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Why the Name Covenant Retreat?
We are all in a covenant relationship with God. The question we have to face is: how readily
are we living that covenant? Here, the relationship to which God calls us is referred to as our
“covenant.” The Covenant Retreat is designed to help your seniors identify their covenant with
God and better understand how to value and live that covenant. The heart of covenant is trust-
ing God and being open to God’s grace. Such trust and openness are rooted in the conviction
that God wants only what is ultimately good for us and will guide us to our own deepest hap-
piness if we let him. Covenant also implies openness to what other people have to offer us and
what they might need from us. And it means allowing room for our own growth. The Covenant
Retreat allows room for that growth by using the time-tested model of the retreat experience
in an innovative manner.

Premise
God has called all the teens before us to a covenant relationship that not only deepens their
relationship with him but also heightens their awareness of their own gifts and gives them the
grace to share those gifts with others. As Catholic school educators, we have many hopes for
teenagers today. As they leave our Catholic high schools, we hope we have trained them in
ways that will enable them to pray, to make good decisions, to serve others, to be an active
part of a faith community, to feel God’s love for them, and to know about the Catholic Tradition
and its Scriptures. Others have planted some seeds. We have watered them and planted some
more. The growth will occur long after our students have left our desks and hallways.

With this in mind, welcome to The Covenant Retreat. Over the course of the retreat, partici-
pants will begin to develop a clearer picture of their personal covenant relationship with God
and how this covenant affects their relationships, career, and education choices, as well as the
practice of their faith. This is not a how-to retreat—it won’t tell your students how to choose
the right college or how to deal with roommate problems. Rather, it focuses on helping stu-
dents discern the sacred relationship, the covenant, to which God calls them and on how that
call might shape the path of their life.

Discerning their covenant is about discovering who they truly are and about determining, with
the guidance of the Holy Spirit, who they want to become as they grow into adulthood and
beyond. This process can help students make choices for living out their unique talents, ener-
gies, and potentials as fully as possible. This retreat offers the best wisdom of the Catholic
Tradition to guide that discernment.

The Covenant Retreat:
A Discernment Experience for High School Seniors
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Unique Goals

The Covenant Retreat is designed for a specific audience; namely, high school seniors. For this

reason, the retreat experience outlined in this leader’s guide achieves several goals over the

course of the preretreat, retreat, and postretreat experience:

It provides students with a deeper exploration of what they want from life.

It guides students in connecting to the relationship to which God calls them.

It assists students in shaping their life mission in union with their relationship with God.

It moves students to develop a covenant statement that will guide their decisions and ac-
tions in the coming years.

It provides students with a continuation of the retreat experience.

It assists students in applying retreat lessons to their lives.

It allows students to revisit and strengthen their reflections from the retreat experience.

Components
Now that you know what The Covenant Retreat sets out to accomplish and what makes it
unique, let’s look at the two components of the program and what they include. Two books are
part of this program, The Covenant Retreat leader’s guide and Answering God’s Call to
Covenant: Which Way to the Rest of Your Life? The leader’s guide contains all the information,
handouts, schedules, and suggestions you need to lead your seniors on a covenant retreat
experience. Answering God’s Call to Covenant is the student text that follows the flow of the
retreat and enables your seniors to continue the discernment that begins with the retreat.

The Covenant Retreat Leader’s Guide

The Covenant Retreat leader’s guide contains all you need to bring this unique retreat experi-
ence to your seniors from start to finish. In the leader’s guide, you will find:

a suggested timeline for implementing the retreat experience, including a recommended
schedule for planning meetings, promotion, preretreat activities, and postretreat follow-up

step-by-step planning for:

preretreat activities, including classroom suggestions, handouts, and class prayers

retreat activities for a three-day/two-night retreat that can be adapted for a shorter or

longer experience

The Covenant Retreat provides the structure and time for seniors to contemplate their lives 
in the context of their growing adult relationship with God. This leader’s guide places in 
your hands a step-by-step process for implementing the retreat from beginning to end. The
accompanying student textbook is Answering God’s Call to Covenant: Which Way to the
Rest of Your Life? It provides your seniors with a deeper exploration of the topics covered or
introduced during the retreat and makes the retreat part of the process rather than the end.
The last year of high school is important for teens in discerning how God is calling them and
in deciding how to respond to God’s offer of a covenant relationship. This retreat assists you
in preparing your seniors to respond to God’s invitation to relationship.

