Group Building Activities:

As we experience life together we develop attachments to each other. A short-term mission experience provides intensity and variety, plus the close family-type environment of being in a group around-the-clock for an extended period of time (up to several weeks). You are certain to encounter several types of adversity, which compels the group to work together to accomplish their desired goal. All of these things create vivid memories and a sense that the individual members of your newly formed group have "bonded" together. 
By implementing group building activities, you can be the catalyst for the group "bonding" to occur and to achieve deeper levels. The basic steps for creating this sense of togetherness are:
· Getting to know each other 
· Affirming each other 
· Working together 
· Sharing personal thoughts and feelings 
Denny Rydberg, Lyman Coleman and Wayne Rice have published activities to promote group building and bonding. Their books are listed in the resource section. Here are a few group building activities for each of the four steps to get you started. Some are adapted from the authors listed above.
1. Getting to know each other - Some people need a little direction to get acquainted with others, while others are so sanguine you can't stop them from talking to any and every one. "Getting to know each other" activities are designed to break the ice and to get acquainted with others. They can be somewhat shallow. But that makes it safer for people to start their involvement. 
Some groups have people who don't even know each other's name, especially if the group is composed of people from more than one school or church, and if they're from different geographical places and have not spent much time together with pre-trip sessions. You've got to at least know everyone's name. Since it's embarrassing to keep asking a person (since most of us forget at the start), publicly give permission for each person to ask anyone else in the group what their first name is, up to 137 (or some other ridiculous number) times, each day! But if they ask 138 times in the same day, you don't need to feel obligated to respond! Here are a few activities to get acquainted as you start to build your group into a cohesive unit. 
Name Alliteration Game Sometimes it's helpful to have a memory device to learn names. That's the purpose behind the name alliteration game, plus it might tell you a little about the person so you get to know them some more. Alliteration is sharing a similar starting sound. Take the starting sound of your first name and use the sound in selecting an adjective to describe yourself. Use just positive adjectives, not put downs. If you're energetic and your name is Elizabeth, then your name is now "Energetic Elizabeth." Here are some other examples: Helpful Heather, Mountain Mike, Jovial John, Delightful Debbie, Awesome Andy, Insightful Ingrid, Move-'em-out Mitch. If individuals can't come up with an adjective to describe themselves, others in the group may assist--with final approval from the person whose name is being described! This can also be helpful if a first name is shared by more than one person. One group had three participants with the name Bob. One was a skilled construction person (Builder Bob), another was a student from England (British Bob) and the other was a chemistry teacher (Beaker Bob). 
Suitcase Show and Tell Have each person get one thing from their suitcase that shows what/who they are (in a kosher sense!). When the group reassembles, each person gets a few moments to "Show and Tell." What do the things we surround ourselves with say about who we are and what our lives are about? What would you have shown one year ago? What would you be likely to show 10 years from now? What would one of your friends have picked from your suitcase to show and tell others about you? 
More Like a ________! Have a series of paired opposites and have the individuals in your group cluster in the middle of your meeting area. Ask them if they are more like a or like a , for example, more like a snapshot or a videotape? Have those who feel more like the first word (snapshot) go to one side and those who feel more like the second word (videotape) to the other side. You can have them discuss any of these with the people who made the same choice. They should cluster back in the middle after each choice, since they might choose the opposite side of the room with the next word-pair. The groups are likely to change with each word-pair. Some examples of word-pairs you could use include dog-cat, tuba-violin, crocodile-frog, football-badminton, sleeping bag-water bed, Diet Coke-Diet Pepsi, computer hardware-computer software, New York City-smalltown USA, river-lake, morning-night, David-Goliath, poodle-pit bulldog, Mickey Mouse-Donald Duck, loud-soft, camping tent-palace, Fall-Spring, parakeet-eagle.
Describe Yourself With A Color/Animal/Car This can be a quick get-to-know-you activity with one-word responses. You can choose to have people explain if you'd like. Each person is to describe themselves as a color. More than one person may choose the same color, but it may be for very different reasons. Instead of using colors, you could also use animals. You may get some unique and rare species in your group! Another item with adequate variety is types of cars (and trucks). Who are the BMWs in your group? Who are the junkyard heaps! You might be surprised at how specific some of the people view themselves, which tells even more about them!
