
Lenten Courageous Conversations – Soldiers (Week 1) 
By Scott Hughes, Director of Adult Discipleship 

 
Baptismal Question:     Do you renounce the spiritual forces of wickedness, 
                   reject the evil powers of this world,  
              and repent of your sin? 
 
Overview 
 Lent is a forty-day period of self-reflection, contemplation, and reconciliation. 
Lent is also traditionally a season connected with preparing for baptism or reaffirmation 
of the baptismal covenant. The following Lenten Courageous Conversation is an 
attempt to relate the vows made in baptism with persons who are or could be feeling 
estranged. In particular, this series of lessons will focus on soldiers returning from war 
and/or from active duty who often struggle with physical and/or emotional injuries and 
have the difficult task of reentry into civilian life.   

The Book of Resolutions of the United Methodist Church invites us to consider: 
“that the Church commits itself to extend its pastoral ministry to members of the 
armed forces and their families during their time of service and after their return; 
and…that we call upon our churches to extend a welcome home to persons who return 
from service in their armed forces, to respect their stories and interpretations of their 
experiences, and to value and encourage expression of their contributions to the 
ministry of our churches...”1  
  
Method 

The approach for the Lenten Courageous Conversation begins with an interview 
in the first session and then allows for more discussion in the succeeding sessions. Feel 
free to adapt the time and other variables as needed for your context. To set the stage 
properly for each session, think through the setting of the room and any technical 
logistics beforehand. Proper attention to these details displays intentionality and 
provides order to the conversations. Each session is bracketed by a vow from the 
baptismal liturgy. These should be emphasized and frame each session.  

  
 
 
 
 

																																																								
1	The	Book	of	Resolutions	of	the	United	Methodist	Church,	2012	(Copyright	©	2012.	The	United	
Methodist	Publishing	House.	Used	by	permission),	674.		



Estimated Timeline 
The following is based on a 45- to 60-minute timeframe.  
 
Opening Prayer (3 minutes) 
Overview (5 minutes) 
Setting Aside Baggage (5 minutes) 
Interviews in the Presence of the Whole Group (30 minutes) 
Small-Group Reflection (10 minutes) 
Large-Group Reflective Exercise (5 minutes) 
Closing Prayer (2 minutes) 
 
Lenten Courageous Conversation 
v Opening Prayer 

Ø Begin with silence and/or the lighting of a candle to represent God’s presence. 
This time of silence is important to center the group and mark the space and 
time as unique. Have a copy of the prayer for everyone to follow along or 
participate in the prayer. (For examples, see this link.) 
 

v Overview  
Ø Give an overview of the main topic of discussion and its connection to Lent. 

Have the group recite the baptismal vow emphasis for this week. Point out and 
read the conversation guidelines. Reinforce that this a safe place for people to 
freely express their opinions and perspectives. 
 

v Setting Aside Baggage 
Ø Form people into small groups, with a maximum of three people to a group. 

Allow each participant no more than two minutes to finish the sentence:  
§ What I hope for this Lenten season is… 

 
v Interviews in the Presence of the Whole Group 

Ø Interviews  
§ Find someone in your community (church and/or local community) who has 

had active military service. This could be veterans, active service men and 
women, and/or those in the reserves or people who have been in ministry 
with soldiers. There can be a panel of interviewees or, if necessary, just one 
interviewee. Designate one well-respected person to conduct the interview. 
The questioner, ideally, will be someone with interviewing skills who is seen 
as neutral pertaining to the outcome. The focus of the interview(s) should be 

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/prayer-guide-for-courageous-conversations


on the experience of military life and the challenges of reentry into civilian 
life.  
• If time permits, allow the interviewees to ask questions. These can be 

verbal or written questions submitted to the interviewer. The aim is for 
learning, not for advancing opinions. 
  

v Reflective Small-Group Time 
Ø If time permits, have participants break into smaller groups of about four to five 

people per group. Have a recorder in each group record answers to the second 
question.  

Ø Print out and/or display the following questions: 
§ How has this issue had an impact on you or someone you know?  
§ What are you most curious about regarding military life and the challenges of 

reentry into civilian life? 
 
 

v Large-Group Reflective Exercise 
Ø Before ending, allow any participant who would like to answer in one sentence, 

§ In light of what we have heard, how can we (as a congregation and as 
individuals) rely on God’s grace to “renounce the spiritual forces of 
wickedness, reject the evil powers of this world, and repent of [our] sin”? 

