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If you’re working your way through this book, 
the term “participant” is too generic to apply 
to you. “Concerned adult” or “desperate parent” 
may be closer to the truth, but they still don’t 
capture the essence.

So we’ll go with “difference maker.”

You don’t need to be reminded that the forces 
aligned against teenagers seem overwhelming. 
But what you may need to be reminded of is 
the difference that one caring, motivated adult 
can make in the life of a teen who isn’t sure 
whether life is worth living.

This book will equip you to channel your 
motivated concern into strategies that will 
resonate with your teen. The group dynamic 
of this study will allow you to “sharpen iron” 
with other concerned parents and adults. As 
you share your successes, failures, frustrations, 
and hopes with one another, you’ll find much-
needed support, encouragement, and empathy. 
As you brainstorm together workable strategies 
for keeping teens Alive to Thrive, you’ll discover 
new perspectives and solutions for dealing with 
your own teen.

So as you work through this book, think in terms 
of both helping your own teen and contributing 
to the group dynamic so that other parents can 
help their teens.

May God bless and guide as you embark on 
this essential study.
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Introduction to the 
Alive to Thrive  
Leader’s Book

Suicide is a topic that few people want to 
broach. The fact that you’ve chosen to
lead these sessions speaks volumes about you. 
So God bless you for this!

The crisis is all too real. The numbers change 
from study to study, but the trend is alarming. 
Too many teenagers are choosing death over 
life. As a culture, we’re facing an epidemic. As 
parents, we’re facing an existential threat to 
our family. In times of epidemic and threat, 
credentials are an afterthought. You may be a 
licensed counselor, a concerned youth worker, 
or a desperate parent. Whatever the case, 
you need to understand this: You’re the ideal 
person for this job. God has laid this matter 
on your heart, and you can be confident “that 
he who began a good work in you will bring 
it to completion at the day of Christ Jesus” 
(Philippians 1:6).

Like the boy with the loaves and fish in 
John 6:9, whatever you bring is enough. The 
Lord can and will multiply your resources to 
produce ultimate good from unimaginably 
bad circumstances.

This guide is designed to accommodate you, no 
matter how much or how little group-leading 
experience you have. Alive to Thrive is filled 
with eye-opening statistics, poignant stories, 
and road-tested strategies for identifying risks 
related to suicide and lessening their impact 
on teenagers. This leader’s guide distills that 
information to its most potent form. 

Call it a “frontline” mentality. Our goal is to 
give you what you need to equip the parents in 
your group, in a streamlined and useful format.

Toward that end, each session contains five 
segments:

Break the Ice provides a light opening into a 
heavy topic.

Explore the Word introduces a relevant passage 
from Scripture to set the tone for your study. 

Consider the Need  explores the essential 
information from the book. 

Embrace the Challenge gives parents a 
chance to wrestle with the problem together as 
they forge workable solutions and strategies. 

Bring It Home gives parents a chance to share 
their personal burdens with the group and 
receive support and encouragement.
 
The challenge is formidable, but it’s no match 
for the One who stands ready to work in and 
through you as you assist parents in showing 
their teens what it means to be Alive to Thrive.

Leader’s Guide
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For this session, you’ll need:
1. Building blocks (Step 1)
2. Computer for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)
3. Screen for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)

Aim
To help group members build a solid foundation 
in their kids’ lives that incorporates
parent-child attachment, self-care, loving 
discipline, and unwavering support.

Break The Ice
[About 10 Minutes]
Begin the session with a tower-building contest. 
Divide the group into teams and give each team 
a stack of building blocks. The team with the 
tallest tower at the end of the five-minute time 
limit wins. Make a mental note of the teams’ 
strategies, especially as they relate to the 
bottom section of their towers. Pay attention to 
the time and resources teams expend to build a 
foundation before they start to build up.

Afterward, ask the following questions to guide 
your discussion of the activity:

Session 1: 
The Best Defense 
Against Suicide

Get Ready

What happens if you try to build something 
without a foundation? 

If no one else mentions it, point out that you 
may be able to create something impressive— 
momentarily—but it won’t be stable. It doesn’t 
have the strength within to withstand outside 
forces. Eventually, it will fall.

Why is it essential for kids to have a solid 
foundation? 

If no one else mentions it, suggest that much of 
what applied to building a tower also applies 
to raising kids. They may seem impressive as 
they rise in the world, but they don’t have 
stability. They’re susceptible to outside forces. 
If they’re pushed hard enough, they will fall.

“ “I have come that 
they might have 
life and have it 
abundantly.



Say something like this: Jesus had something 
to say about building on the right 
foundation. Ask someone to read Matthew 
7:24-27. Use the following questions to guide 
your discussion of the passage. Encourage 
volunteers to share the answers they wrote in 
their participant’s book.

Why do people build, either purposefully 
or unknowingly, on sand instead of on solid 
ground?

If no one else mentions it, suggest that some 
people were never taught to recognize the 
difference between the two; the sand seems 
solid to them. Some care more about the 
appearance of their house—or life—than 
they do about its foundation. Some see solid 
ground as less flexible—and, therefore, less 
appealing—than sand.

How can you tell if your house is built on 
solid ground? 

If no one else mentions it, point out that we can 
consult God’s Word and ask the Holy Spirit to 
make us aware of “foundation problems.” We 
can also pay attention to what happens when 
“storms” come. Do they rock us to the core and 
threaten to collapse everything around us? Or 
are we able to stand firm upon our unmovable 
foundation?
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Explore the Word
[About 5 Minutes]

Notes:
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Consider the 
Need
[About 20 Minutes]

Healthy attachment depends on parents 
meeting three conditions. Talk briefly about 
why most kids are able to take these three 
things for granted. If no one else mentions it, 
suggest that keeping their kids safe, proving 
themselves trustworthy, and meeting their 
kids’ basic needs is Parenting 101. When 
people become parents, those things seem 
to come naturally to them.

Start your PowerPoint presentation. Use the 
accompanying questions and comments to 
guide your discussion.

Say something like this: When it comes to 
raising kids, the foundation begins with the 
parent-child attachment process. Attachment 
enables a baby to connect in a healthy way 
with her primary caregiver. It teaches her brain 
how to process and interpret the information 
it gets from the five senses so that she can feel 
safe in this world. Attachment is fundamental 
to the growth of a healthy worldview.

Slide 1
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Slide 2
Unfortunately, the attachment process can be 
disrupted by a number of factors. Talk briefly 
about how each factor on the list might disrupt 
healthy attachment between parent and child. 
Refer to the story of Noah in the “Consider the 
Need” section of the participant’s book. Talk 
briefly about the roots of Noah’s struggles.
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Slide 3
Attachment issues can cause challenges later 
in a child’s life. Talk about the frustration kids 
must experience when they’re being treated 
for a condition they don’t have, while their real 
struggle is being overlooked.
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Slides 4-8 
The second foundational building block 
is self-care. Raising well-adjusted, well- 
connected kids depends on the strength of 
our relationships. And relationships can only 
be as strong and healthy as the individuals 
involved. You can’t connect meaningfully 
with others if you don’t bring your best self 
to the table. So good relationships begin 
with good self-care.
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Slide 9
Which area of self-care is the biggest 
challenge for you? Get responses from a few 
group members. Talk briefly about what our 
kids learn about self-care by watching us.
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Slide 10
The third foundational building block is loving 
discipline. Discipline is more than just a slap 
on the wrist for bad behavior. It’s actually a 
training course for life.

Through discipline, parents prepare their kids 
to face challenges by modeling discernment 
and teaching strong decision-making skills. 