Share Your Testimony While individuals in your group may be called upon to give an impromptu testimony at a religious gather with the Nationals, and while they may do the same if called upon to do the morning worship for your group, you can also get them prepared for this possibility and get better acquainted with each other by having them share their testimony with each other. This can be one-to-one, in small groups, or in front of the group as a whole (which would obviously take much more time). The four basic types of testimonies (described in the "Giving One's Testimony" section) are: a conversion story, a growth experience, God's recent activity in your life, and a text from Scripture and why it's meaningful to you.
2. Affirming each other - for affirmation to be highly meaningful, it's best to get to know the person so you have something with depth and substance to affirm (besides "Your hair looks nice inside that hat"). Some people seem to be natural at affirming others, while others act as if affirmation is a precious resource to be conserved. Encourage your participants to be liberal in giving affirmation. We all crave it, even if some of us are uncomfortable in handling it (all you need to say is, "Thank you").
You may need to give some basic suggestions on how to give affirmation, such a being straight-forward (that food was good) rather than being back-handed (that food wasn't half bad). It also helps to be specific (I like that combination of kelly green with orange on you) rather than general (you look nice today).
One of the best ways to affirm somebody else is simply to listen to them. You may prime the pump a little by challenging the participants at breakfast to verbalize affirmation to at least 10 people before supper. Then, after supper, get feedback on how many people received affirmation as well as how many people gave affirmation. You may find that several days of gentle reminders and experimentation get your participants oriented to being affirming people. Here are some more activities you can do to encourage affirmation--the second stage of group building.
What I Want To Know As people start to get acquainted with each other, bits of information create curiosity to know more about each other. You can structure time as a group for people to build on what they know by asking creative questions to discover more about that person. The affirmation aspect of this is the interest in discovering more. It's a time to focus on the other person rather than spring-boarding into counter-stories about yourself.
As an entire group, or in smaller units of 3-5 people, have one person be the focus on "What I Want To Know." If people don't know enough about that person yet to ask creative questions, have the one person share a few things that can get the rest of the group going. Telling people that you have two brothers can lead to an affirming inquiry such as, "Are they as good looking as you?" or "What is it that your brothers enjoy about you?" Keep the questions positive and personal. This is your opportunity to really get to know the other people in your group. After an agreed upon time, switch to another person.
Warm Fuzzies Message Board This activity comes from the Youth-to-Youth conventions in which a message board is set up in a public place and a large supply of post-it notes and pens are available for people to jot quick notes of affirmation to post on the board. Group members can periodically check to see if they have any "warm fuzzies" on the board to retrieve. If you have a large group, you may need to partition off sections of the board alphabetically. The messages can be brief, such as "thanks for helping me with all that shoveling today. I think you saved my back!" or "You mix the best mud--thanks for making my block-laying look good!" You may need to have a few of your leaders initiate the warm fuzzies by having them write a bunch. Once people receive a warm fuzzie, there's an inclination to respond in kind. Periodically you will want to have your leader's do a set of warm fuzzies so that each person in your group receives one or two. The sense of community increases tremendously when people are looking for opportunities to give affirmation and then do it in such a tangible way.
Hugs One of the Maranatha trademarks developed by the older volunteers is giving hugs. It's the preferred greeting and farewell. It's a good idea to have structured times for hugging, bringing everyone in the group to an open area and inviting them to literally hug each other. You may need to actually demonstrate several types of hugs so their repetoire exceeds just bear hugs. There's the sideways squeeze, the A-frame (hug high and keep your distance low) and the light pat-on-the-back embrace. You can come up with additional ones, too. Some members of your group will find hugging to be quite natural. Others will need to learn how to do it and get used to it. Virtually everyone will be grateful for it. You can also do group hugs by forming a large circle with your arms around the people on either side of you. On the signal (count 1-2-3) everyone takes one step towards the center of the circle. Another group hug is the cinnamon roll hug. Form a line with everyone standing side-by-side with their arms around the person on either side of them. Start on one end of the line and begin twisting in a circle so the line rolls up like a cinnamon roll. Once everyone has been rolled up, give a squeeze. Then unroll. If your group is large, you can begin the roll from both ends. Some people believe you need to have at least eight hugs a day just to survive, and a minimum of 11 hugs each day to thrive. So set the stage to thrive!
