
 

“We have peace with God through our Lord Jesus Christ. Through 

Him we have obtained access to this grace in which we stand, and 

we rejoice in our hope of sharing the glory of God. … And hope 

does not disappoint, because God’s love has been poured into our 

hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us.” 

Romans 5:1-5 

Confession 
for the 

Fainthearted 

 

How to Prepare for, Go to,  

and Benefit from the  

Sacrament of Reconciliation 

 



“Whoever confesses his sins … is already working with God. God 

indicts your sins; if you also indict them, you are joined with God. 

… The beginning of good works is the confession of evil works. 

You do the truth and come to the light.” (St. Augustine) 

 

 
 

God loves every one of us with a depth and intensity we can 

hardly begin to imagine. And he knows us intimately, he knows 

all our strengths and all our faults. Because he loves us so much, 

he wants to purify us of our faults and build up our virtues  

so that we can have life in abundance.” 

 (Pope Benedict XVI, 4/18/2010) 
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Step by Step Through Confession 
 

1. Prepare for Confession with a good examination of conscience. 

Reflect on the 10 Commandments to help you recognize your sins 

(both sins of doing evil and sins of refusing to do good). 
 

2. Find the time and location of confessions in your parish or 

another church. Commit to going and getting in line—have an 

“accountability partner” go with you and pray for you (and go to 

confession, too!). 
 

3. When it is your turn, enter the confessional and kneel down 

behind the screen (or, if you have this option and want to, you can sit 

in the chair in front of Father). Father will lead you in the sign of the 

cross and will welcome you. 
 

4. Say “Bless me Father, for I have sinned. It has been about ____ (tell 

how long) since my last confession.” Speak up if you are nervous or 

not sure what to do next—he will be happy to reassure you. 
 

5. Father will invite you to confess your sins 

* begin with any mortal (deadly) sins 

* include less serious venial sins (especially those you repeat) 

* ask if you are not sure if something is a sin 

* do not embellish, rationalize, or go into great detail 
 

6. Father may ask you questions and give you spiritual counsel 
 

7. Father will assign you a penance. Agree to do it as soon as you can. 
 

8. Father will invite you to make an Act of Contrition. You can bring in 

a copy of it (it’s found on page 54 of this book), but most parishes 

have it posted in the Confessional or Reconciliation Room. 
 

9. Father will pray the Prayer of Absolution. Listen to the words, 

believe what is being said! Make the sign of the cross on yourself 

when Father makes the sign of the cross over you. 
 

10. Father will dismiss you, say “Thank you” and leave (don’t shut the 

door completely behind you, so the next person in line knows that 

the room is unoccupied). 
 

11. Spend a few minutes thanking God for His forgiveness and mercy. 

If your penance is to offer some prayers, do so before you leave. 
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“God hasn’t forgiven me much;  

He has forgiven me all.” 

St. Therese of Lisiuex 
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Introduction 
 

     Congratulations! You are interested in learning more about how 

to celebrate the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Many adult Catholics 

have not gone to confession for many years—maybe you haven’t 

gone since your first confession decades ago! Some Catholics quit 

going due to frightening or confusing experiences, or because they 

fell away from the faith, or from guilt about a serious or habitual 

sin, or simply because inertia is hard to overcome! No matter what 

has kept you away, please know that you are welcome to return! 

Catholics rejoice, with the angels in heaven, at each person who 

returns to the Father’s embrace and receives the mercy the Lord so 

eagerly wishes to pour into your life. God is inviting you to dive 

deeper into His grace through this Sacrament—His dreams for you 

include fullness of life, peace and holiness. In a word, God’s big 

dream for you is sainthood—he wants you in heaven!  

     The Sacrament of 

Reconciliation is a precious 

gift given to the Church by 

our Lord Jesus Christ. I 

hope and pray more 

Catholics will come to 

treasure this gift and 

receive it often—it will bring about a new birth of faith in each 

individual Catholic and a new birth in our Church as well. The 

grace offered by God in the  
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And you, my brothers and sisters, 

To whom I no longer try to pretend, who now know that I 

seek forgiveness and forbearance and with whom I stand 

before God 

To pray for me to the Lord our God 

That you, O God, may show me your merciful gaze on my life 

and that of my brothers and sisters, that I may throw myself 

in your arms, with all that I have done and suffered, and that 

you may forgive me my sins against you, against others and 

against my own soul. 

Amen. 

By Georg Lengerke, from the YouCat Youth Prayer Book (Ignatius Press) 

 

 

 

 

“A changed way of life is a 

consequence of being forgiven, 

not a precondition of forgiveness. 

Similarly, forgiveness is not 

earned through penance; rather, 

penance ought to be a response, a 

deep sign of gratitude, for having 

been forgiven. Thus, forgiveness 

is sustained through gratitude 

and perfected in joy; in this sense, 

the surest sign of forgiveness is a 

transformed life.” 
                       Paul J. Wadell 

 

“DON’T BE AFRAID TO GO 

TO THE SACRAMENT OF 

CONFESSION, WHERE YOU 

WILL MEET JESUS WHO 

FORGIVES YOU.”  
POPE FRANCIS 
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Confiteor—I Confess 

I confess to almighty God, 

To you, who alone know my heart and my history, who alone 

can forgive sins, who alone can take from me my heavy 

burden and restore what I have spoiled; 

And to you, my brothers and sisters, 

To those against whom I have trespassed, to those who have 

trespassed against me and to those who, like me, are sinners 

and with me call out to you; 

That I have greatly sinned, in my thoughts and in my 

words, in what I have done: 

The evil I let myself be led astray into doing, because it 

seemed so plausible; 

And in what I have failed to do: 

The good that you offer me and that I rejected; 

Through my fault, 

Which cannot be glossed over, 

Through my fault, 

Which I fully acknowledge, 

Through my most grievous fault, 

Which separates me from you—and from myself. 

Therefore I ask blessed Mary ever-Virgin, all the Angels 

and Saints, 

And all the Church Triumphant, already in heaven and 

interceding for us, 
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Sacrament has the power to revitalize the entire Body of Christ. As 

more Catholics cleanse their hearts and deepen their commitment 

to the Christian way of life, we grow more capable of being vibrant, 

believable witnesses to the truth, beauty and goodness of the 

Catholic faith! 

     If you have further questions, please consult the list of 

resources I have provided at the end of this booklet. Contact your 

parish priest or someone else on staff at your parish. There are so 

many gifted and equipped ministers ready to help you.  

 

 

“There is no shadow, however dark, that can dim the light of Christ.”  

(Pope Benedict XVI, 1/7/2009 

 

For your reflection, prayer or sharing: 

What has been your experience or history with the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation? 

What are some of the main reasons why God is inviting you to 

the Sacrament—what is He dreaming of for you? 
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Why Bother If It’s So Hard? 4 Reasons 
 

     Going to Confession is simple, but not easy! Why bother? 

Especially if so many of your Catholic brothers and sisters stay 

away from the confessional and seem to be doing fine… 

 

Reason 1: Because of Our Human Nature 

     We need to HEAR ourselves admit to our sin and guilt. We can’t 

truly “own up” and take responsibility for our actions unless we 

speak up, admit to our wrongdoing and ask for forgiveness. We 

know this is true in our human relationships—we seek forgiveness 

from those we have harmed, and we want to hear from those who 

have harmed us. We wouldn’t accept an excuse from a close friend 

or our spouse that, “Well, I didn’t tell you I’m sorry for what I did, 

but I thought about it and felt sorry.” We want to hear it!  

