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SESSIoN 3

GEttING to 
‘tHE GooD LIFE’  

 KEY VErSE
“For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and 
for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” (Mark 8:35)

 FAItH StorY
Mark 8:31-37

 FAItH FoCUS
After rebuking Peter for tempting him to save his life rather than fulfill his mission, Jesus said 
in no uncertain terms that following him meant self-denial. He clued the disciples in to a baf-
fling paradox: It is in losing one’s life for the sake of Jesus and the good news that real life is 
truly found.

 SESSIoN GoAL
Help youth understand that the truly “good life,” life with meaning, purpose, and fulfillment, is 
not found in self-promotion but in self-denial for the sake of Jesus and God’s reign.

 tEACHING PLAN

1. FoCUS  6-8 MINuTES

 option A: Ask everyone to close their eyes, relax, and visualize the following:

Walking along a road one day, you see a crumpled beer can and pick it up to recycle the aluminum.
Rubbing off the dirt, you’re puzzled to see that it’s called “Big Genie Beer,” a brand you’ve never heard of.
Suddenly, a column of smoke rises out of the can and turns into what appears to be...a big genie!
Thanking you for releasing her after years in the can, the genie says she will grant you one wish. 

When you ask about the other two, she explains that the “United Genie Union” now allows only one 
wish because so many genies were suffering from GPC (Genie Physical Collapse) after trying to 
grant three.

Wavering between being ruler of the universe and passing your next math test, you finally wish for the 
genie to give you “the good life.”

The genie agrees but says she’s not sure what “the good life” is.

Now distribute pencils/pens and paper to everyone. Tell them their assignment is to describe “the good 
life” for the genie by listing five of its most basic ingredients. Then go on to Option A under Connect.

 Materials 
needed and 
advance 
preparation

• Pencils/pens

• Writing paper

• Chalkboard/chalk or 
newsprint/marker

• Bibles

• Copies of the first 
handout sheet for 
Session 3 (Explore)

• Small slips of paper 
(Option B in Apply)

• “The Good Life Fast” 
pledge forms and 
envelopes (Option A in 
Respond)

®



18 Generation Why | Clueless and Called

 option B: Ask youth to place themselves on a “human continuum.” Designate one end of the 
room as “Strongly Disagree” and the other end “Strongly Agree.” Then have them move on the continu-
um to show their response to each of the answers provided. Ask:

Which of the following represents “the good life” in our society today?

1. Driving the best ride

2. Intentionally living on less to give more away

3. Making a lot of money

4. Having a great vegetable garden

5. Wearing the latest fashions

6. Being sexually active

7. Having the hottest electronics

8. Serving in the armed forces

9. Volunteering in a soup kitchen or shelter for the homeless

10. Going to church regularly

Now continue with Option B under Connect.

2. CoNNECt 7-9 minutes

 option A: Ask each person to name two or three of the five ingredients on their list and write 
them under the heading INGREDIENTS OF THE GOOD LIFE on a chalkboard or piece of newsprint. Now 
ask:

• What do these ingredients say about how you define “the good life”?

• Are these the same ingredients that our society would include in “the good life”?

• According to society, what must one have or do to attain “the good life”?

• Have you experienced “the good life” most when serving yourself or serving others? Why?

 option B: Now ask:

• What do your responses say about how society defines “the good life”?

• Are these the same things you believe represent “the good life”?

• According to society, what must one have or do to attain the “good life”?

• Which of the behaviors didn’t seem to fit in to society’s definition of “the good life”? Why?

• Have you experienced “the good life” most when serving yourself or serving others? Why?

3. EXPLorE tHE BIBLE 10 minutes
Shift to this activity by saying: If it’s not so easy to define “the good life,” there may be good reason for 
it. Let’s turn to the Gospel of Mark and see what Jesus has to say about “the good life” and how we get to 
it.

Invite everyone to turn to Mark 8:31-38 in their Bibles. Ask for two volunteers to read, having one be 
the narrator and the other be the voice of Jesus.

Now read aloud “The Tale of Telemachus” on the first handout sheet. Invite everyone to listen care-
fully for connections between the tale of Telemachus and the teaching of Jesus in the Bible passage 
just read.

After reading it out loud, lead a discussion with the following questions:

• Jesus said, “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross 
and follow me” (Mark 8:34). How did Telemachus “take up his cross” and follow Jesus at first? Later?

 
Today, many 
youth are 
seeing that 
consumerism 
has its limits 
and are asking 
if there’s more 
to life. The 
invitation of 
Jesus to deny 
oneself may at 
first put off those 
so accustomed 
to putting things 
on. But they’ll 
appreciate his 
straightforward 
style and his 
willingness to 
do what so few 
advertisers dare: 
tell the truth.
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• Jesus said, “Those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it” (Mark 
8:35b). In what way did Telemachus “save” his life by losing it? What other lives were saved through 
Telemachus losing his own?