Without loving discipline, kids are robbed of 
the chance to develop these four basic skills. 
Talk briefly about what happens to kids who 
don’t have self-regulation, kids who don’t have 
resiliency, kids who don’t have balance, and 
kids who don’t have competence or confidence. 
If no one else mentions it, point out that the 
absence of these life skills can make kids more 
susceptible to thoughts of suicide.
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Slides 11-18
Highlight a few of the tips for discussion. For 
example, you might talk about the challenges of 
recognizing the difference between something 
that hurts and something that harms—that is, 
recognizing the difference between something 
that will ultimately build character in them 
and something that will cause permanent 
psychological scars. Or you might talk about 
how parents can extend grace to their kids 
without fostering a sense of entitlement.
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Slide 19
The fourth foundational building block is 
support. Support is the nitty-gritty part of 
parenting. Encourage group members who 
are comfortable with the idea to talk about 
the kind of support—or lack of support—they 
received from their parents, and what it 
meant to them. Emphasize that if kids don’t 
get support from parents, they’ll look for it 
elsewhere, whether it’s on a school playground 
or an online chat room.
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Slides 20-23
Talk briefly about the challenges of being a 
supportive parent, using the items on the list 
as a reference. For example, intentionality 
involves making plans to engage with our kids.
However, as our kids get older, their schedules 
get fuller. Trying to make plans and be 
intentional becomes a lot harder.
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Divide the group into three teams. Assign each 
team one of these three foundational building 
blocks for defending against suicide: self-care, 
loving discipline, and support. Say something 
like this: We’ve talked about these building 
blocks in a general way. Now it’s time to 
get specific. Your team is going to answer 
one question about your assigned building 
block: What does this building block look 
like in a healthy parent-child relationship? 
Encourage teams to brainstorm as many 
different responses as they can think of.

During the activity, you will need to circulate 
among the teams. Use the following suggestions 
to supplement their ideas.

Self-Care
• It looks like a father reading a book in the 

family room.
• It looks like a mother working out with her 

daughter.
• It looks like a father talking at the dinner 

table about a Bible passage that spoke to 
him during his morning devotions.

Loving Discipline
• It looks like a mother praying hard and 

resisting the urge to step in and make 
things better when her son experiences the 
consequences of a bad decision.

• It looks like a father taking time to cool 
off before he reacts to his daughter’s 
disobedience.

• It looks like a mother refusing to give in on 
her daughter’s grounding, even though it 
means her daughter will miss a sleepover 
and be angry at her all weekend.

Embrace the 
Challenge
[About 15 Minutes]

Support
• It looks like a father working overtime to 

afford a used trombone for his son.
• It looks like a mother quoting one of her 

daughter’s favorite song lyrics to inspire 
her or cheer her up.

• It looks like a father arranging a private 
tour of a local college observatory for his 
astronomy buff son.

Give the teams several minutes to brainstorm 
and then have them share their responses with 
the rest of the group. Encourage other group 
members to react and offer additional ideas.

If you have time, use the questions from the 
Embrace the Challenge section of the
participant’s book as a review. Ask volunteers 
to share the responses they came up with for
these questions:

Secure attachment depends on parents 
meeting three conditions, so that a child knows 
(1) “I’m safe”; (2) “I can trust my parents”; and 
(3) “I have a voice, which means I’m confident 
enough to speak my thoughts and ask for what 
I need, knowing that my parents will respond 
and make sure that my needs are met.” What 
specific things can parents do to meet those 
three conditions?

How can you take care of yourself in a way 
that leaves a lasting impression on your kids?
 
Of these four qualities—self-discipline, 
resiliency, balance, and confidence—which one 
is most important to instill in our kids? Why 
is it so important? What happens when it’s 
missing? How can parents instill or reinforce it 
in our kids’ lives?

What is the difference between healthy 
support and unhealthy support, when it comes 
to our kids?



Before you wrap up the session, give your group 
members an opportunity to share how closely 
the issues of defending against suicide hit home 
for them. Encourage a few volunteers to share 
their responses to the questions in the “Bring It 
Home” section of the participant’s book.

Make sure that the rest of the group responds 
with a concerned, compassionate, and 
nonjudgmental spirit to any volunteers who are 
brave and transparent enough to share their 
struggles. Close the session in prayer, asking 
God to make Himself known in an unmistakable 
way to the teenagers and parents in your group 
who are struggling with defending against 
suicide.

Leader’s Guide

Bring It Home
[About 10 Minutes]

Notes:

Before you wrap up the session, give your group 
members an opportunity to share how closely 
the issues of defending against suicide hit home 
for them. Encourage a few volunteers to share 
their responses to the questions in the “Bring It 
Home” section of the participant’s book.

Make sure that the rest of the group responds 
with a concerned, compassionate, and 
nonjudgmental spirit to any volunteers who are 
brave and transparent enough to share their 
struggles. Close the session in prayer, asking 
God to make Himself known in an unmistakable 
way to the teenagers and parents in your group 
who are struggling with defending against 
suicide.
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Notes:
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Session 2:  
Things That May 
Make Your Children 
Vulnerable To Suicide

Leader’s Guide

For this session, you’ll need
1. Assortment of craft supplies and other objects     
  (Step 1)
2. Computer for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)
3.. Screen for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)

Aim
To help group members understand how worldly 
values, significant losses, divorce, domestic 
abuse, and bullying make kids vulnerable 
to suicide, and help them devise workable 
strategies for addressing those factors in their 
kids’ lives.

Break The Ice
[About 10 Minutes]
For this activity, you’ll need to assemble a large 
assortment of objects. You’re going to divide 
the group into small teams or pairs. Each team 
or pair will use the objects to create something 
that represents divorce and the effect it has 
on kids. Remind group members that divorce is 
one of the factors that make kids vulnerable to 
suicidal thoughts.

Get Ready

Think creatively as you round up your objects. 
You’ll certainly want to include craft supplies, 
such as glue, markers, scissors, tongue 
depressors, construction paper, clay, glitter, 
toothpicks, pipe cleaners, and yarn. You might 
also add unusual objects, such as wooden blocks, 
dominoes, a Jenga set, a threaded needle, and 
swaths of torn fabric, small picture frames and 
anything else you can think of. In other words, 
give the teams plenty of creative things to work 
with.

Before the session, create your own 
representation in order to give teams an idea 
of what you’re looking for. For example, you 
might create three figures—a man, a woman, 
and a child—from clay. You might then stick 
several toothpicks in the figures of the man 
and the woman, to represent the arrows and 
barbs they’ve used to hurt one another.

Give the teams a few minutes to work, and then 
ask each one to display and explain its creation. 
Afterward, ask the following questions to guide 
your discussion of the activity:
 
How does divorce impact kids for life? If no 
one else mentions it, suggest that it robs them 
of their security. After all, if the most basic and 
important unit in their life, their family, can’t 
stay together, what can?

How would you rank divorce, compared to 
worldly values, significant losses, domestic 
abuse, and bullying, in terms of negative 
impact on kids? Encourage group members 
who grew up as children of divorce to offer their 
unique insights on the topic. Obviously there is 
no right or wrong answer. And the last thing you 
want is a heated debate among people who 
have experienced a significant loss, children of 
divorce, and victims of domestic abuse. Your 
goal here is simply to illustrate that each of 
these factors has an enormous impact on kids.



Say something like this: Of the five factors 
we mentioned, worldly values is the one that 
would seem to have the least immediate and 
dramatic impact on kids. But that’s what 
makes it so dangerous. As parents, we can’t 
always see the impact worldly values are 
having until they’ve caused damage. That’s 
why the apostle Paul was so adamant in his 
warning to the believers in Rome.

Ask someone to read Romans 12:2. Use the 
following questions to guide your discussion of 
the passage. Encourage volunteers to share the 
answers they wrote in their participant’s book.

What does it mean to conform to this world, 
or as some Bible versions say, to conform to 
the pattern of this world? 

If no one else mentions it, suggest that it means 
allowing the things of this world to change us—
or to impact the way we think of life. It means 
responding to worldly influences and challenges 
in the way the world expects us to respond.

How can we help our kids test and discern 
what God’s will is—especially when they’re 
faced with worldly influences, significant 
losses, divorce, domestic abuse, or bullying? 

If no one else mentions it, suggest that God’s 
Word, prayer, and the Holy Spirit are our three 
most powerful allies in this pursuit.

