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Catholics have a sacramental overview of life, says Sister Sandra DeGidio, O.S.M., author of the book Sacraments Alive: Their History Celebration and Significance.

In her book, Sister Sandra writes: “Sacraments are more than seven ritual acts that give grace. Rather, they are opportunities for people already in God’s grace to gather and celebrate that fact through symbolic action or ritual. Our understanding of sacraments today begins not with church rituals, but with the experience of God’s presence and care in our daily lives.” …

This is the fourth in a series of articles on the seven sacraments.

Andy Telli

John Carroll, a retired deacon at Immaculate Conception Parish in Clarksville, goes to confession every month when he meets with his spiritual director.

“There’s a great relief,” in the sacrament of reconciliation, says Carroll. “That’s a great act of humility, and the Lord wants us to be humble as He was humble.”

Jesus became man to reconcile each of us to God the Father through his death, and “having been reconciled, will we be saved by his life,” St. Paul wrote in his fifth letter to the Romans.

“Reconciliation is the core metaphor of what Jesus has accomplished in his ministry and in our faith,” says Joseph Favazza, an associate professor of religious studies at Rhodes College in Memphis and the author of numerous books and articles on reconciliation. “We’ve kind of lost that a bit in our tradition. We focus so much on salvation we don’t explore reconciliation, and reconciliation is primary to anything else.”

The sacrament of penance and reconciliation has changed dramatically through the life of the Church, its form adapting to changing pastoral needs.

“Part of what makes us human is we are imperfect, we stumble, we fall,” says Father David Perkin, administrative assistant and moderator of the Curia for the Diocese of Nashville. “As a faith community, we have a way of dealing with that imperfection sacramentally.”

The sacrament of reconciliation “serves a purpose to celebrate God’s forgiveness and the healing that comes from reconciliation,” Father Perkin says. 

“Admitting fault is never easy,” says Father Perkin. “I stand in awe and humility in the face of anyone willing to face their imperfections.”

Scriptural foundations

There are several Scriptural passages that serve as the foundation for the sacrament of reconciliation. One passage often cited is in the Gospel of Matthew when Jesus, after telling Peter he is the rock upon which He will build His church, says, “I will entrust to you the keys of the kingdom of heaven. Whatever you declare bound on earth shall be bound in heaven; whatever you declare loosed on earth shall be loosed in heaven.”

And in the Gospel of John 20:21-23, Jesus appears to the apostles after his resurrection and tells them: “‘As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ Then he breathed on them and said: ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive men’s sins, they are forgiven them; if you hold them bound, they are held bound.”

Those scriptural passages are also part of the reason the Church teaches that confession to a priest is an essential part of the sacrament.

“Jesus gave the apostles a ministry to perform … of forgiving sins as He Himself had done,” Father Perkin says. “In giving the apostles that authority, it obviously was His will that they perform that ministry.”

Confession to a priest also is “tied to the church’s notion of what a sacrament is,” Father Perkin says. “A sacrament is a sacred sharing between people. That’s why sacraments don’t happen in isolation.”

In confessing sins to a priest, a person is seeking forgiveness from God, who alone can forgive sins, Father Perkin says. 

“The priest is the sign and the instrument of God’s merciful love for the sinner,” according to the Catechism of the Catholic Church.

For Favazza, the more important Scriptural descriptions of the power of reconciliation are found in “the stories of Jesus eating and drinking with sinners.”

In an article for Ministry and Liturgy, Favazza wrote: “If reconciliation is the core descriptor of Jesus’ ministry, it is very significant that the dominant activity of Jesus that the Gospels report is his eating and drinking with others. Reconciled relationships are signs of the kingdom proclaimed by Jesus. … Jesus eats and drinks the kingdom of God; he communes with others as a sign of a new communion and a new reconciled relationship with God that is both the source and the goal of all human relationships. All previous barriers about who can eat with whom are removed – welcome the gentiles, the tax collectors, the prostitutes, the leprous.”

Penance in the Early Church

The first Christians found reconciliation in Baptism and the Eucharist, Favazza says. “Baptism brought you into a relationship with Christ, Eucharist sustains it.”

But as the church grew, it faced the pastoral question of what happened to people who committed grave sins – typically considered idolatry, adultery and murder – and thus, “were not able to maintain that restored relationship.”

“Pastorally, a second penance began to emerge in the life of the church,” Favazza says. Baptism was the first penance and the second penance was “a way for those who had committed one of these sins … to restore their relationship with Christ and the church.”