Unique Aspects and Goals of the Program

Unique Aspects

What makes The Covenant Retreat unique? What about this retreat is different from what
schools are currently doing? How will this retreat benefit your school and your students? These
are all questions you might ask when considering implementing The Covenant Retreat. Several
things set this retreat apart from others:

The retreat experience is not limited to the few days the students are away at a retreat cen-
ter.

Material is provided to incorporate retreat preparation into your classes in an unobtrusive
manner for the two weeks leading up to the retreat and for postretreat reflection for sever-
al weeks afterward.

Detailed directions are provided for implementing the retreat, complete with handouts, point-
ers for talks, and prayer experiences.

Material is available for using the student text following the retreat, including suggestions
on incorporating retreat follow-up activities into your existing curriculum in an unobtrusive
manner.

Liturgical celebrations are described that you can use to bring closure to the retreat experi-
ence, as well as suggestions on how to celebrate the retreat with the entire school through
graduation and other activities.

1
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Guiding Questions and Themes in the Student Text

The student text addresses the following questions and themes. They are also the guiding top-
ics for each session over the course of the retreat experience. Through following the process of
answering each question, the retreat participants will be in a position to write a meaningful
and well-informed personal covenant statement.

“How Will I Respond to Change?” Theme: Trusting in God during times of great
change

“Who Do I Want to Be?” Theme: Developing character and making moral decisions

“How Will I Find Happiness?” Theme: Finding happiness in the Kingdom of God

“How Will I Find Love and Friendship?” Themes: Finding love by loving others;
obeying Jesus’s commandment to love; discovering the role of community, Church, and the
communion of saints

“What Will I Take with Me?” Theme: Discovering key Christian values that, in a
more specific way, unfold the commandment to love 

“What Path Will I Choose?” Theme: Practicing discernment and discovering voca-
tion

“Which Way to the Rest of My Life?” Theme: Synthesizing learning in a covenant
statement 

Through the process of reflecting on and answering these questions, your seniors will begin to
discern their own covenant, not only in terms of their lives as individuals, but also in relation
to the community of believers. This covenant will not only help them in the immediate future
following high school; it also will help guide their actions for the rest of their lives. The
Covenant Retreat is your opportunity to give your graduating seniors a gift that will serve them
for years to come.

Getting Started
Now comes the fun part—getting started. The first step is to familiarize yourself with the mate-
rial in this leader’s guide and the student text. Reflect on what your school is currently doing
for a senior retreat; note what is working and where you would like to improve. One of the
strengths of The Covenant Retreat is that you can adapt it and add to it to meet the specific
needs of your senior community. As you begin the process of implementing The Covenant
Retreat at your school, remember that you are striving to provide your students with an expe-
rience that may affect them for years to come. The goal is for each student to truly enter into
a covenant relationship with God and the community.

postretreat activities, including classroom suggestions, possible school liturgies, and teach-
ing guides for the student text

reproducible handouts for use with student retreat leaders, faculty or staff members, and re-
treat participants

Answering God’s Call to Covenant: 
Which Way to the Rest of Your Life?

The student text, Answering God’s Call to Covenant, is a tool for the postretreat experience. It
can, however, also be used during the retreat itself. The structure of the student text follows the
structure of the retreat, and each chapter corresponds to a session of the retreat. In the 
student text, the first six chapters lead students through a process of reflecting on a focus ques-
tion facing seniors as they prepare for life after high school. In the seventh chapter, the stu-
dents are directed in writing a covenant statement, an explanation of the way they are unique-
ly called to live out Jesus’s command to love God, others, and self. That statement should be
succinct but also respond comprehensively to all the questions presented in the text. We
encourage you to invite your students to add a creative element through art, poetry, music, or
another gift.