29
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Explore the Word
[About 5 Minutes]

Notes:
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Consider the 
Need
[About 20 Minutes]

Say something like this: As parents, we want 
to do everything in our power to equip our 
kids with the skills, knowledge, and attitudes 
they need to succeed in life. Yet there’s a sense 
that all bets are off once they step outside 
the front door. The truth is, we’re not the only 
influences in their lives. So even when we do 
all we can, our kids will still face circumstances 
that hurt them.

We need to be aware of influences and 
situations that can take our children by 
surprise and shake their spiritual, mental, and 
emotional stability. Worldly values, significant 
losses, divorce, domestic abuse, and bullying 
all fall under this category. Let’s talk first 
about worldly values.

Start your PowerPoint presentation. Use the 
accompanying questions and comments to 
guide your discussion.
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Solid values are the anchors that will keep our 
kids from drifting off course when the winds of 
the world begin to blow. Ideally, our children 
get those values from us. However, we can’t 
be confident we’re passing along solid values 
until we know what our true values are. This 
means that the first step in the process has 
to include careful self-examination. If you’re 
comfortable with the idea, share your answers 
to the questions on Slide 1. Talk briefly about 
your attitudes, investment, and motivation. 
Encourage a few volunteers to do the same.

Slide 1
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If our kids don’t get solid values from us, 
they’re susceptible to being influenced by less 
solid worldly values. Talk briefly about specific 
worldly values that are always threatening 
to infiltrate our kids’ belief system. If no one 
else mentions them, suggest things like the 
shallow materialism of media influencers, the 
narcissism of the “selfie” culture, and the media-
driven notion that anyone who disagrees with 
you politically is your enemy.

Yet there are steps we can take to make our 
kids resistant to worldly values. That begins 
with anchoring them to values that honor God 
and align with His Word. Here are a few tips 
for making that happen. Talk briefly about 
how to establish and promote a family identity.

Slides 2-5
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The next factor we need to talk about is 
significant loss. As odd as it may sound, we 
can get a head start on suicide-proofing our 
kids by helping them confront the inevitability 
of loss as early as possible. We’re not talking 
about tossing them into the deep end of 
the pool before they’re ready for it. Instead, 
we’re talking about a slow, gradual, age-
appropriate process that leaves kids with a 
basic understanding that, while the world can 
rob us of many beautiful and meaningful 
things, it can never take away our dignity and 
purpose as children of God.

Slides 6-7
We need to prepare them for two types of 
losses: concrete and existential. Concrete losses 
involve separation from real people and real 
things in the physical world.
Existential losses are ones we experience inside, 
whether or not there’s any corresponding loss 
in the physical world. Here are some examples 
of each. Ask a few volunteers to share briefly 
about concrete or existential losses that 
impacted their lives.
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The best way to prevent grief and loss from 
morphing into suicidal thoughts and actions 
is to keep short accounts. Acknowledge the 
pain and deal with it right away. If our kids 
are hit by a devastating loss, they must not 
try to convince themselves that it’s no big 
deal, or that they need to stay strong and not 
disappoint the rest of the family, or other such 
thoughts. Instead, they need to make up their 
minds to plunge straight into the sadness, 
and then keep on swimming until they reach 
the other side. It may hurt for a while, but it’s 
far better than any of the alternatives.

Slide 8
Here are a few coping strategies to remember. 
Talk briefly about how to overcome kids’ 
resistance to these coping strategies. For 
example, if your child is reluctant to get involved 
in a support group, you might get him to agree 
to attend a certain number of meetings. If, 
after that, he’s still opposed to it, you can try a 
different approach.
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The third factor is the one we touched on 
at the beginning of this session: divorce. In 
the U.S. alone, it’s estimated that there are 
800,000 divorces each year, leaving more 
than one million children affected. Research 
tells us that there’s a 55 percent increase in 
attempted suicide in kids whose parents have 
divorced or are going through a divorce. 
There’s also a 90 percent increase in the need 
for psychological help.

Slide 9
Here’s a partial list of the specific effects that 
divorce can have on a child. Encourage group 
members who have gone though divorce, either 
as a child or as a parent, to share their personal 
experiences with the effects on the list and add 
any others that aren’t on it.
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How can parents guide their kids through 
the pain and loss of divorce? There are no 
easy answers, especially when the parents are 
experiencing their own pain and loss—not to 
mention anger, guilt, betrayal, humiliation, 
and countless other emotions. But here are 
some steps you can take. Encourage group 
members who have gone though divorce to 
weigh in on the challenges of certain steps. 
For example, someone in your group may 
have some valuable tips for getting along 
with an ex-spouse.

Slides 10-12
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The fourth factor is domestic abuse. 
Multiple studies show that domestic abuse 
survivors experience suicidal thoughts at a 
dramatically higher rate than people who 
haven’t experienced abuse. To complicate 
matters, kids and teens who find the courage 
to come forward with information about the 
abuse they’ve witnessed or experienced at 
home may not feel comfortable disclosing 
their deepest feelings. Those who do admit to 
having suicidal thoughts don’t always connect 
them with their upbringing.
 
As we address this sensitive topic, the first 
thing we need to do is understand what 
domestic abuse is.

Slide 13
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There are specific ways in which exposure to 
domestic abuse can steer kids in the direction 
of taking their own lives. The connection 
between being a victim of domestic abuse and 
developing a suicidal mentality is very real, as 
this list shows. Talk briefly about how parents 
can counteract these dangerous thoughts in 
their kids.

Slide 14
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The fifth factor is bullying. Kids who are the 
targets of bullying have an increased likelihood 
of developing anxiety, depression, psychotic 
experiences, substance abuse, headaches, 
stomach aches, tiredness, dizziness, sleeping 
issues, and back pain. Add all this together 
and you can see why bullied teens are more 
likely to harm themselves. Ask volunteers to 
share briefly about their own experiences with 
bullying.

Slide 15
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One of the problems parents face in dealing 
with bullying is that kids are often reluctant 
to discuss it. Here are some questions you can 
use to draw your kids out. Talk briefly about 
which of the questions your kids would be 
likely to answer right away, and which ones 
might take some prompting.

Slide 16
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Notes:
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Divide the group into five teams. Assign each 
team one of the five factors you discussed: 
worldly values, significant losses, divorce, and 
domestic abuse. Say something like this: Your 
goal is to come up with a list of workable 
suggestions and strategies for making 
teens less vulnerable to your team’s 
assigned factor—and, in turn, making them 
less vulnerable to suicide.

Encourage team members to incorporate into 
their discussions and strategy-making their
responses to the questions in the Embrace 
the Challenge section of the participant’s 
book. Give the teams several minutes to work. 
When their lists are complete, ask each team 
to share its tips and strategies. Encourage the 
rest of the group to react to the team’s ideas 
and suggest ideas for making them work.

Use the following suggestions to supplement 
the teams’ ideas.

Worldly Values
• Be prepared with answers when kids 

ask tough questions that challenge your 
family identity, such as, “Why is God’s 
value system best?” or “How can I know 
what God is saying?”

• Emphasize the disciplines of Bible study, 
spiritual meditation, prayer, and biblical 
teaching. Do it not just with your words, 
but also with your actions.

 
 
 

Embrace the 
Challenge
[About 15 Minutes]

Significant Losses
• Introduce age-appropriate books and 

movies that deal with loss. Give kids a 
chance to talk about their reactions.

• Invest your emotional energy in healthy 
and life-giving relationships. Make new 
friendships to help you move forward.

Divorce
• Try a period of separation to provide a 

break from frequent arguments and to 
give spouses a clearer perspective on the 
problems they’re contributing to their 
marriage.

• Encourage kids to share their feelings in 
a way that works for them, whether it’s 
drawing or taking a long walk while the two 
of you talk, or writing them in a journal.

Domestic Abuse
• If you’re facing imminent danger or have 

just experienced physical harm, call 911 
without delay. Let the police intervene and 
allow the process to unfold from there.

• Insist that your spouse seek professional 
help. Create a crisis by giving him or her an 
ultimatum (“Either we get counseling, or I’m 
staying away until you’re ready to resolve 
this problem”).