Sign My Sheet Once people get to know each other well enough to be able to give significantly meaningful affirmation, some are still a little reserved or feel too shy to do so. This activity allows them to write their affirmation anonymously. Give each person a blank sheet of paper and have them write their name with large lettering at the top of the page (or have it done for them with a felt-tip marker). Each person can place the paper on the seat of their chair or on the table in front of them. Then they are free to move about and write a sentence or two for each member of the group on their respective sheets. This can take quite a bit of time. The more memories individuals have experienced together, the greater the intensity of this experience. Watch how eager they are to read what others wrote about them, as well as trying to figure out who wrote what!
Affirmation Circle Although this can be very personal and threatening, it certainly is affirming. It's placed last in this second stage of group building because your group really needs to be bonded together a fair amount already for this to have its full benefit. It's also listed as an activity for the final stage of group building (sharing personal thoughts and feelings), because it can be a very intimate experience. Have your group form a U-shape and sit on chairs. One member of the group can then sit on a chair at the open end of the U. Go around the U and have each person give one affirmation about the person in the "hot seat." Each person must give an original affirmation for that person. Obviously you need to know enough about the person to be able to make this meaningful. The person in the "hot seat" might be very uncomfortable receiving all this affirmation in a relatively public way. Yet deep inside they are loving it. Once everyone in the U has completed their affirmations, have the group move clockwise one seat and a new person will now be in the" hot seat" and you can begin again. Depending on the size of your group, you may choose to take several sessions to complete this activity for the entire group so it doesn't drag on. You'll need to take a "read" on the group to determine that.
3. Working together - while affirmation requires only one person's action, working together goes a step further--to the point of truly needing each other. For most, this isn't possible until the first two stages of group building have been sufficiently experienced.
A short-term mission trip pushes participants to this stage by virtue of work crews and very tangible evidence of how well people do work together. If the walls don't go up, what was wrong with the workers? How can you lay block if others don't supply you with the block and the mortar?
While the work crews are a natural avenue for working together, you can develop this third stage of group building with other activities, too. This may help your participants see that they need each other in other avenues as well.
Human Knot Have a group of about 10 people stand in a tight circle, shoulder-to-shoulder. Have each person extend their right hand and grab onto another person's hand. Then they do the same with their left hands. You should not grab onto the same person with both hands. You should now have a glob on hands in the middle. Designate one person to start an electric current for the group by squeezing once with their right hand. When a person feels the squeeze in one hand, they must pass it on by squeezing with their other hand (the reflex reaction is to squeeze back instead of passing the squeeze on). After the squeeze returns to the one who started it, ask if everyone received the squeeze. If not everyone did, release your grips and begin the entire process again, because you have more than one circle. If everyone did receive the squeeze, then untangle the human knot so that you have a circle--but untangle without letting go of the hands you're gripping. With groups of 8-9 people, this is quite easy. With groups of 10-11 people, it can be challenging. With groups of 12-13, you might be still working on it 20-30 minutes from the start. With 14+ in the group--forget it because your arms aren't long enough to reach across the circle.
Lean On Me This can be done in pairs or with a group. With pairs, have the partners face each other with their arms extended in front so they almost touch each other. When they are ready, have them lean towards each other, keeping their feet stationary. Then have them move a little farther apart and try it again. They can continue this process until they can't do it any longer. This same process can be tried with a group, either facing each other and alternating hands so that one hand catches one person and the other hand catches the person standing next to them, OR have the group form a circle and see how the group negotiates catching each other as a group in circle formation.
Over the Rope (string 2 feet high, 3 feet to each side) The stated objective is to have each member of the group get over a rope stretched horizontally about 5-6 feet above the ground. Tie the rope to a tree or other stationary object and hold the other end with your hand (you may need to stand on a chair). Everyone in the group must get over the rope without touching it. It's an initiative game and you can modify it as you see fit, such as lowering or raising the rope, giving the group an eight-foot 2 x 4, setting a time limit, making individuals who touch the rope return to the beginning side, etc. Once the group gets the hang of things, they can get quite a few people over in a hurry. The tough spots are the first people (including their landing, which may need spotting for safety) and the last people. 