• Can you think of people who have “saved” their lives, or the lives of others, by sacrificing “the good 
life” as society defines it? (Be prepared to suggest several, such as St. Francis, Mother Teresa, Mar-
tin Luther King Jr., Oscar Romero (http://www.un.org/en/events/righttotruthday/romero.shtml), 
Rachel Corrie (http://rachelcorriefoundation.org/rachel), Jean Donovan (http://www.uscatholic.
org/culture/war-and-peace/2010/12/even-unto-death-martyrdom-jean-donovan), Tom Fox 
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Fox_%28Quaker%29), a parent, a teacher, et al).

4. APPLY 12 minutes

 option A: (for smaller groups or retreat setting): Take everyone on a quick trip to the local 
donut shop or sweets shop. Before you leave, take inventory to see how much money you have among 
the group members. If few people have money, give each person a dollar or two to spend. When you 
arrive at the shop, give everyone a chance to choose what they want to buy, but step in just before they 
actually get to the counter to make their purchase. Ask if they are willing to give up what they were 
about to order and give you the money instead, to be used for the local food pantry. You might very 
well leave without eating or drinking!

Even if some or all people decide to go ahead and order, you will have lots of discussion possibilities 
about “denying oneself.” If you collected money, give one or two of the youth responsibility for getting 
the money to the food pantry or to the church treasurer. Follow up your trip by discussing:

• Did you miss what you gave up more or less than you thought you would? Why?

• What does your story have to do with the tale of Telemachus or the teaching of Jesus about losing 
our lives to save them?

Go on to Option A in Respond below.

 option B: Have everyone think of some item they most would like to buy right now. Tell every-
one to raise their hands if they have the money to get it immediately. If any don’t have the money, 
ask: Where would you get the money? Save it? Work for it? Ask parents? How long would it take for you to 
get it? After you’ve established a way for people to get the item they want, distribute slips of paper 
and pencils. On the paper, have everyone write down their own name and the name of the item.

Go on to Option B in Respond below.

5. rESPoND 7 minutes
 option A: Ask everyone to practice “denying themselves” by choosing one of the following things 

that they feel would be hardest for them to give up, or something that most prevents them from taking 
up their cross and experiencing “the good life” God intends for all:

• Phone

• Video games

• A specific junk food

• Any special purchases

• Alcohol/drugs

• (Other)

Give everyone an envelope to go with the pledge form on the second handout sheet, “The Good 
Life Fast.”

Suggest that they fast from one to two weeks (depending on the type of fast). Have them seal the 
pledge form in the envelope, and either take it home with them from your meeting, or write their 

http://www.un.org/en/events/righttotruthday/romero.shtml
http://rachelcorriefoundation.org/rachel
http://www.uscatholic.org/culture/war-and-peace/2010/12/even-unto-death-martyrdom-jean-donovan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tom_Fox_%28Quaker%29


20 Generation Why | Clueless and Called

 INSIGHtS FroM SCrIPtUrE
Mark 8:27–9:1 defines the Way of Jesus. The passage therefore also defines the way of his followers. 
In a few short verses, it moves us from who Jesus is (vss. 27-30) to what being the Messiah means 
(vss. 31-33) to what following the Messiah requires (vss. 34-37).

 WHAt MESSIAH MEANS
In ancient Israel, the word Messiah literally meant “anointed” and referred to the practice of anoint-
ing and thus consecrating people for special offices or tasks, such as those of prophet, priest, or 
king.

Looking back, the people remembered the glorious days of King David’s rule as the greatest period 
in their history and believed that an anointed descendent of David would always rule their king-
dom. But after the fall of the nation in 586 B.C.E, they came to believe that the Messiah would be a 
descendent of David who would at some time in the future crash into history, utterly destroy their 
enemies, and reestablish a political Davidic kingdom that would rule the world forever.

With the expectation of this kind of Davidic Messiah widespread in Jesus’ day, it is little wonder that 
Peter rebuked Jesus for saying that as Messiah he must suffer, be rejected, and be killed (8:31). Suf-
fering and death were to be inflicted by the Messiah, not upon the Messiah!

Rather than gently correct Peter’s misconception, Jesus ordered, “Get behind me, Satan!” (8:33a) 
because Peter’s assertion was tempting him to believe he might yet avoid the suffering, rejection, 
and death that lay ahead. For Jesus, as for us, the urge to survive was strong. The well-intentioned 
words of his friend Peter were a temptation of the most personal kind.

 WHAt FoLLoWING tHE MESSIAH rEqUIrES
Having declared that Peter’s perspective was all too human (8:33b), Jesus laid out the divine per-
spective on what it means to follow a radically different kind of Messiah.

First, it meant denying oneself. The Greek word for “deny” is the same as that used in Peter’s denial 
of Jesus in 14:72 where Peter in essence “disowns” him. Thus to deny oneself is to disown oneself, to 

name, address, and the date they will begin their fast on the outside. Send envelopes out shortly 
before the date indicated on the envelope.

Set up support with periodic phone calling or other social media from peers during the fast. Anoth-
er option is to do the fast simultaneously, and thus feel supported that way. Make clear that fasting 
is not simply about denying oneself, but a way to help focus on and deepen relationship with God 
and neighbors by reducing distractions.