Bullying
• Check your kids’ emails, texts, and social 

media postings. Make sure that they’re 
being treated well, treating others well, and 
being good decision-makers.

• Give your kids phrases they can use 
in a bullying incident. They could use 
humor to defuse a tense situation, or use 
straightforward language, such as “That’s 
enough!”
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Bring It Home
[About 10 Minutes]

Notes:

Before you wrap up the session, give your group 
members an opportunity to share how closely 
the issues of worldly values, significant losses, 
divorce, domestic abuse, and bullying hit home 
for them. Encourage a few volunteers to share 
their responses to the questions in the “Bring It 
Home” section of the participant’s book.

Make sure that the rest of the group responds 
with a concerned, compassionate, and 
nonjudgmental spirit to any volunteers who are 
brave and transparent enough to share their 
struggles. Close the session in prayer, asking 
God to make Himself known in an unmistakable 
way to the teenagers and parents in your group 
who are struggling with factors that make kids 
vulnerable to suicide.
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Notes:
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Session 3: 
Mental Health
Issues and Suicide

Leader’s Guide

For this session, you’ll need
1. Items for “The Challenge” (Step 1)
2. Computer for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)
3. Screen for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)
4. White board or poster board and marker  
    (Step 4)

Aim
To help group members recognize the 
connection between mental health issues and 
suicide, and equip them to assist kids who may 
be struggling with mental health issues.

Break The Ice
[About 10 Minutes]
Begin the session with an activity called “The 
Challenge.” Ask for volunteers to perform the 
simple task of carrying a lunch tray (or a 
plastic serving tray) with one hand across the 
room and back as quickly as possible. Your first 
volunteer will carry just the tray. Your second 
volunteer will carry the tray, only this time it 
will be stacked with assorted plastic cups and 
plates. Your third volunteer will carry the tray, 
stacked with cups and plates, and loaded with 
marbles, heavy ball bearings, and miniature 

Get Ready

beach balls—things that will make it difficult 
for the person to keep the tray balanced. Your 
fourth volunteer will carry the  tray, loaded with 
cups, plates, and assorted spherical objects, 
while wearing a boxing glove. If you have a 
fifth volunteer, you can add a blindfold into 
the mix.

Afterward, ask your volunteers to describe 
the experience and talk about what made it 
especially challenging for them. The obvious 
takeaway is that what was easy for one person 
was extremely challenging—and perhaps even 
nearly impossible—for another.

In what ways might a young person who struggles 
with mental illness be able to empathize with our 
final volunteer in this challenge? If your group 
members have trouble making the connection, 
point out that a task that seems simple to one 
person—in this challenge, the first volunteer—
may seem incredibly difficult to someone who 
struggles with mental illness, because of the 
baggage he carries. Talk briefly about how 
mental illness adds layers of difficulty to life.

What are some things we take for granted that 
people who struggle with mental health issues 
can’t take for granted? If no one else mentions 
it, point out that nearly anything could fall in 
this category. Things that come easily to most 
people, such as holding a conversation, walking 
into a classroom, or deciding what to have 
for dinner, can be overwhelming for people 
struggling with mental illness.
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Say something like this: The apostle Paul 
knew what it was like to struggle with a 
debilitating condition. He referred to his 
as a thorn in the flesh. He doesn’t tell us 
whether it was a chronic illness, a disability, 
or a struggle with mental health. All we 
know is that three times he pleaded with 
the Lord to take it away, and three times 
the Lord said no.

Ask someone to read 2 Corinthians 12:6-10. Use 
the following questions to guide your discussion 
of the passage. Encourage volunteers to share 
the answers they wrote in their participant’s 
book.

How did God explain His decision not to 
take away Paul’s thorn in the flesh? 

If no one else mentions it, point out that God 
determined that He could be glorified through 
Paul’s weakness. God used Paul to accomplish 
extraordinary things. If Paul had no obvious 
weaknesses or struggles, people might have 
mistakenly assumed that he was doing those 
extraordinary things on his own. God worked 
through Paul’s thorn in the flesh to leave no 
doubt about who was really responsible for 
them.

What might someone who struggles with 
mental illness take away from Paul’s 
discussion of his thorn in the flesh?

Emphasize that God doesn’t give people 
mental illness in order to make Himself 
look good. Instead, He works through our 
weaknesses, which are the results of living 
in a sinful world, in order to accomplish His 
will. If no one else mentions it, point out that 

Explore the Word
[About 5 Minutes]

Notes:

Paul embraced the Lord’s answer of “no” to 
his prayer request and thrived, despite his 
weakness.

In 1 Kings 19:4-8, how did God care for Elijah 
when he was suffering from  depression and 
what can we learn from that? 

God sent an angel with food and water, and 
he allowed Elijah to rest. He made sure Elijah 
had enough strength for his next journey. If 
no one else mentions it, point out that God’s 
response to Elijah’s desire to die was to care 
for him with compassion and kindness; God 
did not respond with anger or impatience.
Anyone struggling with mental illness should 
know that they are still loved by God.
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Consider the 
Need
[About 20 Minutes]

Say something like this: What do we do when 
our kids’ “thorn in the flesh” involves mental 
illness and threatens not just their ability 
to function, but their will to live? That’s the 
question we’re going to tackle in this session, 
and it’s a challenging one.

Once children enter puberty and their teen 
years, it’s not always easy to know what’s 
normal behavior and what’s not. After 
all, adolescence can be a dramatic and 
volatile stage of life, even under the best of 

Let’s start with depression, which is by far the 
most common mental and emotional health 
problem among teenagers. Here’s a starter list 
of behavior that falls within the normal range 
and behavior that may be signs of depression. 
Talk briefly about how parents can tell when 
certain behaviors stop being normal and start 
becoming symptoms of depression.

Slide 1

circumstances. So how can we tell if our son or 
daughter may have a mental illness and be at 
risk of suicide? It’s a question of knowing what 
to look for.

Start your PowerPoint presentation. Use the 
accompanying questions and comments to 
guide your discussion.
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Depressed people don’t always take their lives. 
When they do, however, there are usually a few 
common factors involved. Talk briefly about 
what each of the factors on the list might 
look like in a real family. For example, a teen 
struggling with depression might overreact to 
a bad grade on a midterm exam, convince 
herself that it will ruin her GPA, and panic 
about not being able to get into her first-
choice college. The more she catastrophizes 
the event, the more dangerous her thinking 
becomes.

Slide 2
Ask volunteers to talk briefly about what 
these strategies might look like in their lives. 
For example, who, specifically, would they ask 
to come alongside their child to offer support? 
What will they find when they examine 
themselves?

If no one else mentions it, point out that the 
list of strategies underscores the helplessness 
parents feel when their teens struggle with 
depression. We can be vigilant. We can seek 
the assistance of doctors and counselors. We 
can make sure our kids follow their doctor’s
recommendations. We can pray. Beyond that, 
though, there isn’t much we can do, except
remind our kids how much we love and support 
them.

Slides 3-4
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Diagnoses of anxiety are also sharply on the 
rise among teens. Anxiety brings its own set 
of challenges. Encourage volunteers to share 
a few personal experiences with anxiety, 
whether they come from their own struggles, 
the struggles of their teenage child, or the 
struggles of another loved one. Explain that 
your goal is to put a human face on the
struggle, so that people who haven’t 
experienced it can understand it better.

Slide 5
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Obsessive-compulsive disorder, or OCD, is 
a condition of the brain often characterized 
by intrusive, anxiety-producing thoughts. 
Sometimes, these thoughts can become so 
disturbing, unrelenting, and paralyzing that a 
person with OCD will attempt suicide just to 
stop the intrusive thoughts. People with OCD 
develop repetitive or ritualistic behaviors in 
an effort to get rid of these thoughts and 
reduce their distress.

Slide 6
As you did with the previous slide on anxiety, 
encourage volunteers to share a few personal 
experiences with OCD, whether they come 
from their own struggles, the struggles of their 
teenage child, or the struggles of another loved 
one. Again, explain that your goal is to put a 
human face on the struggle, so that people who 
haven’t experienced it can understand it better.
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Post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD, 
can prevent a child from recovering from a 
traumatic event. It can cause him to regress in 
skills he’s developed. It can disrupt his behavior. 
It can put a strain on his relationships.