     The same need arises in 

our relationship with God. 

Yes, we can and should 

frequently speak with the 

Lord about the evil we have 

done and the good we have 

failed to do in our private, nonverbal prayer. But we know, deep 

down in our souls, that the formal process of speaking our sins out 

loud, with the priest acting as a witness and supporter, is a 

powerful way to take responsibility, to stop the blame game, the 

rationalization game, the down-playing game. 
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Help for an examination of conscience and reflection 

about sin during prayer: 

Hallow app—contains many beautiful and inspiring resources 

for prayer, including preparation for going to confession 

United States Catholic Bishop’s website 

(www.usccb.org) contains guidance for examination of 

conscience and going to confession 

 

Books for children about the Sacrament of Penance 

Catechism of the Seven Sacraments by Kevin and Mary 

O’Neil (StoryTel Press) This book teaches about all the 

seven Sacraments using Lego figures in a comic-book 

format 

Jesus Speaks to Me About Confession by Angela Burrin 

(Word Among Us Press)—a gentle and clear introduction 

to how to celebrate the Sacrament 

A Child’s Guide to Reconciliation by Elizabeth Ficocelli 

(Paulist Press)—a clear step-by-step explanation of the 

Sacrament with delightful pictures 

 

Resources for teens about the Sacrament of Penance 

LifeTeen website (www.lifeteen.org) has resources for an 

examination of conscience and going to confession (just 

search “confession”) 

 

“WHEN I DECLARED NOT 

MY SIN, MY BODY WASTED 

AWAY, … MY STRENGTH 

WAS DRIED UP.”  
PSALM 32:3-4 

http://www.usccb.org/
http://www.lifeteen.org/
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Suggested Resources 
 

Books about the Sacrament of Reconciliation 

7 Secrets of Confession by Vinny Flynn (Ignatius Press) 

Lord, Have Mercy: The Healing Power of Confession 

by Scott Hahn (Image Books) 

 

Videos about the Sacrament of Reconciliation 

Forgiven (series by the Augustine Institute); available on 

Formed (www.formed.org); some amazing talks about the 

Sacrament of Reconciliation are also available (I highly 

recommend the talks by Ken Yasinski—my favorite!, Scott 

Hahn, Vinny Flynn and Fr. Larry Richards). 

 

Websites with resources about the Sacrament  

Catholic Answers (www.catholic.com) is a great source of 

apologetics material (defending the doctrines of the faith) 

Coming Home Network (www.chnetwork.org) primarily 

serves non-Catholics who want to learn about Catholicism, 

but Catholics will find great resources also 

Ascension Presents (www.ascenscion.com), especially 

videos by Fr. Mike Schmitz on going to confession 

Word of Fire (www.wordonfire.org), videos and print 

material by Bishop Robert Barron  
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We also benefit from hearing 

and receiving visible signs of 

God’s forgiveness. Jesus 

didn’t just think to Himself 

about forgiving the sins of 

those who came before Him, He spoke the word, “Your sins are 

forgiven.” Jesus speaks to people, reaches out to people, embraces 

them and sends them forth assured of God’s healing. The priest, by 

virtue of his ordination, is an instrument of Jesus Christ, acting in 

the very person of Jesus Christ, to give us visible and effective 

signs of God’s healing mercy and forgiveness. 

 

Reason 2: Because Jesus Passed on His Power 

     Our Lord gave His apostles the power to forgive in His name 

and the power to heal in His name. Jesus intended the Church to 

use this power, as is clear in His solemn charge to Peter (Matthew 

16:19). Jesus would not have left His Church without a means to 

pass on the authority He 

gave to the apostle—that 

would have left 

generations of believers 

with less access to the 

Lord than those first 

believers, but Jesus tells 

us that with the Holy 

Spirit, we will accomplish 

 

“NEITHER DO I CONDEMN 

YOU; GO, AND DO NOT SIN 

AGAIN.”  
JOHN 8:11 

 

“LET NO ONE SAY ‘I REPENT 

BEFORE GOD. GOD KNOWS 

IT AND PARDONS ME.’ WAS 

THERE NO REASON FOR 

SAYING ‘WHATSOEVER YOU 

LOOSE ON EARTH, SHALL 

BE LOOSED IN HEAVEN’? 

YOU HOLD THE GOSPEL OF 

NO ACCOUNT. YOU DESPISE 

THE WORDS OF CHRIST.”  
ST. AUGUSTINE 

http://www.formed.org/
http://www.catholic.com/
http://www.chnetwork.org/
http://www.ascenscion.com/
http://www.wordonfire.org/
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His works in every age. 

     The apostles ordained leaders to 

succeed them, and so it went down 

through the ages. The bishops are 

the immediate successors of the 

apostles. Bishops ordain priests to 

assist them in ministering to God’s 

people and celebrating the 

Sacraments. A validly ordained 

priest has the authority (the 

“faculty”) to hear confessions and to 

offer absolution in the name of God 

and His Church. 

 

Reason 3: Sacraments Have 

True Power 

     As Catholics, we believe that 

Jesus’ real, true presence is made 

available to us through the 

Sacraments. Through Sacramental 

signs, we are united with Jesus 

Christ who, by the power of the 

Holy Spirit, leads us to the Father. 

While Jesus is not ONLY present 

through Sacramental signs (we  
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     We believe that the sin of Adam and Eve harmed our human 

nature and our relationship with God—we inherit a fallen human 

nature because of Original Sin. But human nature is not depraved 

and devilish—it is still, at its foundation, good.  

     Jesus Christ took on our humanity and united Himself to us so 

that we could live united with God. Because of Jesus Christ, being 

good is “only human.” Because of Jesus Christ, we have the 

capacity and the command to love with the love of God—to love as 

we have been loved. To 

love because He loved 

us first (1 John 4:19).  

     Being in a state of 

grace allows us to 

cooperate with God’s 

dream for us. Being in a 

state of grace gives us the capacity and the energy to take on the 

challenges, to not be beaten down and discouraged, to get up and 

try again. To triumph through all hardships, trials and sufferings 

(not to avoid them) because nothing, NOTHING, can separate us 

from the love of God made visible in Christ Jesus. (Rom 8:35-39) 

 

 

For your reflection, prayer or sharing: 

What particular virtue(s) do you want to focus on developing? 

What is one way that you can share the joy and peace given to 

you in Reconciliation with someone else? 

History of the 

Sacrament 
In the early church, 

those who 

committed serious 

sins after Baptism 

went through a 

rigorous, public 

period of penitence. 

The practice of 

private confession 

developed in the 7th   

century. It was 

modeled after the 

practice of Irish 

monks who would 

admit their faults 

and seek spiritual 

guidance from their 

Abbot. This private 

form of confession 

was intended for 

regular and 

frequent use. 

In the 16th century, 

the practice of 

using a confessional 

box developed. 

The Second Vatican 

Council ordered the 

revision of the Rite 

of Penance in its 

current form. 
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confession with regard to mortal sins). The reception of the Real 

Presence of Jesus Christ in the Eucharist is a source of forgiveness 

and healing for us as well. Being in a state of grace opens us to the 

transformational power of the grace of God. It means our soul is 

receptive and submissive to the Holy Spirit. 