The second penance took the form of an order of penitents, which was a parallel to the order of the catechumenate, Favazza says.

“Those approaching first baptism and those approaching second penance were both ministered to by the church,” Favazza explained. Those in both orders had sponsors and were dismissed from the Eucharistic meal after the Liturgy of the Word, he added.

“The end point of both journeys was the Eucharist, being brought to the table.” For the catechumens it was for the first time and for the penitents it was a return to the table.

The focus of the early church was on showing contrition through confession and penance that lead to absolution, Favazza said. 

Penitents confessed to the bishop publicly in front of the community, Father Perkin says. For their penance, they wore sackcloth and ashes and stood outside the place of worship to ask members of the community for their prayers and forgiveness.

The order of penitents was always a small number of people, reserved for those guilty of grave sin, Favazza says. For those seeking reconciliation for what we today would call venial sins, there were the traditional practices of prayer, fasting and alms giving, and always the Eucharist, which includes a penitential rite, Favazza says.

Through the years, the period of penance for the order of penitents became more lengthy, more involved and more harsh, he said. By the fourth and fifth century, the church was imposing lifelong obligations on penitents forcing them to in effect live as monks, Favazza says.

Because the penance became more harsh and one could receive the sacrament only once in a person’s life, people began to put it off until they were on their deathbed, Favazza says.

The order of penitents eventually died out and was replaced by a practice started by Irish monks known as Celtic penance, Favazza says.

People would come to the monasteries for the sacraments and would go to the monks for spiritual direction, Father Perkin says. They would meet one-on-one in private, and the people would talk to the monks about their spiritual difficulties and sins. The monks would offer advice and encouragement and would suggest practices to overcome their spiritual difficulties.

Unlike the order of penitents, Celtic penance was repeatable, was private, was for all sins not only grave sins, and wasn’t as harsh. “It was a good pastoral strategy for people trying to live a holy life,” Favazza says.

Over time, the Church adopted the Celtic penance as the official sacramental form.

The changes in the form of the sacrament reflected a dramatic reversal from the early church’s approach to reconciliation, Favazza says. 

The early Christians considered the Eucharist as the ordinary sacrament of reconciliation and the order of penitents as the extraordinary sacrament. After the Council of Trent in 1563 the Church recognized sacramental penance as the ordinary sacrament of reconciliation and the Eucharist as the extraordinary, Favazza says.

As the sacrament become more private, the role of the community was minimized, he said. 

“It’s not really about conversion of life,” Favazza says. “It’s about confessing matter, number and kind to the confessor.”

Also during the Middle Ages, an exaggerated Eucharistic piety was emerging, and the Church began to teach that people should go to confession before receiving the Eucharist, Favazza says. “People felt unworthy to receive the Eucharist. This was one way to make them worthy, even if for just a little while.”

Renewal of the rite

The sacrament remained intact until the Second Vatican Council, which asked or a renewal of all the sacramental rites.

To find renewal, the church looked to its early history. “There was a turnaround back to the ancient church,” says Brother Armand Alcazar, F.S.C., professor of religious studies at Christian Brothers University in Memphis.

The changes in the sacrament established in the Fourth Lateran Council shifted its emphasis to doing penance and making satisfaction for our sins, Brother Armand says.

“What Vatican II did was bring us back to the ancient church’s emphasis of reconciling the sinner both with the church and with God.”

But the changes in the sacrament spawned by Vatican II were not easy.

The first committee of theologians and experts on the sacrament appointed to draft new norms for the sacrament of reconciliation “essentially was fired” over the issue of general absolution, Favazza says.

In the committee’s view, Favazza says, “Reconciliation in the life of the church is really about conversion. … The important thing is to keep the idea of reconciliation in front of the baptized. Let’s put a focus on reconciliation rather than on the whole notion of impurity or unworthiness.”

If the goal is to celebrate sacraments as events of the church, the committee felt the most communal celebration would be general absolution, according to Favazza.

“It does not involve individual confession, but it does involve a contrition and a desire to receive reconciliation with Christ and the community,” Favazza says.

The committee issued its report in 1969. Three years later, the Vatican’s Congregation of Doctrine and Faith issued new norms for the rite of penance and reconciliation, which in effect rejected the committee’s recommendations.

The norms for the rite, which became effective in 1973, limited the use of general absolution to cases of grave necessity, such as “imminent danger of death without sufficient time for the priest or priests to hear each penitent’s confession,” according to the Catechism.