Talk briefly about the kind of traumas that 
can trigger PTSD, including sexual assault, 
bullying, a random violent act, and the death 
of a loved one. If no one else mentions it, 

Slide 7
suggest that one of the things that makes PTSD 
so devastating for teens and their parents is 
that, many times, parents aren’t aware of the 
trauma in their child’s life that triggered it.

Talk briefly about what it means to be a 
LOVESAFE parent. Encourage volunteers to 
single out the letter in the acrostic they think 
would be most difficult for them to apply, as 
well as the letter they think would be most 
helpful for their teen.
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Embrace the 
Challenge
[About 15 Minutes]

Say something like this: The common theme 
running through our discussion of different 
types of mental illness is the need to enlist 
the help of professionals if the symptoms 
reach a certain level. But it doesn’t mean 
we, as parents, are powerless to help our 
kids. We can be their biggest champions. 
But we have to know what to do—and what 
not to do.

Spend several minutes brainstorming a list 
of dos and don’ts for helping teens who 
are struggling with mental health issues. 
Encourage group members to call out their 
ideas so that you can write them on a white 
board or poster board. Use the following 
suggestions to supplement your group 
members’ ideas.

Do . . .
• share your family’s history of mental 

illness with your child’s medical doctor and 
therapist.

• talk to your child frequently about the 
stress he’s experiencing at school.

• find a therapist who specializes in working 
with adolescents.

• pay attention to the impact that your 
child’s mental illness has on the other 
people in your family.

Don’t . . .
• overreact when your child is feeling down 

for a day or two.
• overlook the opinions, insights, and 

observations of other adults in your child’s 
life.

• make light of your child’s feelings of 
hopelessness or despair.

• offer a lot of unrequested advice.

Review your two lists. Draw a star next to 
the ideas that your group members consider 
the most important to remember. Encourage 
group members who struggle with mental 
health issues, or who have kids who struggle 
with them, to share their thoughts on various 
ideas, based on personal experience.

If you have time, use the questions from the 
Embrace the Challenge section of the
participant’s book as a review. 

Ask volunteers to share the responses they 
came up with for these questions:
• How can you tell whether your child is 

facing the normal ups and downs of life as 
a teenager or struggling with depression?

• How should parents respond when anxiety 
starts to control what their child will or 
won’t do?

• What specific steps can a parent take 
to help a child who’s in an obsessive- 
compulsive routine, such as checking a door 
ten times to make sure that it’s locked?

• How can parents find the right mental 
health professional for their child?
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Bring It Home
[About 10 Minutes]

Before you wrap up the session, give your 
group members an opportunity to share how 
closely the issue of mental health hits home 
for them. Encourage a few volunteers to share 
their responses to the questions in the “Bring It 
Home” section of the participant’s book.

Make sure that the rest of the group responds 
with a concerned, compassionate, and 
nonjudgmental spirit to any volunteers who are 
brave and transparent enough to share their 
struggles. Close the session in prayer, asking 
God to make Himself known in an unmistakable 
way to the teenagers and parents in your group 
who are struggling with mental health issues.

Notes:
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Notes:
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Session 4:
Technology and  
Suicide

Leader’s Guide

For this session, you’ll need
1. Cell phone and internet connection (Step 1)
2. Computer for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)
3. Screen for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)

Aim
To help group members recognize the potential 
for harm that social media and technology 
present and to help them devise workable 
strategies for protecting their kids.

Get Ready

Break The Ice
[About 10 Minutes]
A few hours before the session is scheduled 
to start, post a brief message to each of the 
social media platforms that you use. Ideally, 
the message will provoke a response, without 
being too personal or too controversial—
perhaps something like “What’s your favorite 
band?”

To begin the session, share your post with 
the group and read a few of the reactions 
or replies you get. Ask, What’s a non-
controversial post that would likely cause 
an immediate reaction among your social 
media contacts? 

Keep the mood lighthearted as volunteers 
share their ideas. You might also ask people 
to share experiences in which a social media 
post ignited much more of a reaction than 
they anticipated.

Say something like this: That instant 
response and immediate gratification are 
two of the many reasons kids are drawn to 
social media. If you were to ask your teens 
why they have such a strong connection to 
their devices, what do you think they would 
say? Encourage several group members to 
respond so that you can get a sense of what 
other parents are facing.

If you were to ask your kids about the 
dangers of social media and technology, 
what do you think they would say? It will 
be interesting to compare the reactions of 
different kids. Encourage group members to 
share their feelings about their kids’ social 
media and technology habits.
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Explore the Word
[About 5 Minutes]

Say something like this: For a book written 
thousands of years before the invention 
of the telephone, the Bible offers some 
incredible wisdom that we can apply to 
our social media and technology habits. 
Ask someone to read 1 Corinthians 10:31: 
(“So whether you eat or drink, or whatever 
you do, do all to the glory of God”). Use the 
following questions to guide your discussion 
of the passage.

What does it mean to do something for 
the glory of God? 

If no one else mentions it, suggest that it 
involves intentionally making choices that 
will cause others to see God’s work in our 
lives. It involves considering God’s will before 
choosing to do something.

How can we bring glory to God in the way 
we use social media and technology? 

If no one else mentions it, point out that 
we can use them as means for sharing our 
faith or for posting Bible passages that are 
especially meaningful to us. Beyond that, we 
can make sure that we don’t do anything on 
social media or when we use technology that 
damages our Christian witness or hinders our 
ability to bring glory to God.
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Consider the 
Need
[About 20 Minutes]

Start your PowerPoint presentation. Use the 
accompanying questions and comments to 
guide your discussion.

Before we can determine whether something 
has the potential to bring glory to God, we 
have to look at it closely. Encourage group 
members to add their own pros and cons to 
the lists. Based on the lists you come up with, 
ask group members to determine whether 
the pros of social media and technology 
outweigh the cons.

Slide 1
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If you’re comfortable with the idea, talk briefly 
about your own social media and technology 
habits and what your kids might be learning 
from you. Encourage group members to talk 
about how comfortable they feel as role 
models for their kids in this area.

What are realistic goals for your kids when 
it comes to social media and technology? 
Encourage several different group members 
to share their goals and talk about how 
difficult it would be to reach them. If no one 
else mentions it, suggest that the reward of 
setting social media limits—that is, protecting 
our kids—is worth the difficulty.

Slides 2-6
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Over the past several years, there have been 
a number of reports of teens, both boys and 
girls, who have taken their own lives after 
their nude photos were shared publicly online. 
In some cases, the sharing was a deliberate 
act of revenge on the part of a boyfriend or 
girlfriend. In others, it was simply an act of 
meanness.

It isn’t hard to understand why these young 
people felt that suicide was their only option. 
Such personal violations would be devastating 
for anyone. But they’re especially unbearable 

Slide 7
during adolescence, when feelings of every kind 
are raw, intense, and close to the surface. In 
the mind of a teen, embarrassment and shame 
can lead directly to hopelessness and despair. 
It’s not surprising that some kids conclude that 
suicide is the only way out.

Refer to the story of Sammie in the “Consider 
the Need” section of the participant’s book. 
Talk about the emotions that Sammie is likely 
experiencing—and the thoughts that might be 
running through her head. Talk about the myth 
that only certain types of kids are susceptible 
to sexting.
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How many of these strategies have you tried 
with your kids? Encourage group members 
to talk about the challenges they faced in 
implementing certain strategies and what 
they would do differently next time. Talk about 
which strategies were most effective and why.

What strategies would you add to this list? 
Encourage several group members to offer 
their input.

Slides 8-12
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One of the greatest dangers kids face on social 
media is the exposure to traumatic images. 
How would you define traumatic images? If 
no one else mentions it, suggest that they’re 
any images that people aren’t psychologically 
prepared to see. They’re images that send a 
shock to people’s system or that linger longer 
in people’s brains than people want them to.