§ In light of what we have heard about military life and soldiers’ reentry into 
civilian life, in what ways do we believe God might be calling us (as a 
congregation and as individuals) to “renounce the spiritual forces of 
wickedness, reject the evil powers of this world, and repent of [our] sin”?  

 
v Closing Prayer 

Ø End with silence and/or the lighting of a candle to represent God’s presence. 
Have a copy of the prayer for everyone to follow along or participate in the 
prayer. (For examples, see this link.) 

 
 
  

https://www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/prayer-guide-for-courageous-conversations


Lenten Courageous Conversations – Soldiers (Week 2) 
 

Baptismal Question:     Do you accept the freedom and power God gives you 
                  to resist evil, injustice, and oppression 
                  in whatever forms they present themselves? 
 
Estimated Timeline 
The following is based on a 45- to 60-minute timeframe. Adjust as needed.  
 
Opening Prayer (3 minutes) 
Overview (5 minutes) 
Setting Aside Baggage (5 minutes) 
Biblical and Theological Reflection (30 minutes) 
Large-Group Reflective Exercise (5 minutes) 
Closing Prayer (2 minutes) 
 
Lenten Courageous Conversation 
v Opening Prayer 

 
v Overview  

Ø Give an overview of the main topic of discussion: The church’s ministry with 
soldiers. Have the group recite the baptismal vow emphasis for this week. Point 
out and read the conversation guidelines. Reinforce that this a safe place for 
people to freely express their opinions and perspectives. 
 

v Setting Aside Baggage 
Ø Form people into small groups, with a maximum of three people to a group. 

Allow each participant no more than two minutes to finish the following 
sentence:  
§ One thing I learned or that has stuck with me from last week’s session is… 
Then allow each participant to answer the following question 
§ How has this issue had an impact on you or someone you know?  

Ø Remind the participants that this is a time of naming and listening, not 
discussing; that will come later. 
 

v Biblical and Theological Reflection 
Ø Biblical (together as one group) 

§ Have three participants take turns reading:  
• Matthew 25:31-46 – imperative to visit strangers, vulnerable, and outcasts 



• Romans 12:10-15 – prioritize loving and honoring others  
• Romans 15:1-7 – glorifying God through welcoming 

 
Ø Small-Group Reflection 

§ Form people into smaller groups of four to six people.  
• Allow each person to take turns reflecting on the passages that have 

been read. Use time limits and a talking stick to allow every participant an 
equal opportunity to participate.  

• Allow participants to identify other biblical passages that inform their 
beliefs regarding military life and the process of reentry for soldiers. 
  

Ø Theological Reflection: Social Principles – “Military Service” (together as one 
group) 
§ Print out a copy for each participant of ¶164 section I on “Military Service” 

from The Book of Discipline.  
§ An optional reading relating to suicide from The Book of Discipline ¶161N: 

“A Christian perspective on suicide begins with an affirmation of faith that 
nothing, including suicide, separates us from the love of God (Romans 8:38-
39). Therefore, we deplore the condemnation of people who complete 
suicide, and we consider unjust the stigma that so often falls on surviving 
family and friends.”2  

§ Have participants read the following selections from The Book of Resolutions  
• “…Be it further resolved, that we call upon our churches to extend a 

welcome home to persons who return from service in the armed forces, to 
respect their stories and interpretations of their experiences, and to value 
and encourage expression of their potential contributions to the ministry 
of our churches; and Be it further resolved, that we call upon our churches 
and members to pray for persons serving in the armed forces and their 
families, to pray for persons whom circumstances have caused us to relate 
to as enemies, to pray for other persons for whom war has caused 
suffering, and to pray for peace.”  (Book of Resolutions, 674) 
♦ For additional theological and biblical reflection on military service, 

see The Book of Discipline, ¶165C on “War and Peace” and pages 
673-677 of The Book of Resolutions.  
 

																																																								
2	The	Book	of	Discipline	of	The	United	Methodist	Church–2012	(Copyright	©	2012	by	The	United	
Methodist	Publishing	House.	Used	by	permission),	pages	115-116.	



 
 

Ø Small-Group Reflection 
§ Break back into smaller groups.  

• Allow each person to take turns reflecting on the passages that have 
been read in the same format as before. 

• Allow participants to identify other theological principles that inform their 
beliefs regarding military life and soldiers’ reentry into civilian life. 

• How do you believe the church can be in ministry with current and 
veteran military service men and women? 
  

v Large-Group Reflective Exercise 
Ø Before ending, allow any participant who would like to answer in one sentence, 

§ “One thing that I will take with me from this conversation is…” 
§ In light of what we have heard, how can we (as a congregation and as 

individuals) rely on God’s grace to “accept the freedom and power God 
gives [us] to resist evil, injustice, and oppression in whatever forms they 
present themselves”? 