“‘Individual, integral confession and absolution remain the only ordinary way for the faithful to reconcile themselves with God and the Church, unless physical or moral impossibility excuses from this kind of confession,’” according to the Catechism. “There are profound reasons for this. Christ is at work in each of the sacraments. He personally addresses every sinner: ‘My son, your sins are forgiven.’ He is the physician tending each one of the sick who need him to cure them. He raises them up and reintegrates them into fraternal communion. Personal confession is thus the form most expressive of reconciliation with God and with the Church.”

Pope Paul VI rejected a broader use of general absolution because he feared the rite of individual confession would not be maintained and that tradition would be lost to the Church, Favazza says.

But the tradition of individual confession came from Medieval times, Favazza argues. “It’s not part of what I would call the broader tradition. To privilege that ritual practice over other ritual practices did not make theological sense, historical sense or pastoral sense.”

The new rites did establish the framework for a communal celebration, which typically is celebrated at Advent and Lenten penance services. “Here, the personal confession of sins and individual absolution are inserted into a liturgy of the word of God with readings and a homily, an examination of conscience conducted in common, a communal request for forgiveness, the Our Father and a thanksgiving in common,” states the Catechism.

Declining practice of penance

Vatican II did trigger other changes to the sacrament, such as giving the penitent the option of confessing face-to-face with the priest or anonymously.

Although the need for and the value of seeking God’s forgiveness is unchanged, Father Perkin says, the sacrament is more informal in tone and feel than in pre-Vatican II days.

The sacrament since Vatican II has “more of a biblical emphasis on community and less of the personal emphasis on punishment,” Brother Armand says.

“When we do it as a rite, we come together as community,” Brother Armand says. “We do something first on our own, then with a representative of the church, and then come together as a community. Man I think that’s powerful stuff.”

There has been a sharp decline in the frequency of Catholics going to confession since Vatican II. 

The church teaches that every Catholic has an obligation to confess serious sins at least once a year. 

“We have a variety of ways available to us to access God’s forgiveness for less than grave sins or serious sins other than sacramental reconciliation,” says Father Perkin, “deliberate acts of sacrifice, good works, corporal and spiritual works of mercy, prayer itself.”

Although it’s not strictly required to confess venial sins, the Church strongly recommends it. “Indeed the regular confession of our venial sins helps us form our conscience, fight against evil tendencies, let ourselves be healed by Christ and progress in the life of the Spirit,” according to the Catechism.

“It’s been argued that some people today have a lessened appreciation of what sin is in their life,” Father Perkin says.

“The concept of sin has been washed away in our modern time,” says Deacon John Carroll. “There’s a great sense in the United States in particular and probably in the Western world … the Lord loves you no matter what you do … What that doesn’t mean is that the Lord loves what you’re doing.”

“The other side of the coin,” Father Perkin says, “is that many people today are truly better educated about what constitutes sin and the purpose of the sacrament. They’re celebrating reconciliation in their lives with greater understanding and respect for the practice of the church. So maybe they don’t see the need for confession as often.”

Another reason Catholics go to confession less often, Favazza says, “is people have gotten the message that Eucharist really is the sacrament of reconciliation.”

“The faithful have come to see sacraments not as a reward for the morally pure, but as food for the journey along the way or as medicine to help you deal with the issues in your life or issues that you’re struggling with,” Favazza says. “That’s a big shift in the view of sacraments.”

“I don’t think there’s an ignoring of sinning going on,” says Brother Armand. “I think there’s more responsibility through prayer going on with the serious Catholic.”

“Maybe some Catholics feel a lack of direction. … What is expected of us? Why go now?” he adds. “Maybe we need more information from our churches, our pastors, (about) what can reconciliation offer us today.”

Emphasizing reconciliation

The church should put a stronger emphasis on reconciliation, both as a sacrament and in a broader sense, says Favazza.

“We need rituals in our parishes that remind us that reconciliation should be central to our lives,” he says. “It’s just as important to remember that we’re all reconcilers.”

Sins can be forgiven only through the sacrament of penance and reconciliation, however the church’s Rite of Penance allows non-sacramental forms of the rite that don’t lead to the forgiveness of sins but celebrate reconciliation in the community, Favazza says, “which I don’t think have been done.”

“There are ways we should be celebrating reconciliation which we are not,” he adds.

For example, Favazza says, a parish could use a non-sacramental rite of reconciliation in cases in which its priest has been removed for misconduct or abuse.

“When you think that individual confession is the only way we have to celebrate reconciliation that’s pretty impoverished when you think of all the ways we need reconciliation in the world,” Favazza says.