Vacation Bible School Frequently Vacation Bible School (VBS) draws a large crowd of kids, and it can quickly grow on successive days. The leaders definitely need each other. When English isn't the primary language, the necessity of translators is obvious. Some people are skilled at story-telling, while others excel at leading group games or performing some gymnastic stunts. You might have some people in your group who can make animal shapes by twisting specially designed balloons. Others can lead in group singing or perform special music. Some might be ideal simply for supervision or preparing materials behind the scenes. You may need to have some of the workers from the job site drop by VBS for just a few minutes to share their talent and then return to the project, while others will be at VBS for the entire program. There are so many variables to VBS that even with excellent planning, you will have many opportunities to be dependent on each other for it to work well. 
Weekend Programming You never know when the Nationals may call for impromptu testimonies, so alert the members of your group to be prepared. You may also need to work together to prepare a skit or a special music, especially if you have your entire group sing a special number. You might anticipate this and learn a song in the language of your hosts. Although this takes a fair amount of practice for most groups, the Nationals really appreciate the effort taken to communicate in their tongue. You may also have people in your group present the sermon or the lesson study for the day. In such situations, those doing the presenting may be relying heavily on prayer support from others in your group. Draw on the support from each other and God to make the weekend programming an experience that further builds your group into a cohesive unit. 
4. SHARING PERSONAL THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS - while a number of people desire relationships with depth, intimacy, and truly knowing each other, many are fearful of such relationships. If you've led your group through the first three stages of group development, they will have the security to experience the openness of sharing their personal thoughts and feelings. While you wouldn't start a group with these activities, they may be possible once they've moved through the other stages, hopefully before your short-term mission experience is over.
Affirmation Circle Have your group sit in a U-shape and place one person at the open end of the U in the "hot seat" to receive positive statements from each member of the group. Already described in the second stage of group building, this activity is also appropriate in this final stage because not only does it affirm the one receiving the comments, but those giving them are challenged to dig deep into their experience to share their personal thoughts and feelings about the person the group is affirming. 
God & Me Inventory This activity can be written on paper, verbalized, or written and then shared. Individuals are invited to take an inventory of themselves and God. Here is a series of questions you can utilize for the inventory:
· What word-picture best describes your relationship with God (such as a small boat in a heavy sea, running through a mountain meadow, climbing a tall mountain, etc.)? 

· What are the highlights of your relationship with God over the past year? 

· What were the most significant struggles in your relationship with God over the past year? 

· On a scale of 1 (bummed) to 10 (pumped), how satisfied are you with your relationship with God? 
· On the same scale, how satisfied do you think God is with your relationship? Explain. 
· What are three practical steps you can take to be more satisfied with your relationship with God? 
What I'd like to Be Remembered For This is a deeply reflective sharing activity and requires that your group be developed to the point of being able to share deeply with each other. The mood also must be set for thoughtful sharing to be possible and safe to verbalize. Although teens are relatively young, help them identify major purposes in their lives by having them share "What they'd like to be remembered for." This doesn't need to be limited to their short-term mission experience, but all of life. It can be stated in the abrupt sense of "If you were to die next week, what would you like to be remembered for?" or an ongoing dynamic of "What would you like to be remembered for?" or "When people think of you, what thoughts would you like to come to their minds?" Some people may change their values as they are led to prioritize the purpose(s) in their lives or as they hear what others have to share.
Journaling and Sharing One of the primary purposes for the journals is to create a springboard for group discussions (see section on journaling as well as examples of journals in the Appendix). Journal entries are confidential and should be shared only when participants choose to share. Your job as the leader is to create an environment safe enough for them to share and inviting enough for them to want to share. As the leader, you may be able to pick out only one or two key parts for a given day for the group to share in small groups or in the group as a whole. Keep in mind that what one person shares could easily be true for a number of other people in your group, although it may also spur others to give a different perspective. The open-ended statements in the journal are arranged to become increasingly personal and intimate as the mission trip progresses. You may choose to arrange things differently or to skip around from day to day to fit the dynamics of your particular group on this specific trip. 
My Spiritual Journey Have each participant draw a graph of their spiritual journey from their birth to the present, including their ups and downs as well as their plateaus. They can even write key events, such as their baptism, the divorce of their parents, moving to a new school, making the basketball team, etc. Then have them share with others their spiritual journey. 
