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Building a Community of Forgiveness 

Thematic Integration:  

Covenant: The Practice of Traveling Together 

Core Concepts:  
Church is a safe place to learn and grow and be ourselves. 

We live our faith in the classroom by staying in covenant 
 

Key Phrases:  
Covenant, Right, Wrong, Forgiveness

 

Gathering Circle and Chalice Lighting (5 minutes)  

Gather the children in a circle around the chalice. Invite them to take a deep breath and 

release it, and create a deep silence for a moment. 

Ask a volunteer to take a reading from the Opening Words Basket and read it aloud. 

Invite another volunteer to light the chalice.  

Our chalice helps to remind us that this space and time together is safe and 
sacred; it is a place where we can learn and grow and share. Each week, we will 

begin by making space for each of us to share a word or two about what you are 
bringing into this space—what are you holding in your hearts today? Maybe it is 

excitement, or worry, or sadness or even exhaustion. Whatever you are bringing, 
we welcome you here.  

Remind children that if they don’t feel like sharing, they are welcome to place their stone 

on the chalice table silently. Model for the participants how to participate in this activity 
by saying, “My name is_____, and today I am bringing with me______ (sadness, 

excitement, etc.).” Place your stone around the chalice. Thank participants after all have 
had the chance to share. Feel free to add another stone for that which is unspoken, but we 

carry in our hearts.  

 TransitionTip: Spend a few minutes before moving on to describe the activities for the rest 

of your time together and invite questions.  
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Introducing Core Concepts: Story: Teaching a Thief (10 

Minutes)  
Read or tell the story, then process using the guiding questions. For more active groups, 

feel free to use the questions as a vote with your feet exercise.  

 

"Teaching a Thief" is taken from Kindness, A Treasury of Buddhist Wisdom by Sarah 

Conover and Valerie Wahl (Boston: Skinner House, 2010).  

 

Bankei was a famous Zen teacher in Japan long ago. Students from all over came 

to his monastery for months of study and meditation. To make it through such 

intensive training is not an easy thing: There is much hard work to be done, many 

hours of meditation, little sleep, and only small, spare meals. 

 

Once during the time at the monastery, a student found that all he could meditate 

on was his empty stomach. It was also all that he thought about during work and 

all he thought of even when eating! Finally, he could not stand it a day longer. In 

the night, ever so quietly, he sneaked into the kitchen, hoping to make off with 

something tasty and filling. But the head cook—always alert even when asleep—

awoke and caught him. 

 

The next morning, the matter was brought to Bankei in hopes that the student 

would be forced to leave. However much to the group's dismay, Bankei thanked 

them for the information and acted as if nothing had happened. 

 

Just a few days later, the same pupil was caught stealing food from the kitchen 

again. The students were even angrier. It was in the middle of the night when the 

thief was apprehended, but they wrote a petition right there and then to their 

teacher Bankei. They each vowed to leave the monastery the next day if the thief 

was not expelled. 

 

When Bankei read the petition the next morning, he sighed. He went outside to the 

monastery gardens and paced thoughtfully. At last he asked that all the monks and 

students—including the thief—be brought together. They gathered in the temple 

hall, becoming quiet when Bankei entered. 
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"Many of you have come from far away to be here," announced Bankei. "Your hard 

work and perseverance are to be praised. You are excellent, dedicated students. 

You have also clearly demonstrated that you know wrong from right. If you wish, 

you may leave this monastery and find another teacher. But I must tell you that the 

thief will remain, even as my only student." 

 

The students were appalled! A murmur of discontent hummed about the room. How 

could their teacher ask them to leave? Who had done the wrong thing? Only the 

thief! Feeling anger of the other students, the thief in their midst hung his head in 

disgrace. 

 

"My friends," Bankei gently continued, "this thief does not understand the 

difference between right and wrong as you do. If he leaves, how will these things 

be learned? He needs to stay here so he can also understand." 

 

When the thief heard these words, he felt profoundly moved. Tears sprung to his 

eyes. But even through his shame in front of the others, he felt Bankei's deep 

compassion. He knew he would not steal anymore. 

 

Bankei ended his speech. He left the hall, leaving the students to make their 

individual decisions. The thief immediately took a spot on a meditation bench and 

set about meditating. Many of the students stood right up to leave the monastery. 

Somewhat confused by Bankei's speech, they discussed things among themselves. 

All except for the presence of one student—the thief—the great hall emptied for a 

time. 

 

When Bankei returned an hour later, it was so quiet he assumed all the students 

had left, just as they had vowed. But much to his surprise, every last student had 

returned. All were quietly sitting, composed in meditation. The wise and kind 

Bankei smiled at such a wonderful sight. 
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Digging Deeper- Forgiveness Letters (15 minutes) 
Children practice forgiving others in a way that validates their own feelings of hurt and 

betrayal while preserving the dignity of the person who has broken their covenant. 

 

Direct children's attention to the three steps of the Forgiveness Letter posted on newsprint 

and/or copies of the leader resource. Go through the directions. Explain that it is very 

important to go through all three steps. Say, in your own words: 

 

This month, we have been exploring what it means to be a covenantal 

community—a community that makes promises to one another, and helps keep 

each other accountable to these promises. Part of thinking about covenants is 

thinking about forgiveness, so today, we’ll practice writing forgiveness letters. If 

you only write the feeling letter without coming to forgiveness, you will just be 

stuck in your anger. If you just write the forgiveness letter without writing the 

feeling letter and the response letter, it may feel fake. 