     Our primordial, original state of grace begins at Baptism. When 

we are reborn as a son or daughter of God, our souls are brought 

into relationship with God. We are created anew as a new life in 

Jesus Christ—united to 

Him in His death and 

Resurrection. The Holy 

Spirit makes His home in 

us; we become a Temple 

of the Holy Spirit and God 

abides in us. When we 

celebrate the Sacrament of Reconciliation, we are allowing God to 

remove our sins from us so that we are restored to this state of 

grace we had at Baptism. 

     Being in a state of grace is the way God intends us to live as 

human beings—we are fully human, fully alive, when we vibrate in 

harmony with the energy of God’s love. That’s why, for a Christian, 

the excuse of “well, I’m only human” is not an accurate 

explanation of sin: being holy is being truly human. When we sin, 

we disfigure, reject and diminish our human nature. Sinning 

doesn’t express the truth about us, holiness does—because we are 

made in the image and likeness of God. 
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encounter Jesus in Scripture, prayer, other people, in nature, etc.), 

His presence in the Sacraments is unique and powerful. The 

Sacraments unite us not only with Jesus Christ, but with His Body, 

the Church. By avoiding Christ’s Sacramental presence, we make 

unavailable to us a powerful means of God’s grace. 

     There are only two Sacraments that we can receive frequently 

throughout our lives: Holy Eucharist and Penance (the formal 

name of the Sacrament of Reconciliation). Going to confession 

promises its own Sacramental grace; by cleansing our hearts; it 

also prepares us to be more open to the grace of Holy Eucharist. 

 

Reason 4: Because Our Spiritual Leaders Want us to 

     As Catholics, we belong to the Church which Christ founded on 

the “rock of Peter.” Peter’s successors, the Popes throughout the 

ages, have made it clear that Catholics should seek out the healing 

grace of the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Our greatest saints, 

spiritual leaders, and mystics all made use of and recommended 

the practice of regular 

confession as a necessary 

part of spiritual growth.  

     If popes, saints, mystics 

and spiritual directors want 

us to go to confession 

frequently, it makes sense 

 

“EVEN I GO TO CONFESSION 

EVERY 15 DAYS, BECAUSE 

THE POPE IS ALSO A SINNER. 

AND THE CONFESSOR 

LISTENS TO WHAT I TELL 

HIM, HE ADVISES ME AND 

ABSOLVES ME, BECAUSE WE 

ARE ALL IN NEED OF 

FORGIVENESS.”  
POPE FRANCIS 
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for us to accept their admonishment. Just because going to 

confession is “out of fashion” or “challenging,” let’s not dismiss the 

practice too readily. We listen to all sorts of other “experts” about 

what media to consume, what food is good for us, how to 

make/save more money, how to stay healthy. Why won’t we listen 

to those who speak God’s wisdom and truth about how to grow 

more holy?  

     Confessing our sins to 

a priest in the Sacrament 

is our declaration that 

Christ’s power is stronger 

than the chains of sin and 

death. When we go to 

confession, we admit that 

we need help to “work out 

our salvation” (Phil 2:12b). In recognizing our neediness—and in 

acting on it rather than just musing about it—we make room for 

Jesus Christ to enter our lives and transform us. The Sacrament of 

Reconciliation is our invitation to the Lord—"come into my soul 

and make of it your dwelling place; I hand over to you all authority 

to refashion, remake and renew me as you see fit.” 

 

For your reflection, prayer or sharing: 

Which of these reasons is speaking to your heart right now? 

How would you put one of these reasons in your own words to 

explain why you go to Confession (or wish to restart)? 
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Sacraments confer grace not 

by the merits or holiness of 

the celebrant or the 

recipient, but because God is 

at work through them. 

Sacraments always confer 

grace, but their effect in our lives is also dependent upon our 

cooperation with God’s grace. The form, vigor and fruitfulness of 

grace is shaped by our response to it—but God alone is the source 

of grace and whatever fruit it does bear. 

 

What does it mean to be in a “State of Grace”? 

     The Church pleads with us to refrain from receiving Holy 

Communion (or Confirmation or Matrimony or Holy Orders) 

unless we are in a state of grace. What does this mean? It means 

your soul is free from the stain of mortal sin, that you have not 

driven the love of God out of your soul through serious sin. Being 

in a state of grace means that your reception of a Sacrament 

speaks the truth about yourself—that you are in a covenant 

relationship with the God who is gracing you with His presence.  

     Being in a state of grace arises from going to confession and 

truly repenting of our sins. We also receive forgiveness of sins 

through the Sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick. We confess 

our sins while participating in Holy Mass, through the penitential 

rite and through our preparation for Holy Communion—these 

confessions remove venial sin from our soul (we need to go to  

 

“AND ALL THE WICKEDNESS IN 

THIS WORLD THAT MAN 

MIGHT WORK OR THINK IS NO 

MORE TO THE MERCY OF GOD 

THAN A LIVE COAL IN THE 

SEA.”  
WILLIAM LANGLAND, 14TH C 

 
“WORK OUT YOUR OWN 

SALVATION WITH FEAR AND 

TREMBLING; FOR GOD IS AT 

WORK IN YOU, BOTH TO WILL 

AND TO WORK FOR HIS GOOD 

PLEASURE.” 
PHILIPPIANS 2:12B-13 
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How do virtues relate to grace? 

     God created us as free and rational beings. This is what gives us 

the capacity to love—without freedom we could not truly choose to 

love. Without rationality, we 

would not understand who we 

loved. Being free and rational 

gives us responsibility—we are 

capable of making decisions and 

acting upon them. We are 

designed by God to be His 

beloved children—not a robot, 

pet, or slave—but someone who 

can not only receive His love but 

return it as well. 

      God is at work in us, 

preparing us to receive His great 

gift of salvation. Heaven is truly a 

gift God gives us, a grace. We do 

not earn it or deserve it—and yet 

God will not provide us with the 

gift without our desiring it and 

striving to act upon that desire.  

     Grace is a sharing in the very 

life of God—poured out into our 

hearts in a uniquely powerful way 

through the Sacraments.  
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Preparing to Celebrate  

the Sacrament of Reconciliation 

 

What is a Conscience? 
 

“Deep within his conscience man discovers a law which he has not laid 

upon himself but which he must obey. Its voice, ever calling him to love 

and to do what is good and to avoid what is evil, sounds in his heart. … 

For man has in his heart a law inscribed by God. … His conscience is 

man’s most secret core and his sanctuary. There he is alone with God 

whose voice echoes in his depths.”  

Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph #1776 

 

     Before we can talk about examining your conscience, let’s 

review what a conscience is. Conscience is a judgment of reason; 

it’s using our God-given power of rationality to decide whether a 

human act (something we want to do, are doing, or have already 

done) is good or evil. Catholics believe that all human persons are 

made by God with a law written in our hearts that calls us to do 

good and to avoid what is evil. 

     A conscience isn’t a feeling. A conscience is not a vague 

impression of guilt that, because it is uncomfortable, should be 

avoided or rationalized away. A conscience is the capacity to make 

judgments—to decide about something. Judgment involves three 

components: (1) we PERCEIVE what rules are relevant; (2) we 

What IS Grace? 
“Grace is favor, the 

free and undeserved 

help that God gives 

us to respond to his 

call to become 

children of God … 

partakers of divine 

nature and of 

eternal life. Grace is 

participation in the 

life of God. The 

grace of Christ is 

gratuitous gift that 

God makes to us of 

his own life… Grace 

also includes the 

gifts that the Spirit 

grants us to 

associate us with His 

work, to enable us 

to collaborate in the 

salvation of others 

and in the growth of 

the Body of Christ.” 

