Brown and Tamir Rice. We know about the nationwide protest movement and 

marches. Still, many adults wonder how to talk to today’s young people about such emotional, 

complicated and touchy subjects.   

 

With Lift Every Voice, our hope is to provide young people with skills, tools and understanding to engage 

the world around them as disciples of Jesus Christ.  

 

Information about how to participate in Live Every Voice 2015 is available at 

http://lifteveryvoice.dionc.org/index.html. 

 

Below is an activity through which adult leaders may host a conversation with young people about race 

and violence in America today. The exercise may be used by parents around the dinner table with their 

own children or by a youth group in a church setting.   

 

 

Program 1: Teens Reflect on impact of Ferguson unrest 

 

PBS NewHour’s interviewed nine young people from around the country, exploring how the shooting of 

Michael Brown and the violent aftermath affected teens’ views of justice and race in America. Student 

reporters found responses ranging from frustration and confusion to a sense of promise for the future. 

 

Begin your time together in prayer.  

 

Remind the group that this is a safe place to be open and honest, that everyone’s opinions matter and 

that we are to listen to each other, striving to grow in our understanding of differences of opinions and 

respecting the thoughts of others. (You should monitor the interaction of the groups during this time to 

ensure all voices are heard and respected.) 

 

The focus of this conversation is to give the young people a safe space to talk about their views and ideas 

about their world, school, church and community. As the adult host of the conversation, resist the urge to 

“explain” the facts or contribute your own views (young people are used to deferring to adults, so we 

adults must deliberately step back and let them have the floor). Listen to what the young people are 

thinking and feeling. If questions about facts emerge, encourage the young people to investigate the facts 

on their own rather than telling them what you understand the facts to be.   

 

Watch the video with your youth. 

 

http://www.dionc.org/Youth/lift-every-voice-youthyoung-adult-focus-on-truth-r
http://lifteveryvoice.dionc.org/index.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DlwK9dcp394
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DlwK9dcp394


Break the youth into small groups; give each group a copy of PBS NewsHour Teens Reflect on Race, 

Summary and Photos, which has a photo of the nine youth and a summary of what they said. Ask them to 

discuss the following questions: 

 

1. How did you feel while listening to these young people talk about the shooting of Michael Brown? 

 

2. Do these events connect to your own experience in your school, neighborhood or community?  

Do the people on the video sound like people you know? 

 

3. Have you ever felt misunderstood by someone in authority? Describe the situation to the group. Is 

there something you could do to help the person in authority understand who you really are or 

understand what you really meant? 

 

4. Some people have concluded that the young people involved in these situations were being 

misunderstood or treated unfairly. Others have felt that the police officers have been 

misunderstood or treated unfairly. Have you ever witnessed someone being treated unfairly? 

What were you feeling when that happened? As you look back on the situation what have you 

learned? Is there anything you would do differently if you saw something like that happen again? 

 

As the group comes back together, invite them to share any thoughts from their small groups. 

 

 

Program 2:  Jesus said, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.”  Sometimes imagining 

other people’s experiences, seeing things from their point of view can bring insight and understanding.  In 

this activity individuals are invited to imagine what it would feel like to be various people in the situation.   

 

Arrange four seats up front in a panel discussion style with the rest of the group gathered around.  

 

Ask the young people to rank the four roles listed below from “most like me” to “least like me” and invite 

them to play one of the three roles “least like” themselves.  Encourage people to volunteer to play a role 

of someone they are struggling to understand. (If possible, have youth play roles of a race different from 

their own.)  

 

Role 1: African American male teen living in Ferguson who participated in the protest after the grand jury 

decision. 

 

Role 2: Chad Gustafson (from the video) 

 

Role 3: African American female police officer from an inner-city community 

 

Role 4: White male police officer from New York City. 

 

Play the role of a talk show host. Remind the audience to observe the interactions of the four panelists 

without interrupting their dialogue. Proceed to ask the following questions: 

 

1. Is there racial inequality in America?  (Director this to one of the Role 1 and ask Chad to 

respond.) 

 

http://s3.amazonaws.com/dfc_attachments/public/documents/3200925/PBS_NewsHour_Teens_Reflect_on_impact_of_Ferguson_unrest.pdf
http://s3.amazonaws.com/dfc_attachments/public/documents/3200925/PBS_NewsHour_Teens_Reflect_on_impact_of_Ferguson_unrest.pdf


2. Do you feel police profile young black males?  (Director this question to Role 3, then redirect to 

Role 4) 

 

3. How do you think we as a nation can address some of these racial concerns?  (Open to any of 

the characters.) 

 

Bring the group back together and ask how that experience was for each of the four actors. Ask the group 

if any of them feels they have learned something through these activities. If yes, what? 

 

 

Program 3:  Bible Study 

 

1. Ask the group.  Have you ever been “profiled”?  Have you ever met someone who made 

assumptions about who you are or what you think because of how you dress or how you look?  

Have a small group conversation and share your stories. 

 

2. Have you ever “profiled” someone else? Have you ever made assumptions about a person based 

on how they look or how they are dressed? 

 

3. Read Jesus’ teaching (Luke 6:42) and/or the story of Jesus’ encounter with the Parable of the 

Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). If you’ve got two groups, have one group read each one. Who 

is being “profiled” in the story? What is the message Jesus is trying to convey either by telling the 

story (Good Samaritan) or by speaking directly to the disciples (remember, we are disciples)? 

 

4. Have a group conversation: How can I follow Jesus in my school, church or neighborhood in 

“profiling” type situations? What can you do when you experience being “profiled”?  What can you 

do when you catch yourself “profiling” others? What can you do when you see someone being 

“profiled”?   

 

 

Other resources for talking with youth about race: 

 

Teaching About Ferguson: Race and Racism in the United States 

The deaths of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Eric Garner in New York City and Tamir Rice in Cleveland—

along with the grand jury decisions in the earlier two cases—have caused waves of nationwide protest 

and appeals for stronger protections against police brutality. These events have also caused educators to 

seek resources on how to address these subjects in the classroom. These Teaching Tolerance resources 

can help spur much-needed discussion around implicit bias and systemic racism, but they can also 

empower your students to enact the changes that will create a more just society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.tolerance.org/teaching-about-ferguson


 