Conclude by praying together “The Prayer of Saint Francis” on the first handout sheet.

 option B: As a way of practicing “denying” themselves, ask people to mark their slips of paper 
with a Y if they are willing not to buy that item for at least six months. It might mean that they no longer 
want it after that time. Invite them to make plans, as a group, to pool and spend the money they would 
have spent, perhaps on grocery shopping together for the local food pantry (or choose another way to 
donate). Have everyone turn in their slips of paper to you.

Conclude by praying together the “Prayer of Saint Francis” on the first handout sheet.

  
LOOK 
AHEAD
For Session 5, contact  
a church member for  
the baptism interview 
(Option A in Focus).



give up all selfish pretensions and earthly securities for the sake of following the Messiah. It is not 
simply a call to deny oneself some thing. Neither is it a call to reject or hate oneself, as if the God 
of love would ever desire that. To deny oneself, as Bible scholar Lamar Williamson points out, is to 
acknowledge that we can never possess our own lives and can only find our true meaning, purpose, 
and fulfillment in offering our lives to the Messiah and others. This denial of self is what the cross is 
really all about.

 NotHING to LoSE
Jesus offers a perplexing paradox that turns all our human wisdom on its head. “For those who want 
to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, 
will save it” (8:35). Society teaches we must save, accumulate, and acquire to experience the “good 
life.” Jesus teaches that we must lose, deny, and disown to experience God’s “good life.” It is precisely 
when we have nothing to lose that we have everything to gain. It is only as we are emptied of dis-
tractions that we may be filled with all that God yearns to give.

 WHAt ABoUt toDAY?
Today’s youth have their own favorite brands and enjoy the pleasures that pop culture provides. 
At the same time, many are seeing that consumerism has its limits and are asking if there’s more to 
life. The invitation of Jesus to deny oneself may at first put off those so accustomed to putting things 
on. But they’ll appreciate his straightforward style and his willingness to do what so few advertisers 
dare: tell the truth.

More open to defining “the good life” in emotional and spiritual rather than purely material terms, 
youth may be intrigued at the prospect of “getting to it” by following an unorthodox Messiah rather 
than an impersonal stock market. Impatient with business as usual, they may find Jesus’ invitation 
to take up his cross a refreshing alternative to society’s invitation to climb up its ladder.

Finally, youth are suspicious of a popular Christianity that looks too much like the culture it pro-
fesses to be in but not of. Their concern for truth in advertising applies to issues of faith as well. 
With so many Christians and congregations appearing to “climb the ladder” they condemn rather 
than “carry the cross” they proclaim, there is reason to be concerned. Honestly acknowledging the 
church’s failure to “carry its cross” and reminding youth of their opportunity to help the church “pick 
it back up” may be for some an appealing challenge.

 tHE BottoM LINE
Because Jesus was a radically different kind of Messiah, following him requires a radically differ-
ent worldview in which self-fulfillment is found through self- denial, not self-promotion. For those 
who truly take up their cross and follow, “getting to the good life” may look to society like getting 
nowhere at all.
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The Prayer of 
Saint Francis
Lord, make me an instrument of your peace.

Where there is hatred…let me sow love.

Where there is injury…pardon.

Where there is doubt…faith.

Where there is despair…hope.

Where there is darkness…light.

Where there is sadness…joy.

O Divine Master, grant that I may not so 
much seek

To be consoled…as to console,

To be understood…as to understand,

To be loved…as to love,

for

It is in giving…that we receive,

It is in pardoning…that we are pardoned,

It is in dying…that we are born to eternal 
life.

THE TALE OF

TELEMACHUS 

There once lived a monk named Telemachus 

who decided to live in the desert alone and 

devote his life to God, so that he would save his 

soul. Then Telemachus realized that to truly love 

and serve God, he must leave the desert and go 

to Rome where he could love and serve God’s 

children.

By this time, Christianity was the official religion 

of Rome and yet there were still the Roman 

arenas where gladiators killed each other to en-

tertain the “Christian” citizens. When Telemachus 

arrived at the arena and saw men for whom 

Christ died about to be killed for sport, he was 

appalled. Still in his hermit’s robes, he leapt into 

the arena and stood between the gladiators. 

Pushed out of the way, he again placed himself 

between them. Irritated by the interruption, the 

crowd yelled for the gladiators to kill him so the 

games could go on. At the commander’s order, 

a gladiator struck Telemachus with his sword 

and he lay dead on the ground.

Shocked that a monk had been killed in this 

way, the crowd suddenly realized the horror of 

what they had been watching. The gladiator 

games ended in Rome that day, never to begin 

again.
(paraphrased from William Barclay’s  

The Gospel of Mark)
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To find out what it means to “deny myself” 

and more fully experience “the good life”  

God intends for me, I pledge to fast from

________________________________ for _____________________

                          
            (thing or behavior)                         

          (length of time)

This FAST will begin on _______________________________

                          
                  (date and time)

and end on _______________________________

                     (date and time)

Signed: ______________________  Date: __________________

 
fasting is not simply about denying yourself, but a way to help focus 
on and deepen relationship with god and neighbors by reducing 
distractions. Anytime you notice you are longing for what you are 
fasting from, turn it into a prayer for a closer walk with god.


