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Deprived by the COVID-19 pandemic of their cap-and-gown traditions—

the proud and stately walk to “Pomp and Circumstance,” the calling of the 

graduate’s name, the stroll across the stage to receive a handshake and a 

diploma as cameras flash and family members hoot and cheer—the Class 

of 2020 needed other means to put closure to their school careers and 

launch them into the next phase of life. They also needed a way to process 

their grief and disappointment. The ELCA’s Passage program helped 

connect grads for support, comfort and companionship. What can be 

learned from its success? Plenty.

Questions for discussion
• As a study group, share memories of your school graduation rituals and 

ceremonies. What was it like? Where did it take place? What is the most 
prominent memory? What is the most meaningful? What was the funniest 
moment? How did it help you put closure on your school days? How did it 
help you transition from one stage of life to another?

• Life is filled with “rites of passage,” some big and formal, and some ordinary 
but meaningful: learning to walk or tie your shoes or ride a bicycle, your 
first kiss, first communion, your first job, earning a driver’s license, getting 
a smartphone, confirmation, marriage, retirement, etc. What other rites 
of passage can you think of? What have been the most important rites of 
passage for you? Why? What meaning did they hold for you at the time? How 
did they prepare you to leave behind one aspect of life and begin another? 
Looking back, what meaning do they have now? What rites of passage do you 
look forward to now?

• Throughout history, every culture and every religion have developed rites 
of passage. Why do you think that is? Why have rites of passage evolved 
as a universal aspect of human life? What is the importance of rites of 
passage? What purpose do they serve? What do these rites give to those who 
participate? What is lost when rites of passage are foregone?

• Looking back on our culture, especially our church culture, what rites of 
passage have diminished in value over time? Why? Is it for the better or 
the worse? Would it be beneficial to revise, renew and reinvigorate rites of 
passage? Which ones? How might that happen? 
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• For those in your study group who have graduated, what do you imagine 
it would have been like to not have a graduation ceremony and other 
end-of-school traditions? Describe what you think the members of the 
Class of 2020 are experiencing. Ask members of the Class of 2020 to share 
what they are feeling. How can your congregation support them?

• In the absence of ceremonies and other traditions for this year’s graduates, 
how did your community honor and provide a sense of celebration for them? 
What did your congregation do? How were those efforts received? Was it 
enough? What else might you do for them?

• The Passage program connected members of the Class of 2020 with one 
another in small groups. What do you see as the benefits of this process? 
How do conversation, connection and commiseration help people who have 
experienced a common loss or disappointment cope? How can this kind of 
fellowship become a sort of rite of passage, helping people to transition from 
one stage of life to another? 

• Why is it a good idea to bring together people who have common interests 
and experiences, especially if they have suffered in some way? How does this 
wisdom work with such well-known models as 12-step programs, support 
groups for medical patients and their caregivers, or those experiencing 
common life challenges, such as weight loss, parenting or aging? What 
groups exist in your congregation or community that use this kind of 
approach? How might the small-group model in the Passage program 
provide your congregation with a template for connecting people who have 
similar interests or experiences? What groups of people in your congregation 
or community might be gathered together in that way? How might it enrich 
their lives? How might it enrich your congregational life? Why?
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Grace Hoening, like most 
2020 high school seniors, ended 
her secondary education career in 
an unprecedented way: isolated 
from her peers, missing out on a 
“normal” graduation ceremony 
and trying to prepare for an 
uncertain start to college in the fall.

This was not at all what she 
had expected.

But this past summer, the 
18-year-old graduate of Rockford 
(Ill.) Lutheran High School and 
nearly 50 other recent graduates 
found Passage—a new ELCA 
young adult small-group program 
that allowed them to express their 
feelings and talk about their faith.

“We talk about life, what 
changes are going to happen 
and what we expect to see 
differently about our lives, 
and about how we’ve gone 
through this—because COVID 
obviously wasn’t expected,” said 
Hoening, a member of GPS Faith 

Community in Machesney Park, 
Ill. “People I’m in the group 
with are all across the U.S., so 
knowing it’s not just me, it’s all of 
us together, that’s comforting.”

Passage was created to help 
high school graduates connect 
with peers and young adult 
leaders during a major time 
of transition in their lives: the 
summer before they begin college, 
technical school, military training 
or other life adventures.