§ In light of what we have heard regarding challenges faced by soldiers, in 
what ways do we believe God might be calling us to help others “accept the 
freedom and power God gives [them] to resist evil, injustice, and oppression 
in whatever forms they present themselves”?  

 
v Closing Prayer 
 
 
  



Lenten Courageous Conversations – Soldiers (Week 3) 
 

Baptismal Questions:       Do you confess Jesus Christ as your Savior,  
                   put your whole trust in his grace 
                   and promise to serve him as your Lord, 
                   in union with the church which Christ has opened 
                       to people of all ages, nations, and races? 
       By the grace given you, will you remain faithful members of  
    Christ’s holy church, and serve as Christ’s representatives 

    in the world?   
 
Estimated Timeline 
The following is based on a 45- to 60-minute timeframe. Adjust as needed.  
 
Opening Prayer (3 minutes) 
Overview (5 minutes) 
Setting Aside Baggage (10 minutes - notice a little longer than usual) 
The Spiral (25 minutes) 
Large-Group Reflective Exercise (5 minutes) 
Closing Prayer (2 minutes) 
 
 
 
 
Lenten Courageous Conversation 
v Opening Prayer 

 
v Overview  

Ø Give an overview of the main topic of discussion: The role of the church in 
ministering with soldiers (veterans and active service). Have the group recite the 
baptismal vow emphasis for this week. Point out and read the conversation 
guidelines.  
 

v Setting Aside Baggage 
Ø Form people into small groups, with a maximum of three people to a group. 

Allow each participant no more than two minutes to finish the following 
sentences:  
§ One thing I learned or that has stuck with me from last week’s session is…   

Or for those who were absent last week 



§ One thing I hope to learn in this week’s session is… 
§ If I were reentering civilian life following military service, I hope people would 

understand… 
§ If I were reentering civilian life following military service, I hope I would be 

received… 
 

v The Spiral 
Ø Have seven participants each read one of the following statistics regarding 

soldiers and veterans:   
§ “The number of active-duty personnel who died by suicide in 2015 declined 

slightly from 2014, but the reserve component, including the National Guard, 
saw a 23 percent increase, according to Pentagon data released [in April 
2016].”3 

§ According to the Department of Defense, “In the first quarter of 2016, the 
military services reported the following: 
• 58 deaths by suicide in the Active Component 
• 18 deaths by suicide in the Reserves 
• 34 deaths by suicide in the National Guard”4 

§ According to Pew Research, “While more than seven-in-ten veterans (72%) 
report they had an easy time readjusting to civilian life, 27% say re-entry was 
difficult for them—a proportion that swells to 44% among veterans who 
served in the ten years since the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.”5 

§ “Veterans who served in the post-9/11 period also report more difficulties 
returning to civilian life than those who served in Vietnam or the Korean 
War/World War II era, or in periods between major conflicts.”6 

§ Religious beliefs and religious observance play a significant factor in re-entry 
success: “higher levels of religious belief, as measured by frequent 
attendance at religious services, dramatically increases the odds that a post-
9/11 veteran will have an easier time readjusting to civilian life. According to 
the analysis, a recent veteran who attends religious services at least once a 
week has a 67 percent chance of having an easy re-entry experience. Among 

																																																								
3	http://www.militarytimes.com/story/military/2016/04/04/reserve-suicides-up-23-percent-
active-duty-count-remains-steady/82619724	
4http://www.dspo.mil/Portals/113/Documents/DoD	Quarterly	Suicide	Report	CY2016	Q1.pdf	
5	http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/12/08/the-difficult-transition-from-military-to-civilian-
life/	
6	Ibid.	

http://www.militarytimes.com/story/military/2016/04/04/reserve-suicides-up-23-percent-active-duty-count-remains-steady/82619724/
http://www.dspo.mil/Portals/113/Documents/DoD%20Quarterly%20Suicide%20Report%20CY2016%20Q1.pdf
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/12/08/the-difficult-transition-from-military-to-civilian-life/


post-9/11 veterans who never attend services, the probability drops to 
43%.”7 

§ From the Department of Veterans Affairs: “The number of Veterans with 
PTSD varies by service era: 
• Operations Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Enduring Freedom (OEF): About 11-

20 out of every 100 Veterans (or between 11-20%) who served in OIF or 
OEF have PTSD in a given year.  