 

Then, invite children to think about a time when someone hurt them by breaking a 

promise. The promise or covenant might be written, but it may also be an unspoken 

rule, such as a covenant between friends about how they will treat one another, or a 

covenant between parent and child about what is fair. 

 

Guiding Questions:  

Have you ever been like the thief-breaking a rule of your family or group? 

How were you treated when your "crime" was discovered? 

Does that ever happen in this room? 

When should people be forgiven and why? 

Are there acts that are unforgivable? 

Are there people who are unforgivable? 

What would happen if you forgave them? 

In our congregational community, do we have a special obligation to forgive one another?  

Mirror: How do I apologize for breaking a rule of the group? 

Window: Who do we forgive? Why? 
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While children are thinking, hand out blank paper. Then, ask each child to write a Feeling 

Letter. Say: 

 

Write your feelings to the person that upset you. Imagine that they are listening 

with love and compassion, the way you would have liked them to listen in the first 

place. 

Read aloud the Feeling Letter example from the leader resource. Challenge children to 

express their feelings briefly, in two or three sentences. Tell them, "When you write a 

Feeling Letter, it is usually best not to send it. It is just to clear your mind of the anger 

and resentment." 

 

Give the group several minutes to write. Next, tell the children they will write a Response 

Letter. Say: 

 

This is a letter from the person to whom you have written the Feeling Letter. This 

letter is not to be sent, either. Write what you wish and imagine the person would 

respond to your Feeling Letter, now that they know your feelings. Do not have 

them only apologize. Have them write that they will take some action - an action 

that would make you feel better. An action that shows they are truly sorry and are 

looking for a solution. 

 

Read the Response Letter example from the leader resource. Give the children a few 

minutes to write their Response Letters on the same sheet of paper. 

 

The final step of writing a Forgiveness Letter is another letter from you to them. 

This letter will be just a few short sentences that express your forgiveness and love. 

If you cannot forgive them yet, tell them you want to forgive them. 

 

Distribute new sheets of paper. Read aloud the Forgiveness Letter example and give the 

children a few minutes to write. 

 

When children are finished writing, ask how they think the process they have just gone 

through and/or giving the actual Forgiveness Letter to the person might help them forgive 

the person who has hurt them. Ask: 
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Does a punishment need to be part of the solution? 

Can we forgive without apologies or punishments? Why, or why not? 

Remind the children that this is just practice for when they want to write a real 

Forgiveness Letter to someone, though if they like, they can give the Forgiveness Letter 

to the person they wrote it to. Then say: 

 

While the Feeling Letter and the Response Letter are not intended to be shared, the 

things you wrote in those letters may have helped you know what you want to say 

to the person who hurt you, and what you wish they might say back. 

 

Suggest children rip up their Feeling and Response letters or place them in a private 

place, such as their personal diaries or journals. Make sure the children have decided 

what to do with their three letters before moving on to the next activity.   

 

 Transition Tip: Participants will likely finish this task at different paces—invite participants 

who are ready to start working on the next activity while others finish.  

 

Demonstrating Knowledge – Forgiveness Heart (10 

minutes) 

Invite children to get their Window/Mirror Panels and settle at work tables. Distribute 

Window/Mirror Panel baskets of materials. Give each participant a heart shape. 

Invite participants to decorate their heart in response to the question "What does 

forgiveness mean to you?" Tell them they may write or draw their idea of forgiveness and 

then add their forgiveness heart to their Window/Mirror Panel. If they are writing, ask 

them to begin with "Forgiveness is... ." 

Keep instructions to a minimum. Explain that they have a very short time to complete this 

and discourage them from over-thinking it. Let each participant choose where the piece 

should go on their panel and help them attach it. 
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Closing the Circle (5 minutes) 

As conversation ends, invite youth back to the chalice circle. Invite each participant to 

take a stone and add their stone to the center bowl, using the following prompt:  

Today, I will be taking with me… After everyone has shared, read these words and 

extinguish the chalice: 

Keep alert; 
Stand firm in your faith; 

Be courageous and strong; 
Let all that you do be done in love. - 1 Corinthians 16. 
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Session at-a-glance 

Activity Time 

(min) 
Supplies 

Gathering Circle/ Chalice 

Lighting 

5  Chalice 

 Matches 

 Stones 

 Bowl 

 

Introducing Core Concepts 10   

Digging Deeper         15  Paper and pencils for all participants 

 Sample forgiveness letters 

 

Demonstrating Knowledge 20  Large baskets or plastic bins, one for each work table, filled 

with: 

 Sheets of Mylar(R) in several colors, shiny gift wrap, 

aluminum foil, and other reflective papers  

 Sheets of plain or construction paper 

 Scraps of fabric 

 Color markers (permanent markers work best on Mylar) 

 Glue sticks, tape (including double-sided tape), and scissors 

(including left-hand scissors) 

 Stick-on sequins, a hole-puncher, yarn, ribbon, and a variety 

of magazines to cut up 

Closing the Circle 5  Chalice 

 stones 

 Bowl 

Total 55  

 