Slide 13
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The truth we must face is that social media 
and technology are designed and targeted 
to hit kids’ sweet spots. They promise instant 
gratification with a single click. How can 
parents hope to offer alternatives that can 
compete with them?

If no one else mentions it, suggest that the 
advantage parents have is not necessarily 
the activity itself, but the prospect of 
doing something together. Whether they 
acknowledge it or not, most kids enjoy 
spending time with their family.

Slide 14
Ask volunteers to share other ideas for pulling 
kids away from their screens and immersing 
them in the real world.
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Embrace the 
Challenge
[About 15 Minutes]

Say something like this: In a group setting 
like this, making changes to our kids’ social 
media and technology habits seems like the 
wise and loving thing to do. At home, when 
it comes time to institute these changes, 
our wisdom and love will seem less obvious 
to our kids. But we can prepare for their 
reactions.
 
Divide the group into teams for an “iron 
sharpening” (Proverbs 27:17) activity. Instruct 
teams to choose one of the following topics 
related to social media or technology: texting, 
social media platforms (Facebook, Instagram, 
Snapchat), or video games.

Here’s how the activity works. Each team will 
split into two groups: parents and kids. The 
“parents” will brainstorm household rules and 
limits for their chosen topic. The “kids” will 
push back by explaining why those rules are 
unnecessary or won’t work. The goal with this 
activity is to simulate an actual interaction 
between parents and kids, minus the drama 
and emotions.

Walk among the teams as they work. Use the 
following questions to prompt, guide, and 
supplement their discussions, as needed.

Texting
 
What kind of example are you, as a parent, 
setting in this area? How much time do you 
spend texting? What percentage of your texts 
would you feel comfortable with your kids 

reading? What would happen if you set the 
same limits for your entire family, and not just 
your kids? What restrictions make sense?

Social Media Platforms
 
What kind of example are you, as a parent, 
setting in this area? How much time do you 
spend on social media? What percentage of 
your social media posts and threads would you 
feel comfortable with your kids reading? What 
would happen if you set the same limits for 
your entire family, and not just your kids? What 
restrictions make sense?

Video Games
 
What kind of example are you, as a parent, 
setting in this area? How much time do 
you spend playing video games? Are you 
comfortable with your kids playing those same 
video games? What would happen if you set 
the same limits for your entire family, and not 
just your kids? How hard is it to get your kids to 
stop playing once they start? What restrictions 
make sense?

Afterward, ask teams to recap their interactions 
and share any insights or workable strategies 
they came up with.

If you have time, use the questions from 
the Embrace the Challenge section of the 
participant’s book as a review. Ask volunteers 
to share the responses they came up with for
these questions: 

• What is the biggest challenge parents face 
when it comes to social media?

• Under what circumstances might your child 
be susceptible to the temptations of sexting, 
whether that means taking a picture or 
posing for one?

• How can you make sure that your voice 
still resonates when you’re not around and 
your kids are being bombarded by the 
temptations of social media and technology?
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Bring It Home
[About 10 Minutes]

Before you wrap up the session, give your group 
members an opportunity to share how closely 
the issues of social media and technology hit 
home for them. Encourage a few volunteers to 
share their responses to the questions in the 
“Bring It Home” section of the participant’s 
book.

Make sure that the rest of the group responds 
with a concerned, compassionate, and 
nonjudgmental spirit to any volunteers who are 
brave and transparent enough to share  their 
struggles. Close the session in prayer, asking 
God to make Himself known in an unmistakable 
way to the teenagers and parents in your group 
who are struggling with the issues of social 
media and technology.

Notes:
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Notes:



Session 5:
Problem Behaviors 
and Suicide

Leader’s Guide

For this session, you’ll need
1. Computer for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)
2. Screen for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)

Aim
To help group members recognize the signs of 
substance abuse, eating disorders, and self- 
harm, and devise strategies for helping their 
teens avoid or work through these problem 
behaviors.

Get Ready

Break The Ice
[About 10 Minutes]
Begin the session with a game called “Spot the 
Untruth.” Instruct group members to think of 
three “facts” about themselves—two of which 
are true and one of which is untrue.

Explain that the goal is to make it as difficult 
as possible for the group to guess the untruth. 
The best way to do that is to think of one or 
two outrageous truths and a plausible untruth. 
For example, someone might say, “One, there 
are currently nine animals living in my house 
[untrue]. Two, I’ve never broken a bone or had 
a cavity [true]. Three, I once played a concert 

for an audience that included three members 
of Congress and an Academy Award winner 
[true].”

After group members share their three facts, 
have everyone else guess which one is the 
untruth. Afterward, ask the following questions 
to guide your discussion of the game:

What are some other untruths that people 
believe to be true?

Emphasize that you’re not looking for 
politically charged answers here. If no one 
else mentions it, point out that some people 
believe that indulging in alcohol, drugs, or sex 
will bring them happiness. Others believe that 
their bodies need to be starved or harmed in 
order to make them look or feel better.

Where do these untruths come from? 

If no one else mentions it, read the apostle 
Peter’s words in 1 Peter 5:8: “Be sober-minded; 
be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls 
around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to 
devour.” Suggest that one of the ways Satan 
devours us is by causing us to believe lies that 
hurt us.
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Explore the Word
[About 5 Minutes]

Say something like this: Let’s look at one of 
the truths our enemy doesn’t want us to 
believe. Ask someone to read 1 Corinthians 
6:19-20. Use the following questions to guide 
your discussion of the passage. Encourage 
volunteers to share the answers they wrote in 
their participant’s book.

What does it mean for Christians to have 
the Holy Spirit dwelling in us? 

If no one else mentions it, point out that we 
don’t have the final say on how we treat our 
body. It is, after all, the temple of the Holy 
Spirit.

How do we honor and glorify God with our 
body? 

If no one else mentions it, suggest that we 
treat it as a gift from Him and do everything 
in our power to keep it healthy, inside and out.

Notes:
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Consider the 
Need
[About 20 Minutes]

Say something like this: If we can help our 
kids embrace the responsibility—and the 
opportunity—that comes from the Holy’s 
Spirit’s dwelling within us, we can break 
the power of problem behaviors. Until that 
time, though, we need to talk about problem 
behaviors associated with suicide. And we 
need to start with the most obvious ones: 
alcohol and drug abuse.

Start your PowerPoint presentation. Use the 
accompanying questions and comments to 
guide your discussion.

Talk briefly about how to make these statistics 
more relatable. For example, if there are 
twenty seniors in your church’s youth group, 
that means, statistically speaking, eight of 
them have used alcohol or drugs in the past 
twelve months. Ask: How hard is it for teens 
to hide their alcohol and drug use from their 
parents? Some group members may recall 
how easy it was for them as teenagers to do 
things behind their parents’ backs. Others 
may point out that the statistics indicate that 
most kids haven’t tried alcohol or drugs in 
the past year, and attribute that to vigilant 
parents. Encourage debate on the issue, as 
long as it doesn’t result in finger-pointing or 
trying to make parents feel guilty.

Slide 1
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Which of these signs might go unnoticed if 
parents aren’t specifically looking for them? 
If no one else mentions, suggest that many 
of these signs could be mistaken for typically 
unpredictable teenage behavior. That’s why 
it’s important for parents to be vigilant.

Slide 2
Which of these strategies are harder than they 
sound—and why? Encourage group members 
to speak from the heart about the difficulties 
of, say, following through on consequences. 
For example, if you take the car keys away 
from your daughter, you’re suddenly faced 
with the problem of getting her to and from 
school, work, practices, games, and other 
places she has to be.

Slides 3-8
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The next problem behavior we need to talk 
about is eating disorders. The book divides 
them into three categories. Ask any volunteers 
who are comfortable with the idea to share, 
briefly and discreetly, their own personal 
experiences with one or more of these 
categories of eating disorders.

Slide 9
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The statistics are alarming. Talk briefly about 
what makes people who struggle with eating 
disorders so susceptible to suicide. If no one 
else mentions it, point out that eating disorders 
are connected to people’s self-acceptance. If 
they can’t accept themselves, they may start 
to believe that they don’t deserve to live. 
Also, the battles with eating disorders are 
unrelenting. They’re being fought every meal. 
They can wear people down and cause them 
to consider ending the battles permanently.