• Gulf War (Desert Storm): About 12 out of every 100 Gulf War Veterans (or 
12%) have PTSD in a given year.  

• Vietnam War: About 15 out of every 100 Vietnam Veterans (or 15%) were 
currently diagnosed with PTSD at the time of the most recent study in the 
late 1980s, the National Vietnam Veterans Readjustment Study (NVVRS). 
It is estimated that about 30 out of every 100 (or 30%) of Vietnam 
Veterans have had PTSD in their lifetime.”8 

§ According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration: “In the United States, about 10% of homeless people are 
veterans. Among this group, three out of four experience mental and/or 
substance use disorders. About one fifth of veterans in substance use 
treatment were homeless.”9  
 
 

Ø Read the following from The Book of Resolutions: 
§ Read Resolution 5061, “Prayer and Support for Members of the Armed 

Forces and Veterans” (found on pages 673-674) aloud.  
 

Ø Large-Group Reflection using The Spiral Method 
§ This style of group dialogue allows participants to voice their perspectives 

freely. If needed, ask speakers to use a microphone so that all can hear. 
§ In the room, place approximately six chairs in a circle. Include a cross or 

some other symbol to serve as a talking stick within the circle. It is a good 
idea to include other symbols as well (candles, altar, etc.). Allow participants 
to sit anywhere except within the circle. After a time of prayer or silence, 
invite whoever would like to enter the circle to do so. Once the circle is full [it 
is fully acceptable if this takes some time], one of the participants may use 
the talking stick to speak. Be sure to designate a time limit. Once the 

																																																								
7	http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/12/08/the-difficult-transition-from-military-to-civilian-
life/	
8	http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/PTSD-overview/basics/how-common-is-ptsd.asp	
9	http://www.samhsa.gov/veterans-military-families/critical-issues	

http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2011/12/08/the-difficult-transition-from-military-to-civilian-life/
http://www.ptsd.va.gov/public/PTSD-overview/basics/how-common-is-ptsd.asp
https://www.samhsa.gov/veterans-military-families/critical-issues


individual has completed speaking, he or she passes the talking stick to the 
person on the left. Individuals may return to their seats after the person on 
the left has completed speaking. Once people leave their seats, the seats 
within the circle are open for someone else to take. Thus, people spiral in 
and out of the circle. 
 

v Large-Group Reflective Exercise 
Ø Before ending, allow any participant who would like to answer in one sentence, 

§ “One thing that I will take with me from this conversation is…” 
§ In light of what we have heard, how can we (as a congregation and as 

individuals) rely on God’s grace to “confess Jesus Christ as [our] Savior, put 
[our] whole trust in his grace and promise to serve him as [our] Lord, in union 
with the church which Christ has opened to people of all ages, nations, and 
races, and remain faithful members of Christ’s holy church, and serve as 
Christ’s representatives in the world”? 

§ In light of what we have heard about soldiers and the challenges of re-entry, 
in what ways do we believe God might be calling us to help others “confess 
Jesus Christ as [their] Savior, put [their] whole trust in his grace and promise 
to serve him as [their] Lord, in union with the church which Christ has opened 
to people of all ages, nations, and races, and remain faithful members of 
Christ’s holy church, and serve as Christ’s representatives in the world”?  
 

v Closing Prayer 
 
 
  



Lenten Courageous Conversations – Soldiers (Week 4) 
 

Baptismal Questions:         Will you nurture these children (persons) 
                   in Christ’s holy church, 
                   that by your teaching and example they may be guided 
                   to accept God’s grace for themselves, 
                   to profess their faith openly, 
                   and to lead a Christian life? 
          Will you nurture one another in the Christian faith and life, 
    and include these persons now before you in your care?  
 
 
 
Estimated Timeline 
The following is based on a 45- to 60-minute timeframe. Adjust as needed.  
 
Opening Prayer (3 minutes) 
Overview (5 minutes) 
Setting Aside Baggage (5 minutes) 
Small Group (30 minutes) 
Large-Group Reflective Exercise (5 minutes) 
Closing Prayer (2 minutes) 
 
Lenten Courageous Conversation 
v Opening Prayer 

 
v Overview  

Ø Give an overview of the main topic of discussion: The role of the church in 
ministering with soldiers. Have the group recite the baptismal vow emphasis for 
this week. Point out and read the conversation guidelines. 
  

v Setting Aside Baggage 
Ø Form people into small groups, with a maximum of three people to a group. 