(CCC #1996-2005) 
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APPLY the rules or our particular situation; and (3) we REFLECT 

whether we should do (or should have done) the act in question. 

     It is because we have a conscience that we can even talk about 

morality, about sin, and being responsible for our actions. Even 

though we are responsible for the choices we make, we can be 

misled or mistaken. In addition, sometimes we choose to 

deliberately ignore the judgments our conscience makes about 

what is right and wrong. 

     Moral decision making begins with a fundamental rule about 

the human conscience: a person must follow faithfully what he 

knows to be just and right (CCC, #1778). In other words, if you 

know an act is wrong, you are obliged to avoid doing it. If you 

know an act is right, you should do it. If a person deliberately acts 

against his own conscience, he condemns himself. 

     Our fundamental rule about the human conscience rests upon 

an even more foundational truth: God alone, as Creator and Lord, 

is the source of truth and goodness. We believe, as Christians, that 

there is such a thing as objective truth, as right and wrong—and 

that the only way to accurately judge human acts is by whether 

they conform to God’s laws 

(not our own). As a Christian, 

it’s not good to say, “Well, it’s 

okay for me to do this even if 

other people should not” or “I 

am going to choose what’s 
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give to others what they are owed by virtue of their 

humanity. We make just decisions about our actions and 

attitudes when we consider what we owe to God and 

neighbor, not what we want to get out of a situation. 

Fortitude: “The moral virtue that ensures firmness in difficulties 

and constancy in the pursuit of the good. … The virtue of 

fortitude enables one to conquer fear, even fear of death, and 

to face trials and persecution” (CCC #1808). Coming from the 

root word for “fortress,” the 

virtue of fortitude guards 

our hearts and minds, 

helping us focus on the love 

of God, the truth of our faith, 

and the hope for heaven—so 

that we can boldly cling to God rather than flee in fear. It is 

the virtue of fortitude that allows us to endure in the exercise 

of all other virtues. 

Temperance: “The moral virtue that moderates the attraction 

of pleasures and provides balance in the use of created goods. 

It ensures the will’s mastery over instincts and keeps desires 

within the limits of what is honorable” (CCC #1809). The 

temperate person understands the priority of God and will 

allow no other thing/person/attraction to take His place. The 

temperate person will not allow his bodily, emotional or 

intellectual desires to “grab the bit” and run away. 

Temperance allows the will to remain in control. 

 

“MORAL PRINCIPLES DO NOT 

DEPEND ON A MAJORITY 

VOTE. WRONG IS WRONG, 

EVEN IF EVERYBODY IS 

WRONG. RIGHT IS RIGHT, 

EVEN IF NOBODY IS RIGHT.”  
VENERABLE FULTON J. SHEEN 

 
“IN THE WORLD YOU 

HAVE TRIBULATION; 

BUT BE OF GOOD CHEER, 

I HAVE OVERCOME THE 

WORLD.” 
JOHN 16:33 
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“Charity is superior to all 

the virtues. … The 

practice of all the virtues 

is animated and inspired 

by charity, which ‘binds 

everything together in 

perfect harmony.’ … 

Charity upholds and 

purifies our human ability to love, and raises it to the 

supernatural perfection of divine love” (CCC #1826-1827). 

 

The Cardinal Virtues 

Prudence: “The virtue that disposes practical reason to discern 

our true good in every circumstance and to choose the right 

means of achieving it” (CCC #1806). A prudent person will 

not react to situations but take that deep breath and pause: 

what good does God want him to achieve and what is the way 

that God wants him to achieve it? Prudence is the guide to our 

other virtues—it sets limits and helps us discern when and 

how much to exercise a virtue (for example, prudence helps us 

exercise the virtue of honesty without revealing professional 

secrets).  

Justice: “The moral virtue that consists in the constant and firm 

will to give their due to God and neighbor” (CCC #1807). A 

just person respects the rights of other people, and seeks to  
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right and wrong for myself.” This perspective cannot be reconciled 

to faith in Jesus Christ who IS the truth, who IS the way, who IS 

the life (John 14:6).  

     So how do we form our conscience according to truth and 

reality? By nourishing it with the word of God. By prayer and our 

efforts to put God’s law into practice. By our careful and honest 

reflection on our actions. The Holy Spirit will be our aid and guide, 

given to us at Baptism and present in us whenever we pray. The 

witness and advice of other people and the guidance of the 

Church’s authoritative 

teachings are of immense 

value—presupposing, of 

course, that we are willing 

to listen to GOOD advice!  

     What can weaken our 

conscience or allow our 

conscience to make erroneous judgments? Ignorance of Christ and 

the Gospel message, the bad example of others, enslavement to 

our passions and selfish desires, maintaining a sense of ourselves 

as independent and autonomous (“I did it my way” attitude), 

rejecting the authority of the Church, being closed to a fuller 

conversion to the Christian life.  

     There are situations in which a person truly is not aware of 

what is good and evil; or a person might be misled through no 

fault of their own. In these cases, he might not be responsible for 

the evil committed—yet it is still evil.  

 

“AS THEREFORE YOU 

RECEIVED CHRIST JESUS THE 

LORD, SO LIVE IN HIM, 

ROOTED AND BUILT UP IN 

HIM AND ESTABLISHED IN 

THE FAITH, JUST AS YOU 

WERE TAUGHT.”  
COLOSSIANS 2:6-7 

 
“LOVE ITSELF IS THE 

FULFILLMENT OF ALL OUR 

WORKS. THERE IS THE GOAL; 

THAT IS WHY WE RUN: WE 

RUN TOWARD IT, AND ONCE 

WE REACH IT, IN IT WE 

SHALL FIND REST.” 
ST. AUGUSTINE 
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How to do an Examination of Conscience 
 

     An examination of conscience is a prayerful review of one’s life 

on the basis of Gospel values. We are called to do two things: (1) to 

know what Christ asks of us; and (2) to compare our actions to 

Christ’s standard. What is the purpose of this examination? Not to 

dwell on how awful we are, but to see what areas of our life need 

the Lord’s loving gaze and healing touch. We want His help to be 

holy as He is holy. 

     Recall that in Baptism we are reborn into the life of Christ. We 

are “claimed” for Christ and given life through Jesus’ Body, the 

Church. God loves us with 

an unconditional and 

complete love—and He 

wants all of us. Not to take 

us from ourselves, but to 

give us the life He made 

us for in the first place: 

life as His children, as 

citizens of heaven! We 

can’t bring anything that 

is NOT of God into His Kingdom. Whatever we have made of 

ourselves that is not “conformed to Christ” must be rejected and 

jettisoned. If we hold on to what is not God, we become exactly 

that: not of God. If we let go of what is not God and cling to Him, 

we become what we cling to: of God. Examining our conscience 
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Hope: The virtue “by which desire the kingdom of heaven and 

eternal life as our happiness, placing our trust in Christ’s 

promises and relying not on our own strength, but on the help 

of the grace of the Holy Spirit” (CCC #1817). The virtue of 

hope is our response to the longing God placed in us for 

eternal, perfect happiness. We know 

that it is only in God that this dream 

will be realized—and so we hold fast to 

His promises, trusting that He can do 

what He has promised for us. This fills 

us with a confident joy; it energizes us 

and allows us to act with courage and 

freedom. “Buoyed up by hope, he is 

preserved from selfishness and led to the happiness that flows 

from charity” (CCC #1818). Our hope for heaven, steadfast 

and strong, leads us to accept and endure any trials and 

suffering that comes our way. In hope, we are free to choose 

goodness and holiness. 