Slide 10
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Think about Eric’s story from your participant’s 
book. If his college roommates had been 
paying attention, what signs would they have 
noticed in his appearance and behavior that 
might have set off some alarm bells? If no 
one else mentions it, suggest that they might 
have noticed him obsessing over his calories 
and portion sizes, being hyperfocused on 
exercise and making negative remarks about 
his weight.

Talk briefly about why it’s hard for parents to 
recognize eating disorders in their kids until 
they become startlingly obvious. If no one else 
mentions it, point out that kids who struggle 
with eating disorders learn quickly how to 
hide them.

Slide 11
What’s the best approach to getting help for a 
teen who’s struggling with an eating disorder? 
If no one else mentions it, point out that medical 
intervention is essential. That likely will involve 
regular appointments with a doctor, a dietician, 
and a mental health counselor. Treatment can 
last for months, and may require hospitalization 
or outpatient visits. Point out also that, as is 
the case with alcoholism and drug addiction, 
eating disorders never really go away. Instead, 
people learn to cope with and manage them. 
As they do, they need warm, nurturing, caring 
support from their loved ones.
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The third and final problem behavior we’re 
going to talk about is self-injury. What 
messages are teens sending when they harm 
themselves? If no one else mentions it, suggest 
that some teens may be indicating that 
they’re unable to deal with the stress they’re 
experiencing. Others may be crying out for 
help in the only way they know how.

Whatever the message, it’s important that 
parents get it. Research suggests that 70 
percent of kids who engage in self-harm will 
make at least one suicide attempt; 55 percent 
will make multiple attempts.

Slide 12
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What’s your best strategy if you notice one 
or more of these signs in your child? If no one 
else mentions it, emphasize the importance 
of starting a conversation immediately. You 
might say something like, “I’ve noticed some 
scars on your arm lately. If those scars could 
talk, what would they say?” You might teach 
her the basics of self-care, as well as stress-
management strategies that work for you. 
You might introduce a hobby or some other 
activity that your child can do when she feels 
like harming herself.

Slide 13
Say something like this: We began this 
session talking about lies. Before we finish this 
PowerPoint presentation, we need to look at 
four lies in our culture that may contribute to 
kids’ problem behaviors.



87
Leader’s Guide

Why is it so easy for parents to get caught up 
in the performance-driven culture? If no one 
else mentions it, point out that it’s tempting 
for parents to live vicariously through our 
kids. Their successes become our successes, 
and their failures—or mediocrity—become 
our failures or mediocrity. People who are 
competitive by nature tend to compare 
themselves to other parents, based on their 
kids’ performance.

Why is failure—even temporary failure—such 
a dreaded thing in our culture? If no one else 
mentions it, suggest that media, especially 
social media, plays a large role. Sports recap 
shows highlight the worst plays of the week. 
Video clips of “fails” often go viral. People 
see only the end (unsuccessful) result of an 
action, instead of the courage, skill, and effort 
that went into the attempt.

Slide 14 Why is it so tempting to believe that we 
deserve to be happy? If no one else mentions 
it, suggest that it appeals to our worst self-
centered instincts. We convince ourselves that, 
if we’re not happy, there’s something wrong 
with the people around us, something wrong  
with our circumstances, something wrong with 
the universe, or something wrong with God.

Why do people turn to alcohol, drugs, sex, 
and money to meet their needs? If no one else 
mentions it, point out that the media, especially 
social media, give us a false image of what 
alcohol, drugs, sex, and money can do. They 
show us scenes of people laughing; having 
fun, fulfilling desires, and posing near enviable 
possessions in exotic locations, surrounded by 
beautiful people. What they don’t show are 
the mornings after, the throes of addiction, 
the loneliness, the feelings of emptiness, the 
insecurity, and the lack of genuine fulfillment 
that also accompany these things.
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We’re not going to say much about this yet, 
except that the Alive to Thrive book identifies 
four steps for helping your child find healing 
from problem behaviors. Leave the slide on 
the screen while you move on to the next 
section.

Slide 10
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Embrace the 
Challenge
[About 15 Minutes]

Divide your group into teams. Assign each team 
one of the four steps toward healing listed on 
Slide 10. Instruct each team to brainstorm tips 
and strategies for maximizing the impact of its 
step. After a few minutes, ask each team to 
share what it came up with. Use the following 
suggestions to supplement each team’s ideas.

Listen to Your Child.

Create the right environment, in a place that’s 
free from distractions. Assure your child that 
there will be no negative consequences for 
being honest with you. Allow him to express his 
feelings without interruption. Resist the urge 
to correct him. Show genuine empathy and 
compassion for what’s happening in his life.

Share Your Own Struggles With Emotional 
Pain.

Empathize with feeling alone and confused. 
Talk openly with your child about how you 
dealt with your pain—in healthy and unhealthy 
ways. Spare her any grisly details, but help her 
understand that your teen years were far from 
perfect.

Make A Menu Of Options To Choose From 
When Your Child Is Experiencing Negative 
Emotions. 

Work with your child to create a list of healthy 
activities he can do when he’s stressed. The 
list may include journaling, drawing, physical 
exercise, singing, listening to music, or anything 

else that appeals to him. Eventually, you want 
him to be able to verbalize his feelings. In the 
meantime, find some options that don’t require 
conversation.

Seek Support From Other People.

Ask for help from friends, family members, 
pastors, and healthcare professionals. Social 
support is important to provide a buffer 
between your child and the hurtful things in 
this world. Professional support is necessary 
to help her learn to cope with pain in healthy 
ways.

If you have time, use the questions from the 
Embrace the Challenge section of the
participant’s book as a review. Ask volunteers 
to share the responses they came up with for
these questions:
• What have your kids learned from your 

relationship with alcohol and drugs?
• Based on your own experience or the 

experiences of people close to you, what can 
you tell your kids about eating disorders?

• What behaviors would cause you to suspect 
that your child might be injuring himself or 
herself?
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Bring It Home
[About 10 Minutes]

Before you wrap up the session, give your 
group members an opportunity to share how 
closely the issues of alcohol and drug use, 
eating disorders, and self-harm hit home for 
them. Encourage a few volunteers to share 
their responses to the questions in the “Bring It 
Home” section of the participant’s book.

Make sure that the rest of the group responds 
with a concerned, compassionate, and 
nonjudgmental spirit to any volunteers who are 
brave and transparent enough to share their 
struggles. Close the session in prayer, asking 
God to make Himself known in an unmistakable 
way to the teenagers and parents in your group 
who are struggling with problem behaviors.

Notes:
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Notes:



For this session, you’ll need
1. Items for an obstacle course (Step 1)
2. Computer for PowerPoint presentation (Step 
3)
3. Screen for PowerPoint presentation (Step 3)

Aim
To equip group members to recognize the 
factors involved in suicide and devise strategies 
for addressing them.
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Session 6: 
Dealing With the
Issue of Suicide

Leader’s Guide

Get Ready

Break The Ice
[About 10 Minutes]
Begin the session with an obstacle course 
demonstration. Create a simple course, using 
chairs, tables and other items in the room. You’ll 
also need two blindfolds and a timer. Ask two 
pairs of group members to assist you. Explain 
that one person in each pair will be blindfolded. 
Send the pairs out of the room while you create 
the obstacle course.

Bring in the first pair, one of whom should be 
blindfolded before entering the room. Explain 
that the sighted partner will stand in one spot 
and guide the blindfolded partner through 

the course, using only verbal instructions. Time 
the partners to see how long it takes them to 
complete the course.

Bring in the second pair and repeat the 
process. This time, however, explain that the 
sighted partner will guide the blindfolded 
partner through the course by taking his hand 
and leading him. Time them to see how long 
it takes. Unless something goes wrong, the 
second pair’s time should be much quicker than 
the first pair’s.