Why Ask Students to Write a Covenant Statement?

Covenant statements are important because they offer ways to do the following:

change the life script; students need to know they can challenge the values they have been
living by or the way they have been seeing things

find and assess direction

take charge; we are all tempted simply to drift in life rather than make free, conscious 
choices

The final covenant statement also enables students to summarize the most important insights
and concepts they encounter throughout the retreat experience and to reflect on all of them at
once. Students can bring the covenant statement with them into their future and use it as a
model of discernment in the important years ahead.
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Retreat Process Overview
The Covenant Retreat is divided into three distinct parts: preretreat, retreat, and postretreat.
Each part has a distinct purpose in guiding your students to develop their personal covenant
statements.

Preretreat

The Covenant Retreat has two main aspects of the preretreat period. The first part is your plan-
ning as the retreat leader. This includes working with the team who will facilitate the retreat,
arranging for all the logistics issues, and preparing the seniors for the retreat. The second part
involves the seniors who will participate in this retreat. This is one of the unique aspects of the
retreat. In actuality, the retreat begins two weeks before the students leave for what is tradi-
tionally considered the retreat. The preretreat with the student participants addresses two of
the seven questions presented over the course of The Covenant Retreat:

“How Will I Respond to Change?” Theme: Trusting in God during times of great
change

“Who Do I Want to Be?” Theme: Developing character and making moral 
decisions 

By addressing these questions with your students, you provide the groundwork for a success-
ful retreat. If you can’t adequately address these questions before the retreat, adjust the sched-
ule and use the provided activities for the preretreat at the beginning of the retreat.

Retreat

The actual retreat is a three-day/two-night event beginning the evening of the first day and
concluding the afternoon of the third day. Again, this flexible format can be adapted to meet
the retreat structure available to you. During the retreat, four of the guiding questions are
addressed:

“How Will I Find Happiness?” Theme: Finding happiness in the Kingdom of God

“How Will I Find Love and Friendship?” Themes: Finding love by loving 
others; obeying Jesus’s commandment to love; discovering the role of community, Church,
and the communion of saints

“What Will I Take with Me?” Theme: Discovering key Christian values that, in a
more specific way, unfold the commandment to love

15
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“You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on 
eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you obey
my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession
out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall
be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.” 

(Exodus 19:4–6)
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“What Path Will I Choose?” Theme: Practicing discernment and discovering 
vocation

In the section of this leader’s guide dealing with the retreat are detailed instructions for talks,
activities, and prayers centered on these topics, as well as key points and suggestions for a suc-
cessful retreat.

Postretreat

The postretreat, like the preretreat, is an aspect of this retreat that makes it truly unique. After
addressing the first six questions, the postretreat deals with the most important question your
students face:

“Which Way to the Rest of My Life?” Theme: Synthesizing learning in a covenant
statement 

The primary focus of the postretreat is the seventh question, “Which way to the rest of my
life?” It also is an opportunity to have your students look in more depth at the questions pre-
sented during the retreat. The postretreat can be as long or brief as you like. What is important
is taking time for this seventh question. In the section of this leader’s guide dealing with the
postretreat, you will find suggested activities for directing your students in writing their
covenant statements, tools for guiding the students in reflecting on the retreat process, and
options for bringing closure to the process, including liturgical options.

Suggested Timeline
The following is a suggested timeline you can follow when implementing The Covenant
Retreat. In it, you will find an outline of general times when addressing various issues in imple-
menting this retreat would be appropriate.

Preretreat

Before school or several months before you plan to hold the retreat, do the following:

Evaluate your current retreat format.

Familiarize yourself with The Covenant Retreat.

Develop a schedule for when your seniors will start the preretreat activities, attend the re-
treat, and engage in the postretreat work.