 

Charity: The virtue “by which we love God above all things for 

his own sake, and our neighbor as ourselves for the love of 

God” (CCC #1822). Charity gives us the capacity to keep the 

commandments of God—fully, not half-heartedly. Jesus 

commands us to love one another as He loves us—and sends 

us the Holy Spirit so that we can love others with the love of 

Jesus Christ (John 15:12-17). 

 

“SORROW FOR SIN IS INDEED 

NECESSARY, BUT IT SHOULD 

NOT BE AN ENDLESS 

PREOCCUPATION. YOU MUST 

DWELL ALSO ON THE GLAD 

REMEMBRANCE OF GOD’S 

LOVING-KINDNESS; OTHERWISE, 

SADNESS WILL HARDEN THE 

HEART AND LEAD IT MORE 

DEEPLY INTO DESPAIR.”  
ST. BERNARD 
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     The Church identifies seven key virtues that need to be planted 

in every soul. Three are called theological virtues because they 

are given by God and relate directly to God. Four are called 

“cardinal virtues” (after the Latin word carde, or hinge). These 

four are important because they are pivotal to the development of 

other virtues (they “open the gate’ to other virtues). 

The Theological Virtues 

     The theological virtues are the foundation of the Christian 

moral life: they animate it and give it its special character. They 

are infused by God into the souls of the faithful at Baptism and 

through other intimate encounters, making that soul capable of 

acting as His children and of meriting (not earning) eternal life. 

 

Faith: The virtue “by which we believe in God and believe all that 

He has said and revealed to us and that the Church proposes 

for our belief, because He is truth itself” (CCC #1814). The 

disciple of Christ must not only keep 

the faith and live it, but also profess it, 

confidently bear witness to it, and 

spread it. We believe in God, we do not 

just believe facts about God (even 

devils know about God). Faith is only 

made real, can only save us, when it is 

caught up in love and expressed in our 

lives—faith without works is dead. 
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is an opportunity to reflect: when 

have we held onto sin and when 

have we held onto Christ? We 

bare our souls in this way to the 

One who can diagnose and heal. 

    One way to examine your 

conscience is to prayerfully read 

Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount 

(Matthew, chapters 5-7). You can 

reflect on what Jesus commands, 

and assess your own response to 

His words—when have you 

listened and obeyed? When have 

you not listened and obeyed? 

     There are many other 

beautiful places in the Gospel 

and in the Letters found in the 

New Testament to read and pray 

with. Select a passage from page 

14. Read it through two or three 

times—giving yourself time between each reading to talk with God 

about what you are reading. Quiet your heart and mind to listen to 

the promptings of the Holy Spirit—where in these passages do you 

find consolation? Where do you find challenge or correction or 

conviction? Where are you confused, defensive or rebellious? 

Speak to the Lord about these things. 

St. Jerome’s 

Vision 
St. Jerome once had 

a vision in which 

Christ spoke to him. 

“There is something I 

want you to give 

me,” Christ said to 

Jerome. Jerome, who 

at the time was living 

in a cave in 

Bethlehem as a 

hermit, replied in a 

rather hurt tone, “I 

have given up 

everything for you. 

What more can you 

possible want from 

me?” “Give me your 

sins,” Christ said, “so 

that I may forgive 

them.” 
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     It can be extremely 

helpful to keep a prayer 

journal for your 

reflections. You can 

write down areas where 

you need to grow, 

habitual sins and vices 

you struggle with, and what you want to bring to your next 

confession. You can (and, yes, you should!) also write down areas 

of growth, situations where you expressed virtues and holiness, 

blessings and consolations. 

 

Suggested Scripture Passages to use during your 

Examination of Conscience 

Matthew 5:1-7:27 

Matthew 25:31-46 

Mark 4:1-20 

Mark 10:17-31 

Luke 6:20-49 

Luke 10:25-37 

John 4:1-42 

John 9:1-41 

John 15:1-17 

Romans 6:1-23 

Romans 12:1-13 

1 Corinthians 13:1-13 

Galatians 5:16-26 

Ephesians 4:17-5:20 

Philippians 2:1-16 

Colossians 3:1-17 

1 Thessalonians 4:1-7, 5:12-22 

James 1:19-27 

James 3:1-12 

1 Peter 1:13-2:1 

2 Peter 1:3-11 

1 John 1:8-2:6 

1 John 3:10-24 
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     Weeds! Left on its own, that clear and 

fertile soil will not miraculously sprout 

with flowers. Weeds will grow—they will 

return and claim the ground, taking 

away the water, nutrients and sunlight for themselves.  

     The same is true in the garden of our souls. When left to itself, 

our ‘cleared out’ soul will simply return to the weedy, chaotic and 

tangled mess that it was before. It takes effort, this side of heaven, 

to be holy. The weeds of sin and vice are ready to take over. The 

flowers of goodness and holiness are ready to grow, but they take 

nurturing. Just as God placed us in the garden of Eden to care for 

the plants and bring them to maturity, so God gives us the 

responsibility to care for the garden of our souls. 

     It can feel like an impossible task to rid our souls of a deeply 

rooted vice—especially those that are connected to a compulsion 

or addiction. It might feel fruitless as we are met with discouraging 

results time and again. But take heart! 

     God loves and blesses our efforts—

even if they appear fruitless from our 

perspective. One approach to getting rid 

of the weeds can be successful when 

more direct approaches fail: focus on the 

good crop! Rather than trying to get rid of every last bit of the 

weed of some sin, let the virtues choke it out! When we build up 

the virtues and allow them to grow and mature, the vices lose their 

competitive edge. They wither for lack of attention and resources. 
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     Don’t give up on the Sacrament and the graces it offers. Commit 

to going once a month for at least a year, then reassess. Speak to 

your confessor about any discouragement or questions—he can 

help you and build you up with encouragement. Ask friends here 

on earth and your holy helpers in heaven to pray for you, that you 

would grow in endurance. 

 

Growing in Virtue 
 

     The graces of the sacrament of Penance do not stop at simply 

removing sin from our souls. The fruits of the Sacrament also aim 

at helping us develop a stronger desire for and capacity to do good. 

In other words, the sacrament helps us cultivate virtue. What are 

virtues? They are the habits 

and predisposition to do 

good: to behave and think in 

ways that are Godly. Being 

virtuous means that a 

“person tends toward the 

good with all his sensory and 

spiritual powers; he pursues 

the good and chooses it in concrete actions” (CCC #1803). 

     A gardening analogy helps us understand why we need to grow 

in virtues. As a gardener, I have had the unpleasant experience of 

clearing a patch of soil, digging out the weeds, and leaving it alone 

for a bit. What do you think I find when I return in a few weeks? 
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Examination of Conscience with  
the 10 Commandments 
 

     God’s commandments form an integral part of the covenant He 

makes with us. When we become His children in Baptism, we 

promise to live according to His laws. We are part of the family of 

God, and His “house rules” apply to us! Jesus affirms the 

importance of the 10 Commandments for the Christian, and He 

summarizes them with the Great Commandment: “You shall love 

the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 

with all your mind, [and] you shall love your neighbor as yourself” 

(Matthew 22:37, 39). 