After you put your room back in order, point 
out that the demonstration offers a vivid 
example of the difference between talking to 
people about suicide and walking with them 
through the depths of their despair. Ask the 
following questions to guide your discussion of 
the activity:

Why might it be difficult for some people to get 
closely involved with someone who’s struggling 
with suicidal thoughts or someone who’s been 
impacted by suicide? If no one else mentions 
it, suggest that some people may feel helpless, 
unsure of what to say or do. Others may be 
afraid of saying or doing the wrong thing and 
making matters worse. Still others may be 
wrestling with conflicted thoughts and feelings 
about suicide.

What’s the difference between talking to kids 
about suicidal thoughts and walking with them 
through their struggles? If no one else mentions 
it, point out that walking with someone means 
enduring the highs and lows with them. It 
means asking tough questions and absorbing 
answers that are hard to hear. It means being 
there when no one else will. It means sacrificing 
your time, energy, and emotional well-being for 
the sake of someone you love.
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Explore the Word
[About 5 Minutes]

Say something like this: One of the best-
known passages in all of Scripture deals 
with this very issue. Ask someone to read 
Psalm 23:1-6. Use the following questions to 
guide your discussion of the passage.

Why was David unafraid, even when he 
walked through the valley of the shadow 
of death? 

If no one else mentions it, point out that 
David was comforted by God’s presence 
(“you are with me”). He knew God’s 
instructions; he had an appreciation for 
God’s Word. But what mattered most to 
him was knowing that God walked with him 
through his darkest hours.

What can we take away from David’s 
experience? 

If no one else mentions it, suggest that we 
can do God’s work in the lives of people 
who are struggling with suicidal thoughts 
by walking with them through their darkest 
hours, instead of standing back and offering 
advice from a distance.

Notes:
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Consider the 
Need
[About 20 Minutes]

Start your PowerPoint presentation. Use the 
accompanying questions and comments to 
guide your discussion.

In order to fully appreciate the need for 
“walking partners” through the valley of the 
shadow of death, we need to understand the 
scope of the suicide problem. Encourage group 
members to “translate” the statistics into more 
relatable forms. For example, if 22 percent of 
teenage girls have contemplated suicide, that 
means that, statistically speaking, among your 
child’s five closest female friends, at least one 
of them has thought about killing herself in the 
past year.

Slide 1
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What percentage of the people in your circle of 
acquaintances struggle with depression? Talk 
briefly about the fact that depression in teens 
can be especially difficult to recognize because 
of the changes going on in their bodies.

Slide 2
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Depression is like an explosive device. It’s 
dangerous, but it needs a detonator, or 
triggering device, in order to be truly destructive. 
Ask volunteers to talk about how many of these 
triggers are present in their kids’ lives.

Slide 3
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Certain factors can make a child more 
susceptible to thoughts of suicide. Here are a 
few to look for. If no one else mentions it, point 
out that virtually all kids wrestle with at least 
one or two of these factors at some point in 
their teenage years. So virtually all teens are 
susceptible to thoughts of suicide.

Slide 4
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Four out of five teen suicide attempts are 
preceded by clear warning signs. However, the 
signs are only clear if you know what to look 
for. Point out that the presence of a warning 
sign doesn’t necessarily mean that a teen is 
contemplating suicide. But it does give parents 
a reason to be vigilant, especially if two or 
three signs are present.

Slide 5
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Beyond the warning signs, there are even more 
serious indicators that your teen is actually in 
the process of planning suicide. These include 
your teen saying things like, “I wish I could die” 
or “If anything happens to me . . . ” They also 
include suicide notes, disturbing diary entries, 
or verbal expressions of bizarre or unsettling 
thoughts. If you become aware of these 
indicators, have a heart-to-heart talk with your 
teen. Don’t be afraid to get “pushy” or ask direct 
questions like these. Ask volunteers to suggest 
other direct questions that might be effective.

Slide 6

Use the example of Hayley, from the story 
in the “Consider the Need” section of the 
participant’s book. What questions would be 
appropriate for her parents to ask her?
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Here’s a diagram that you need to keep handy. 
If you suspect that your child is planning suicide, 
use the S.L.A.P. method to gauge the danger. 
Talk briefly about what to do if you discover 
that your child is running a 25 percent risk of 
suicide, what to do if it’s 50 percent, what to 
do if it’s 75 percent, and what to do if it’s 100 
percent.

Slide 7
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Communicating with your kids is essential 
to lessening the threat of teen suicide. You 
can start your conversation by talking about 
suicide on a cultural level, as an epidemic in 
our society. Here’s how to make the most of 
your conversation. Talk briefly about ways to 
drive home the importance of creating a family 
plan with your kids.

Slides 8-12
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Which of these steps would be the biggest 
challenge for you—and why? Encourage group 
members to talk about why certain steps likely 
would be more difficult for them than others. If 
you have time, as a group, you might brainstorm 
ways to lessen the challenges.

Ask for volunteers to talk about the experience of 
losing a family member, friend, or acquaintance 
to suicide. Encourage them to talk about their 
regrets about how they handled the situation, 
what they learned from the experience, and 
what they would do differently if, God forbid, it 
ever happened again.

Slides 14-15Slide 13
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We want to end this final slideshow on a positive 
note. As we’ve seen, the forces that are aligned 
against our kids are powerful. But they’re no 
match for the forces that are aligned with us. 
What’s the best prayer a parent can offer for a 
child who’s struggling with thoughts of suicide? 
Encourage several group members to offer 
their thoughts.

Slide 11
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Embrace the 
Challenge
[About 15 Minutes]

Divide the group into pairs. Assign each pair 
one of the following scenarios. Instruct the 
partners to role-play the scenario, with one 
playing the person in need and the other 
playing the concerned friend. Circulate among 
the pairs. If you find that some people are 
really uncomfortable with role-playing a person 
in need, jump in and play the role yourself. Let 
the partners work together in trying to help 
you.

Scenario 1

Hayley’s mom (from the story in the “Consider 
the Need” section of the participant’s book) 
confides in her small group leader. She talks 
about Hayley’s strange behavior in the hallway 
that evening and shares her concerns that her 
daughter may be having suicidal thoughts.

Scenario 2

After an Alive to Thrive group meeting, Antoine 
is talking with another parent about his son, 
who has struggled with depression for at least 
three years. Antoine was alarmed to discover 
that his son has experienced three “triggers’ for 
depression in the past six months. His grades 
are slipping in school, his girlfriend broke up 
with him, and his grandmother died.

Scenario 3

Holly’s daughter, a senior in high school, came 
home from school in tears. At first, she didn’t 
want to tell her mom what was wrong. Finally, 

she explained that, in study hall, her best 
friend Lisa was talking about the best ways 
to kill yourself. When someone asked her how 
she knew so much about it, Lisa said that she 
spends a lot of time researching it. Holly calls 
Lisa’s mom to tell her what Lisa said.

After each role play, encourage the rest of 
the group members to offer their thoughts 
on the encounter. Talk about the importance 
of speaking the truth in each scenario, rather 
than trying to downplay the situation to make 
the concerned parent feel better.

If you have time, use the questions from the 
Embrace the Challenge section of the
participant’s book as a review. Ask volunteers 
to share their responses to these questions:
• What sign or signs have you seen in your 

child that made you worry about the 
possibility of suicide?

• What’s a good strategy for getting past 
the awkwardness and discomfort of talking 
openly about suicide?

• What can you offer a loved one or 
acquaintance whose child attempted 
suicide?
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Bring It Home
[About 10 Minutes]

Before you wrap up the session, give your group 
members an opportunity to share how closely the 
issues of suicide hit home for them. Encourage 
a few volunteers to share their responses to the 
questions in the “Bring It Home” section of the 
participant’s book.

Make sure that the rest of the group responds 
with a concerned, compassionate, and 
nonjudgmental spirit to any volunteers who are 
brave and transparent enough to share their 
struggles. Close the session in prayer, asking 
God to make Himself known in an unmistakable 
way to the teenagers and parents in your group 
who are struggling with the issue of suicide.

Notes:
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Notes:
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