Explain the new format to faculty and staff.

Review the classroom portions with the theology department.

16 17

Begin gathering a retreat team of adults and youth. (See appendix A, “Preparing Your Re-
treat Team and Small Groups.”)

Three months prior to the retreat, do the following:

Finish gathering a retreat team (students, faculty or staff, and parents).

Provide an overview of the retreat.

Take time in prayer with the team.

Two months prior to the retreat, do the following:

Take time in prayer with the team.

Decide areas of responsibility for the retreat with the team (sessions, talks, environment,
prayer and liturgy, and so on).

Set up meeting times with teams working on different areas and with team members giving
talks.

One month prior to the retreat, do the following:

Gather your team to walk through the retreat and ensure that all areas of responsibility are
addressed.

Evaluate and arrange for needed supplies.

Two weeks prior to the retreat, do the following:

Distribute the student booklet (reproducible handouts from the leader’s guide) if applicable.

Distribute classroom prayers. (See appendix B, “Preretreat Prayers”.)

Ensure that all permission forms, retreat center payment, and other needed paperwork have
been arranged for.

Retreat

The retreat is based on a three-day/two-night retreat (for example: Wednesday evening
through Friday afternoon).

There are six sessions.

Each session includes:

session overview and goals

talk points for talks given by leaders (See appendix C, “The Covenant Retreat Talk
Sheets”)
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small-group discussion questions if applicable

three to four activity suggestions to illustrate or illuminate the purpose of the 
session

handouts if applicable

Retreat Schedule

Day One

Welcome and Opening Prayer

Session One: “How Will I Respond to Change?” and “Who Do I Want to Be?”

Activity: Into the Future: A Timeline

Evening Prayer Experience (and Evening Optional Guided Meditation)

Day Two

Session Two: “How Will I Find Happiness?”

Activity: Best and Worst

Session Three: “How Will I Find Love and Friendship?”

Activity One: Characteristics of Healthy and Unhealthy Relationships

Activity Two: The Top Ten Characteristics of Friendship

Optional Downtime Activity: Offering Thanks for Friends

Session Four: “What Will I Take with Me?”

Activity: Packing Your Own Suitcase

Evening Prayer Experience

Day Three

Session Five: “What Path Will I Choose?”

Activity: A Prayer for Discernment

Session Six: “Which Way to the Rest of My Life?”

Closing Liturgy

Postretreat

After the retreat, do the following with students:

Debrief the students.

Help the students reflect on chapters 3 through 6 of the student text.

Do the follow-up directions and activities.

Provide detailed directions for writing the covenant statement.
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The guided meditation on pages 43–44 is from Sadhana, A Way to God: Christian Exercises in
Eastern Form, by Anthony de Mello (New York: Doubleday, 1984), pages 87–88. Copyright ©
1978 by Anthony de Mello. Used with permission of Doubleday, a division of Random House,
Inc.

The prayer of Saint Francis of Assisi on page 48 is from “Saint Francis of Assisi’s prayer 
in praise of God given to Brother Leo,” at the Catholic Online Web site, at
www.catholic.org/clife/prayers/prayers.php?section_id=41&name=Saint%20Prayers,
accessed May 6, 2005.

The activity on page 49 and the material on handout 4–B are from Life-giving Relationships,
by Carole Goodwin (Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s Press, 1998), page 215. Copyright © 1998 by
Saint Mary’s Press. All rights reserved.

The prayers on handout 4–D are from Christian Prayer: The Liturgy of the Hours (Boston:
Daughters of Saint Paul), pages 551 and 541. English copyright © 1974 by the International
Committee on English in the Liturgy, Inc. All rights reserved. Used with permission.

The prayer on handout 4–E is from The Catholic Prayer Book, compiled by Michael Buckley
(Ann Arbor, MI: Servant Publications, 1986), pages 214–215. Copyright © 1984 by Michael
Buckley. Used with permission.