     Jesus teaches us that the obligations of the 10 Commandments 

are a necessary foundation, but He wants more. We are not to be 

satisfied with a cursory, slavish, resentful obedience to the letter of 

the law. We are called to go deeper, to convert our hearts, and to 

love in an unselfish and sacrificial way. We know that our outward 

observance of the law is important, but only if it reflects an inward 

conversion of our heart to the love of God. God wants us to obey 

His commandments to receive and share the light of His love—not 

in a fearful way to avoid punishment nor in a greedy way to earn 

His favor. That is not the way of children of God. 

     Catholics arrange the 10 Commandments in a different way 

than Protestants (or Orthodox, for that matter), but regardless, all 

the commands present in Deuteronomy 5:6-21 and Exodus 20:1-17 

 

 
“JESUS MUST BECOME THE 

CENTER OF OUR ENTIRE 

LIVES. YES, IT IS IMPORTANT 

THAT HE IS THE GUIDE OF 

OUR DAILY JOURNEY AND 

THE ULTIMATE, DEFINITIVE 

GOAL OF OUR EARTHLY 

PILGRIMAGE.” 
POPE BENEDICT XVI, 1/5/2006 



Page 16 

 

are found in our presentation of them. The first 3 commandments 

focus on what we owe to God. The final 7 commandments focus on 

what we owe to other people. 

 

Love God 

I. I am the Lord your God: you shall not have strange 

gods before me.  

God’s first commandment is that we accept and worship God as 

the one, true God. We build up our faith, hope and love in God—

and refuse to place any other thing as first in our hearts 

(possessions/wealth, power, pleasure, affirmation/popularity). 

We reject idolatrous practices such as superstitions, divination, 

magic, or fortune telling. We guard our faith in God and reject 

sacrilege, simony (buying or selling spiritual things), atheism or 

agnosticism. We worship God alone and refuse to worship any 

created thing—whether it be an image or statue or the state or 

ethnicity. (summarizing paragraphs 2084-2141 of the Catechism) 

 

II. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in 

vain. 

We are called to honor God’s name as holy; our respect for the 

name of God reflects our reverence for God Himself. We speak the 

Lord’s name only in worship, prayer, and instruction. We are 

also commanded to treat with respect the names of the saints and 

angels and all things holy. We are forbidden to blaspheme, to 

take false oaths, to engage in language that is mocking or 

irreverent, to attempt to use God’s name in magical ways, or to  
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Even the temptations and sins can become occasions for great 

graces when we choose to turn, over and over again, to the loving 

mercy of God. God is pleased with our efforts and rejoices in the 

steps we take toward Him. He is not standing off at a distance, 

arms crossed and scowling, waiting to see how long it will take for 

you to mess up again. No. He is beside you, before you, within 

you—and receiving the Sacrament of Reconciliation frequently will 

help you recognize His presence and turn to it. 

     God, in His infinite loving patience, takes all the time we need 

to grow to sainthood. He is not interested in cosmetic improve-

ments, superficial fixes, or hiding the problem—He wants you 

made new, not covered up! Trust in God playing the long game for 

your soul. Be as patient with Him as He is with you. Long for and 

seek to cooperate with His grace to improve yourself, but relax in 

His care. He will not mislead, misjudge or misdirect you. 

     The key? Repetition! Build “spiritual memory” in your soul just 

like an athlete builds “muscle memory” to enhance their 

performance. If a hurdler had to stop and think about the correct 

motion and body placement 

at every hurdle, they’d never 

win the race. Races are won 

through repetitive, consistent 

practice. The same is true for 

the spiritual race God calls 

you to run. Continue to be a 

practicing Catholic—practice makes perfect! 

 
“ONE THING I DO, 

FORGETTING WHAT LIES 

BEHIND AND STRAINING 

FORWARD TO WHAT LIES 

AHEAD, I PRESS ON TOWARD 

THE GOAL FOR THE PRIZE.” 
PHILIPPIANS 3:13-14 
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Repeat Performance—Going Again 
 

     The Sacrament offers you graces of healing and strengthening 

in your life as a Christian disciple. But the Sacrament does not give 

you the supernatural power to resist all temptations in the future. 

You will sin again. You will probably commit some of the very sins 

you promised to try to avoid in the future.  

     You have a decision to make when that happens. You can say to 

yourself, “Well, that didn’t work, I might as well give up going to 

confession!” You might be filled with discouragement about your 

spiritual strength, or resentment that God didn’t take away a 

compulsion or addiction that 

has troubled you for a long 

time. You might decide to slide 

back into an acceptance of 

spiritual mediocrity since you 

didn’t get the ‘results’ you were 

seeking after that last confession. 

     Resist these temptations and attitudes! God is working on your 

soul. You will struggle with temptations, compulsions and 

addictions for as long as God knows it to be beneficial for your 

salvation. The Sacrament had its effect. You are growing in grace. 

In fact, even your admission and disgust of your sins is probably 

due to the grace you received from your last confession. 

     You will struggle with these things, but you are not abandoned, 

you are not left alone! God is with you. You are cooperating with 

His grace in ways you can’t even recognize this side of heaven. 
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use it in trivial ways (as an expression of surprise, for example). 

The Second Commandment also commands us to treat everyone’s 

name as sacred—for God calls us each by name and the name is 

the icon of the person. (paragraphs 2142-2167 of the Catechism) 

 

III. Remember to keep holy the Lord’s Day. 

God commanded His Chosen People to rest on the Sabbath, the 7th 

day of the week, to honor God’s work of creation and to seal the 

people into the covenant. The Lord’s Day is to be kept sacred—

with holy worship and rest. Christians, however, keep the first 

day of the week, Sunday, as the Lord’s Day—because this is the 

day Jesus rose from the dead and ushered in the new covenant 

with all people. We are obliged to participate in Holy Mass on 

Sundays and other holy days of obligation. We are also obliged to 

keep Sunday as a day of rest, free from servile (unnecessary) 

labor and other activities that hinder the worship of God. We 

sanctify Sunday by devoting time and care to our families and 

relatives and those in need. (paragraphs 2168-2195 of the Catechism) 

 

Love Your Neighbor as Yourself 

IV. Honor your father and your mother. 

This commandment obliges us to honor and respect all those 

whom God, for our good, has put in authority over us—most 

especially our parents. We are required to give honor, affection 

and gratitude toward our elders and ancestors. We are to obey 

and honor others in rightful authority over us—teachers, 

employers, leaders and those who govern. The family is the  
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original cell of social life—and the Christian family is a 

communion of persons that can rightfully be named the domestic 

church. In obeying rules and commands, we are called to obey 

God rather than man when the two are in conflict (Acts 5:29). 

(paragraphs 2196-2257 of the Catechism) 

 

V. You shall not kill. 

Human life is sacred from 

conception to natural 

death. God alone is the 

Lord of life—no one under 

any circumstance can 

claim for himself the right directly to destroy an innocent human 

being. The legitimate defense of persons and societies (the 

intention is to protect innocent life, not to kill the aggressor) does 

not violate this commandment.  The fifth commandment forbids 

direct and intentional killing as gravely sinful (including 

abortion, infanticide, and euthanasia); it also forbids doing 

anything with the intention of indirectly bringing about a 

person’s death. It also forbids suicide—we are not the owners or 

creators of our own life, so it is not ours to end. We should not 

despair of the eternal salvation of persons who have taken their 

own lives. By ways known to him alone, God can provide the 

opportunity for salutary repentance. The fifth commandment 

also forbids scandal and gossip. We are to respect and care for 

our bodies and make sure that scientific research protects the 

dignity of the human person. (paragraphs 2258-2330 of the Catechism) 
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the transformation of your soul. An injection works to immunize 

you against disease even though you have no sensation of your 

body building up antibodies. Sometimes spiritual “inoculation” 

against sin might happen in the same way. 