“Those transitions are very, 
very important,” said Lamont 
Anthony Wells, ELCA program 
director for campus ministry. 
“When you look [at] how cultures 
across the world behave, they 
do well with transitions. It 
goes back to … rites of passage, 
like bar mitzvahs. … We have 
confirmation, but many of our 
kids in recent decades have lost 
interest or true connection, and 
we want to revive that, and we 

believe that happens in transitions 
and critical parts of our lives.”

Passage brought together small 
groups of five to seven recent high 
school graduates from across 
the country and allowed them 
to “meet” once a week digitally, 
through Zoom or Google Meet, 
to talk about life issues: how it felt 
to leave home and enter dorms or 
military bunk rooms, how to find a 
new church family, how to engage 
their faith with others learning to 
do the same, and more.

The groups were led by a 
young adult leader—typically 
a college student involved in 
Lutheran campus ministry—who 
provided videos and advice as 
they mentored and coached their 
groups for six weeks.

“They have had some really 
meaningful conversations with 
the people in their group,” said 
Savanna Sullivan, ELCA program 
director for young adult ministry. 
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“We know the future 
is scary, but we are all 
taking the leap together 
and our community
is ready to catch us
if we need it.”
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“[The students have said], 
‘I’ve been looking for a place 
where I can express some of my 
excitement and frustration with 
how my senior year went or how I 
expected it to go.’”

Ashley Karas, an 18-year-
old high school graduate and 
member of Good Shepherd 
Lutheran Church in Green 
Bay, Wis., was one of those 
students. She found Passage 
enjoyable because of the organic 
conversations she had with peers. 

“[We discussed] what are we 
afraid of going into the future, 
and how can we help each 
other when we have the same 
questions,” said Karas, who plans 
to study premedical biology at 
Luther College in Decorah, Iowa. 
“College can be really daunting, 
especially in the time we have 
now, but it’s comforting to know 
I’m not the only one with these 
worries. [My group peers] are 
from North Dakota and Arizona, 
but I’m not the only one with this 
experience. … It’s easy to bond 
over shared fears.”

Lasting connection
COVID-19 may have been a 
catalyst for Passage, but ELCA 
leaders had already identified 
a gap between such otherwise 
solid programming as the ELCA 
Youth Gathering and Lutheran 
Campus Ministry programs. 

“COVID clarified and 
crystalized and sped up the 
offering of this [program] as 
a way to combat the issue that 
already existed,” Sullivan said. 
“It’s really hard to connect 
people who recently graduate 
from high school to their next 
journey in faith.

“Our campus pastors were 
saying this too. How can we be 
a resource to people who are 
leaving their high school youth 
groups or haven’t been involved 
in high school youth group but 
are having big questions of faith 

and specific challenges they’re 
facing in this moment?”

Wells and Sullivan both 
believe the program has a bright 
future. “The feedback we’re 
getting right now is this Passage 
program allows the student to 
feel a sense of stableness, like 
someone’s walking with them 
through this process,” Wells said. 
“We’re sensing that they may 
want this to continue.” 

Karas has already 
experienced a deep connection 
with her Passage peers. 

“My group has grown to be a 
family,” she said. “Many of us will 
join [a meeting an extra] five to 
10 minutes just to catch up with 
one another, even though we have 
never met in person. … Our time 
together tends to fly by because 
we don’t have to try and impress 
the others. It’s a safe place to be 
yourself and everyone just wants 
to support one another. We know 
the future is scary, but we are all 
taking the leap together and our 
community is ready to catch us if 
we need it.”

The program shouldn’t have 
any problems expanding. Wells 
said he had to turn away college 
volunteers because there were 
more potential young adult 
leaders than students registered 
for the program. 

“We’ll definitely do this 
again next summer,” Sullivan 
said. “We’re really hoping this 
ministry can gain traction—that 
this is something high school 
seniors can look forward to being 
a part of in the summer after 
their senior year.” =
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The coronavirus pandemic is
pushing millions more families
in our country into hunger

and hardship. In developing 
countries, which were already
struggling with poverty and disease,
this health crisis has become a
hunger crisis. 

Informative webinars and new
online resources can help you 
and your community of faith
respond to these urgent needs. 
For churches and other groups,
online events to write letters to
Congress are generating enthusiastic
participation.

Visit bread.org/activist for a
schedule of webinars and links 
to downloadable resources.  

Visit bread.org/activist 
or call 800-822-7323

Make Your 
Voice Heard 
in Congress
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