The story on handout 5–A is from The Treasure, by Uri Shulevitz (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1978). Copyright © 1978 by Uri Shulevitz. Used with permission.

The material on handout AppA–A is from Vine and Branches Volume 1: Resources for Youth
Retreats, by Maryann Hakowski (Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s Press, 1992), page 150. Copyright
© 1992 by Saint Mary’s Press. All rights reserved.

The personal reflections on pages 94–97 are from Turn Into the Wind: Prayers and Reflections
by College Students, edited by Shirley Kelter (Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s Press, 1999), pages 13,
19–20, 38, 36, and 63, respectively. Copyright © 1999 by Saint Mary’s Press. All rights
reserved.

The reflection on pages 96–97 is from More Dreams Alive: Prayers by Teenagers, edited by Carl
Koch (Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s Press, 1995), page 55. Copyright © 1995 by Saint Mary’s
Press. All rights reserved.

The prayer attributed to Saint Francis of Assisi on page 97 is from the Catholic Forum Web site,
www.catholic-forum.com/saints/pray0027.htm, accessed February 4, 2005.

To view copyright terms and conditions for Internet materials cited here, log on to the home
pages for the referenced Web sites.

During this book’s preparation, all citations, facts, figures, names, addresses, telephone num-
bers, Internet URLs, and other pieces of information cited within were verified for accuracy. The
authors and Saint Mary’s Press staff have made every attempt to reference current and valid
sources, but we cannot guarantee the content of any source, and we are not responsible for
any changes that may have occurred since our verification. If you find an error in, or have a
question or concern about, any of the information or sources listed within, please contact Saint
Mary’s Press.
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The scriptural quotations contained herein are from the New Revised Standard Version of the
Bible, Catholic Edition. Copyright © 1993 and 1989 by the Division of Christian Education of
the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. All rights
reserved.

The material on page 72 is paraphrased from the English translation of the Catechism of the
Catholic Church for use in the United States of America, numbers 759–766 and 2392.
Copyright © 1994 by the United States Catholic Conference, Inc.—Libreria Editrice Vaticana.
Used with permission.

The statement about identity on page 25; the “Offering Thanks for Friends” activity on page
51; the information about writing a covenant statement on page 57; and the “Building Blocks
of Friendship” activity on handout 4–A are from or adapted from Answering God’s Call to
Covenant: Which Way to the Rest of Your Life?, by Jerry Windley-Daoust (Winona, MN: Saint
Mary’s Press, 2005), pages 26, 57, 85, 51–54, respectively. Copyright © 2005 by Saint Mary’s
Press. All rights reserved.

The Johari window activitiy on pages 27–29 is adapted from A Handbook of Structured
Experiences of Human Relations Training, volume one, revised, edited by J. William Pfeiffer (San
Diego: University Associates, 1969), pages 65–68. Copyright © 1974 by International Authors,
B. V. First edition copyright © 1969 by University Associates. Used with permission of John
Wiley and Sons.

The opening prayer on handout 3–D is from Praying with Thomas Merton, by Wayne Simsic
(Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s Press, 1994), page 33. Copyright © 1994 by Saint Mary’s Press. All
rights reserved.

The Thomas Merton quotations on handout 3–D are from New Seeds of Contemplation, by
Thomas Merton (New York: New Directions, 1961), pages 34 and 35. Copyright © 1961 by the
Abbey of Our Lady of Gethsemani.

The prayer “The Road Ahead” on handout 3–D and on page 93 is from Thoughts in Solitude,
by Thomas Merton (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1956, 1958), page 83. Copyright ©
1956, 1958 by the Abbey of Our Lady of Gethsemani. Copyright renewed 1986 by the Trustees
of the Thomas Merton Legacy Trust. Reprinted with permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, LLC.

The examination of conscience on pages 42–43 is adapted from Celebrating Sacraments, by
Joseph Stoutzenberger (Winona, MN: Saint Mary’s Press, 2000), page 215. Copyright © 2000
by Saint Mary’s Press. All rights reserved.
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