     How can you cooperate with the gift of God’s generous grace? 

By making choices—the exercise of your will is the way you 

incarnate (put flesh on) the desires of your heart. After leaving the 

confessional, I encourage you resolve to do three things: 

• Find a way to show your love for God in holy worship 

• Find a way to show your love of neighbor by some act of 

mercy (may I plead with you to focus on those who most 

deserve your love—especially the ones you live with?) 

• Find a way to show love of yourself by some act of holy 

recreation (re-creation!)—this does not mean slothful 

inactivity, but finding a way to gently encourage yourself 

in the same way you’d encourage a loved one who needs 

assurance; to celebrate God’s goodness to you. 

 

Don’t Forget 

     Before you leave the Church after your confession, stop to pray 

in thanksgiving to God before the Blessed Sacrament. If you have 

been assigned prayers as your penance, offer them now to the 

Lord. Be filled with peace and release the memory of your sins—or 

if that is not possible, try to remember your sins only as an 

opportunity to thank God for forgiving them and taking them 

away from you. 

 

“THE LORD COMMANDED US 

TO OBSERVE ALL THESE LAWS 

… FOR US RIGHT LIVING WILL 

MEAN THIS: TO KEEP AND 

OBSERVE ALL THESE 

COMMANDMENTS BEFORE 

THE LORD.”  
DEUT 6:24-25 
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state of the newly Baptized, ready to go out into the world for the 

reasons why God made you and placed you here in the first place: 

to love and glorify God, to become a saint, and to bring other souls 

to Christ. 

     Every Sacrament has an effect on our souls, because the Holy 

Spirit is at work in them, bringing us the power and Presence of 

Our Lord Jesus Christ. The effects of a Sacrament are referred to 

as its “fruits.” The fruits of the Sacrament of Penance are: 

1. Reconciliation with God 

2. Peace and serenity of conscience 

3. Spiritual resurrection of the soul (healing, 

renewal and restoration) 

4. Reconciliation with the Church 

5. Anticipation of Judgment at the time of death 

     Does this mean you will have an intense emotional or 

intellectual experience of these effects? Not necessarily. God is 

interested in the real 

transformation of your soul. If 

spiritual consolations will aid in 

that, then He will allow you to 

experience them—and they are 

a true delight and blessing! But 

if these intense emotional or intellectual experiences impede your 

journey to heaven (by puffing up your pride or by seeking the 

experience rather than God Himself), then you may not experience 

them. Trust in God’s power and efficacy, even if you don’t notice  

Page 19 

 

VI. You shall not commit adultery 

God designed us to capable of true love and communion with 

others. We are called to respect our own and others sexuality as a 

great gift from God. God made every person, male and female, in 

his image and likeness and so we have an equal personal dignity. 

We are called to exercise the virtue of chastity to safeguard our 

sexuality—integrating sexuality into the whole of our personal 

identity and expressing that sexuality in ways that are holy. 

“Either man governs his passions and finds peace, or he lets 

himself be dominated by them and becomes unhappy.” Offenses 

against chastity include lust, masturbation, fornication, adultery, 

pornography, prostitution, rape and homosexual acts. All people 

all called to chastity—but its expression depends upon one’s state 

in life. Married persons are to give themselves definitively and 

totally to each other—and to remain open to life in their conjugal 

love. Husband and wife are to avoid other offenses against the 

dignity of marriage including divorce, polygamy, incest, free 

unions, and trial marriages. (paragraphs 2331-2400 of the Catechism) 

 

VII. You shall not steal 

We are called to respect the right to private property and to take 

good care of the earth’s resources and the fruits of men’s labor. 

With respect to private property, we are to seek ways to serve the 

common good with the things that we own. Theft is forbidden by 

the seventh commandment, as is unjustly taking or keeping the 

property of others by fraud, unjust wages, or forcing up prices.  
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We are commanded to keep promises and contracts. We are 

forbidden from treating human beings as commodities to buy, 

sell or exchange. The seventh commandment also commands us 

to treat creation with respect and care—so that we do not steal 

resources from future generations. Social justice is required of 

us—in terms of the rights of people to dignified work at just 

wages. Business is obligated to consider the good of persons and 

not simply profits when making decisions. We are commanded to 

love the poor and to be generous in the works of mercy—the 

goods we own are intended to bless others as well as ourselves. 

We are not to develop greedy, avaricious hearts that refuse to 

share what we have been given by God. (paragraphs 2401-2463 of the 

Catechism) 

 

VIII. You shall not bear false witness against your 

neighbor 

This commandment encourages us to fulfill our vocation of being 

God’s holy people who bear witness to God who is the truth and 

wills the truth. We are forbidden to misrepresent the truth in our 

relations with others. Truthfulness is the virtue which consists in 

showing oneself true in deeds and truthful in words, and in 

guarding against duplicity, dissimulation, and hypocrisy. The 

eighth commandment requires us to testify to the truth about 

Jesus Christ and the faith—to be witnesses of the Gospel in word 

and deed. We are forbidden to give false witness and perjury, to 

avoid rash judgment, detraction and calumny, to avoid flattery, 

adulation, boasting or bragging. We are commanded to avoid  
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What’s Next? 

After Celebrating the Sacrament 

 

Graces of the Sacrament 
 

     “The whole power of the sacrament of Penance consists in 

restoring us to God’s grace and joining us with him in an intimate 

friendship. Reconciliation with God is thus the purpose and effect 

of this sacrament” (CCC #1468).  

     When you leave the confessional after receiving that gift of 

Sacramental Absolution, your soul is as pure and clean and holy as 

on the day of your 

Baptism. There is 

absolutely no sin to 

interfere with the love of 

God pouring into your 

heart. You are made new, 

you are a new creation in 

Christ, you have a new 

life!  

     The Sacrament of 

Reconciliation is a profound, intimate encounter with the love of 

God—made manifest in its most powerful form: His loving mercy. 

Filled with the light and power of God’s loves, your soul receives 

that love and is transformed by it. You are brought back to the  

 
“THIS IS THE MOST BEAUTIFUL 

MOMENT IN ANY CREATURE’S 

LIFE: TO KNOW THAT ONE IS 

LOVED, PERSONALLY, BY GOD, 

TO FEEL ONESELF LIFTED TO 

THE BOSOM OF THE TRINITY 

AND TO FIND ONESELF IN THE 

FLOOD OF LOVE THAT FLOWS 

BETWEEN FATHER AND SON, 

ENFOLDED IN THEIR LOVE, 

SHARING THEIR PASSIONATE 

LOVE FOR THE WORLD.. 
FR. RAINERO CANTALAMESSA, OFM CAP. 
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Praise and Dismissal 
 

     After the Prayer of Absolution, the Sacrament concludes with 

the priest dismissing you. Before he does, the priest might lead 

you in a short prayer of praise for God’s mercy and forgiveness. 

The priest dismisses you with words such as: “Go in peace.” You 

thank Father for his time and leave the confessional. Leave the 

door slightly ajar for the next penitent. 

     There are prayers of dismissal in the official Rite of Penance, 

but I have never heard a priest use one at the end of a confession. 