Allow each participant no more than two minutes to finish the following 
sentence:  
§ One thing I learned or that has stuck with me from last week’s session is… 
§ OR One thing I hope to learn from this week’s session is… 

 
 



v Small-Group Time 
§ This style of group dialogue emphasizes clarity of thought and naming 

assumptions or perceptions about the topic. The focus here is on attentive 
listening, not debating or persuading. 

§ If participants are willing, randomly assign them to a table with no more than 
six to eight people per table. Identify the cross on the table or other object 
to be used as a talking stick. Clarify that only the person with the talking stick 
may speak, and the other group members are to practice attentive listening. 
Taking each question in turn, allow each participant up to but no more than 
five minutes to reflect on the following questions. Print out and/or display the 
questions. 
• What issues or concerns have you heard expressed regarding soldiers and their 

challenges with re-entry?  
• What role does the church have in welcoming and nurturing the baptized (and 

yet-to-be baptized) soldiers in our community?  
• Where do you see God leading the church regarding ministering with soldiers 

and their families? 
 

v Large-Group Reflective Exercise 
Ø Before ending, allow any participant who would like to answer in one sentence, 

§ “One thing that I will take with me from this conversation is…” 
§ In light of what we have heard, how can we (as a congregation and as 

individuals) rely on God’s grace to “nurture these children (persons) in 
Christ’s holy church, that by your teaching and example they may be guided 
to accept God’s grace for themselves, to profess their faith openly, and to 
lead a Christian life, and nurture one another in the Christian faith and life, 
and include these persons now before you in your care”? 

§ In light of what we have heard about soldiers and their challenge with re-
entry, in what ways do we believe God might be calling us to “nurture these 
children (persons) in Christ’s holy church, that by your teaching and example 
they may be guided to accept God’s grace for themselves, to profess their 
faith openly, and to lead a Christian life, and nurture one another in the 
Christian faith and life, and include these persons now before you in your 
care”?  
 

v Closing Prayer 
 
  



Lenten Courageous Conversations – Soldiers (Week 5) 
 

Baptismal Question:   Do you believe in God the Father? 
               Do you believe in Jesus Christ? 
              Do you believe in the Holy Spirit? 
 
Estimated Timeline 
The following is based on a 45- to 60-minute timeframe. Adjust as needed.  
 
Opening Prayer (3 minutes) 
Overview (5 minutes) 
Setting Aside Baggage (5 minutes) 
Small Group (25 minutes) 
Large-Group Reflective Exercise (10 minutes) 
Closing Prayer (2 minutes) 
 
Lenten Courageous Conversation 
v Opening Prayer 

 
v Overview  

Ø Give an overview of the main topic of discussion: The role of the church in 
ministering with soldiers. Have the group recite the baptismal vow emphasis for 
this week. Point out and read the conversation guidelines.  
 

v Setting Aside Baggage 
Ø Form people into small groups, with a maximum of three people to a group. 

Allow each participant no more than two minutes to finish the following 
sentence:  
§ One thing I learned or that has stuck with me from last week’s session is… 
§ One thing that has had an  impact on me this Lenten season is… 

 
v Small-Group Time 

Ø If participants are willing, randomly assign them to a table. Identify the cross on 
the table or other object to be used as a talking stick. Clarify that only the 
person with the talking stick may speak, and the other group members are to 
practice attentive listening. Use half of the small-group time discussing those 
questions and half of the time to address the second set of questions. Allow 
each participant up to but no more than five minutes to reflect on the following 
questions. Print out and/or display the questions. 



§ What questions remain regarding soldiers and their challenge with re-entry? 
§ Where do you continue to struggle with the church’s ministry with soldiers and their 

challenges with re-entry?  
 

§ How does your understanding of the three persons of our one God influence your 
beliefs regarding the church’s ministry to soldiers and their families?  

§ How does being a baptized Christian, part of the church universal (seeing all 
Christians regardless of nationality as our brothers or sisters), affect your beliefs 
regarding soldiers and the challenges they face with re-entry? 
 

v Large-Group Reflective Exercise 
Ø Before ending, allow any participant who would like to answer in one sentence, 

§ “This focus on soldiers has affected my Lenten season by…” 
§ In light of what we have heard during Lent, how can we (as a congregation 

and as individuals) rely on God’s grace to “believe in God the Father? Do 
you believe in Jesus Christ? Do you believe in the Holy Spirit?” 

§ In light of what we have heard during Lent, in what ways do we believe God 
might be calling us to help others “believe in God the Father? Do you 
believe in Jesus Christ? Do you believe in the Holy Spirit?” 
 

v Closing Prayer	
	


