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(Lk 18:9-14) 

 Jesus taught this parable for those who are righteous in their own eyes, and 
see themselves as better than they are.  This, and not the amount of sin, is the 
greatest obstacle to heaven.  Christ died for all sin, but his sacrifice is in vain if the 
mercy cannot be applied.  Self-righteousness prevents one benefitting from the 
mercy of God. 

 Humility is the key to God’s mercy, which means seeing and acknowledging 
the truth about one’s sinfulness.  In the parable, one man with few sins is not 
justified because he doesn’t see the truth.  The other with many sins is justified, 
due to humility.  The Church helps us to cultivate the attitude of the humble man, 
and never pray like the self-righteous man.  We can see this by the way liturgical 
prayer (such as the Mass) begins with a confession or acknowledgement of sin.  
We strike our breast, and recall the words of the publican: “Lord, have mercy.”   

 Above all, Catholics are taught to go to confession regularly.  As depicted in 
the parable, the confessional is located in the back of the church, so that we dare 
not approach God’s holy presence in the sanctuary before humbly acknowledging 
that we are sinners and being reconciled.  More than anything, going to confession 
helps cultivate humility, and helps to overcome self-righteousness.    

 

Let us review what happens in Confession.   

 

1) “Bless me father for I have sinned.”  The Sacrament of Confession begins 
with words very similar to those of the publican: “O God, be merciful to me, 
a sinner.”  In confession, focus on yourself and your sins, in comparison to 
the holiness of God.  Do not focus on other people and their sins, and how 
you compare to other “worse” sinners.  Don’t try to make yourself feel better 
about yourself, and don’t speak about how you try to be good.   

2) “It has been [how long?] since my last confession.”  This gives the priest a 
sense of your spiritual life, and whether this is a normal regular confession 
(such as monthly), or if this is big moment of conversion in your life after 
many years.   

3) “I am married/single/widowed.”  Don’t forget to mention your state in life 
when going to confession, and if married, that you are married 
sacramentally, “by the church.”  If you are living with someone outside of 
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the sacrament of matrimony, you are not able to receive absolution until that 
situation has been corrected.   

4) List your sins.  You must name all mortal sins in kind and number, that have 
not been confessed before.  You may also name venial sins, especially those 
that are more serious or problematic in your spiritual life.  This is the 
common practice of many Catholics.  It is not necessary to reconfess sins 
that have already been absolved, unless there is something else about that 
previous sin that has come to light.   

5) When confessing a sin, be direct, brief, and specific.   
- Be direct or clear.  Don’t dance around it, don’t try to minimize or hide it.  
Don’t be like the self-righteous man in the parable trying to make yourself 
look better than what you are.   
- Be brief.  State what you did, then move on.  Don’t repeat.  Don’t give the 
whole back story, don’t give extra details that are not necessary, don’t talk 
about someone else.   
- Be specific.  Name the sin accurately and don’t be too general about what 
you did or failed to do.  Give enough details, and mention circumstances that 
affect the gravity of the sin.  Make clear exactly what it was that you did.   

6) “For these and any sins I may have forgotten, I humbly ask pardon and 
forgiveness.”  Confession must be integral, and nothing important must be 
deliberately hidden or omitted.  The entire purpose of confession is 
achieving that humility and honesty of the publican depicted in the Gospel.  
Therefore, at the conclusion of your sins, express your intention to include 
any sins that may have been unintentionally overlooked, which will be 
confessed next time, as they are remembered.   

 

Here are some examples of how to confess sins, and how not to:  

“I broke the eighth commandment.” This is too general.   

“I told a lie.”  This is still too general, as there are many different ways of lying.  
Did you deliberately deceive or mislead someone to harm him?  Did you minimize 
the truth to protect yourself from trouble?  Were you trying to avoid telling 
someone something they did not need to know?  Did this kind of sin happen on one 
occasion, or is this a sinful habit that you have?   

“I intentionally told a police officer I didn’t see the speed limit sign, when I did.” 
This is direct, brief, specific.   
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“I regularly lie to my wife in order to avoid arguments.”  In your examination of 
conscience, determine whether you deliberately tell lies, which is sinful, or 
whether you just avoid answering directly, which may not be a sin.   

“I regularly fail to say my daily prayers in the morning and evening.”  This names 
the sin, and indicates the frequency.   

“I missed Mass last Sunday.”  While this is sufficient, it is helpful to add a little 
more detail, especially since many Catholics have confusion about when it is 
actually a sin to miss Mass.   

“I missed Mass through my negligence / laziness.” This makes it clear that your 
deliberate will was involved in the sin.   

“I missed Mass last Sunday because I was not feeling well.”  This is not a sin, and 
should not be part of your confession.   

“I missed Mass last Sunday because I was traveling out of town and couldn’t find 
a church.”  This is not a mortal sin, so it does not have to be confessed, nor would 
it prevent you being able to receive Communion.  It very well might be a venial 
sin, however, if you failed to make sufficient preparations for Mass prior to your 
travels.   

“I disrespected my parents.”  This is still too general.  What exactly did you do, to 
disrespect your parents, and what is the frequency of this?   

With regard to sexual sins, the same rule applies: be direct, brief, specific.  There is 
no need to give details beyond what identifies the exact sin committed, but at the 
same time we should not be afraid to be humble and honest.  It is helpful to 
understand the correct terminology for various sins against the sixth commandment 
(ex: fornication vs. adultery), and it is also helpful to ask the priest what might be 
an appropriate or modest way to speak of a particular kind of sin.   

 

 May Christ help us on the path to humility, and through the 
acknowledgement of our sinfulness, open our hearts to the mercy of the Father.   

 