However, they are beautiful prayers for you to use as a conclusion 

to your penance: 

 

 

Lord Jesus Christ, your loving forgiveness knows 

no limits. You took our human nature to give us an 

example of humility and to make us faithful in 

every trial. May we never lose the gifts you have 

given us, but if we fall into sin lift us up by your gift 

of repentance, for you live for ever and ever. Amen. 

 

 

For your reflection, prayer or sharing: 

When you think back over the steps of going to confession, what 

stands out for you (as a lesson, a comfort, or a challenge)? 

You as the Penitent are responsible for three actions: Contrition, 

Confession and Satisfaction (doing the Penance you’re 

assigned). What do you need to do to prepare yourself for 

these three actions? 
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lying and to respect the truth. Professional secrets or confidential 

information should not be shared—we are to balance the need to 

speak the full truth with discretion about what is proper and 

private. We should be careful to create, support and display fine 

art that communicates the truth about God, the human person 

and creation. (paragraphs 2464-2513 of the Catechism) 

 

IX. You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife 

This commandment encourages us to engage in the spiritual 

battle against concupiscent desires (the unruly desires of our 

flesh). We are to purify our hearts—to perceive the human body 

as a Temple of the Holy Spirit (our own and others) destined for 

heavenly glory. We are to avoid treating other people’s bodies as 

objects for our own pleasure. We are to practice modesty in 

dress, speech and behavior as a way to respect the human person 

and protect the mystery of persons and their love. The ninth 

commandment forbids the use of media that treats voyeurism 

and eroticism as harmless entertainment. We are to avoid moral 

permissiveness that denies our capacity to rule over our bodily 

desires. (paragraphs 2514-2533 of the Catechism) 

 

X. You shall not covet your neighbor’s goods 

This commandment encourages us to avoid the vices of avarice 

and envy. We tend to desire pleasant things we do not have (we 

want to eat when we are hungry, to be warm when we are cold). 

These desires are good in themselves; but often they exceed the 

limits of reason and drive us to covet unjustly what is not ours  
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and belongs to another or is owed to him. We are specially to 

avoid the capital sin of envy, which is sadness at the sight of 

another’s goods and 

the immoderate desire 

to acquire them for 

oneself, even unjustly. 

In obeying this 

commandment, we 

cultivate poverty of 

heart—a detachment 

from riches that is 

obligatory for entrance into the Kingdom of heaven. The Lord 

grieves over the rich, because they find their consolation in the 

abundance of goods. When we 

refuse to cultivate a desire for 

earthly wealth, we can build up 

within ourselves a desire and 

thirst for the one true good—

eternal life. (paragraphs 2534-2557 of 

the Catechism) 

 

“Almighty God, unto whom all hearts be open, 

all desires known, and from whom no secrets are hid: 

cleanse the thoughts of our hearts by the inspiration of thy  

Holy Spirit, that we may perfectly love thee, and worthily magnify 

thy holy name; through Christ our Lord. Amen. 

Gregorian Sacramentary 
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     Some very grave sins incur excommunication (including sins of 

apostasy or publicly renouncing the faith). Absolution in certain 

cases can only be given by the Pope, your bishop, or a priest 

authorized by them. However, in danger of death, any priest (even 

one whose “faculties” or permission to hear confessions is 

removed) can absolve you from every sin and even 

excommunication (CCC #1463).   

     Would God forgive the sins of someone who dies in a state of 

mortal sin, but who had intended to confess those sins and receive 

absolution? We trust all people to the merciful heart of Jesus 

Christ—who desires all to be saved and won our redemption on the 

cross. So do not despair of the salvation of another’s soul. The only 

unforgiveable sin (the sin against the Holy Spirit) is the refusal to 

repent and seek forgiveness. On the other hand, do not presume 

with regard to your own soul! God urgently calls us to repent and 

believe, to love God by following His commands. Why wait?  

 

 

“For our sake he made him to be sin who knew no sin,  

so that in him we might become the righteousness of God.” (2 Cor 5:21) 

 

“THE CHRISTIAN LIFE IS A LIFE OF 

FAITH FOUNDED AND NOURISHED 

ON THE WORD OF GOD. IN THE 

TRIALS OF LIFE AND BEFORE EVERY 

TEMPTATION, THE SECRET OF 

VICTORY CONSISTS IN LISTENING TO 

THE WORD OF TRUTH AND 

DECISIVELY REFUTING FALSEHOOD 

AND EVIL.”  
POPE BENEDICT XVI, 3/1/2006 
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merciful love for the sinner. … The confessor is not the master of 

God’s forgiveness, but its servant” (CCC #1465-1466) 

     It is also not true that Catholics are taught that sacramental 

absolution is the only way God forgives our sins. We confess our 

sins and receive God’s forgiveness in many ways: within the Mass, 

in our daily prayers, in apologizing to those we have sinned against 

and in forgiving the sins of those who have harmed us. The 

Sacrament of Reconciliation doesn’t 

replace other ways of forgiveness—it 

accompanies and strengthens them.  

Jesus, the same Jesus we pray to in 

other ways, is present in a unique and 

powerful way in His Sacraments. The 

light of His love shines brightest in the 

Sacraments and penetrates more 

deeply into the darkest crevices of our 

souls. 

     Some serious sins cut us off so completely from the Church and 

our Baptismal promises that we are required to go to Confession 

before we present ourselves for Holy Communion. In order to 

receive Holy Communion, our lives need to reflect communion 

with Christ and His Church. If we have broken that communion 

through mortal sin, we need to go to the Sacrament of Penance. 

There in confession our communion with Christ and with His 

Body the Church is restored. To receive Holy Communion in a 

state of mortal sin is to “eat and drink judgment upon himself” (1 

Corinthians 11:29). 
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The Church’s Objective Voice on Sin 
 

     Sin, to the Christian, isn’t primarily seen as “breaking a rule.” 

Sin is a failure to love—in other words, it’s missing the mark. We 

sin when we disobey God’s laws, but the heart of sin lies in the 

human heart’s unwillingness to submit to God. We place our 

selves, our desires, our wills against God’s will—and often we 

rationalize our actions so well that we begin believing that what we 

chose isn’t sinful at all. A deeper conversion to Christ, then, 

involves a painful reorientation toward the light of Christ and an 

acknowledgement of the darkness of the sins we commit. 

     What we need is an 

objective voice—we can’t 

rely solely upon our own 

perceptions of right and 

wrong, because we find it so 

easy (and convenient) to lie 

to ourselves. A good analogy 

might be the relationship 

you have with your doctor. You don’t rely on your own diagnosis of 

your physical condition when you feel sick, you call a doctor. In 

addition, you get regular check-ups even when you don’t feel 

sick—and sometimes these check-ups uncover hidden (and 

potentially serious) matters that you weren’t even aware of! 

     The Church can be that same kind of objective voice for us 

about our spiritual health, about sickness of the soul. As a 

 
“A CATHOLIC IS A PERSON 

WHO HAS PLUCKED UP 

COURAGE TO FACE THE 

INCREDIBLE AND 

INCONCEIVABLE IDEA THAT 

SOMETHING ELSE MAY BE 

WISER THAN HE IS.”  
G.K. CHESTERON 
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“physician of the moral life,” the Church has had centuries of 

experience in assisting people with their Christian lives. Through 

the writings of the New Testament, the Church Fathers (those 

earliest teachers of the Christian faith), saints, popes, councils and 

local leaders, we learn how to apply moral principles to daily life. 

     The Church functions as our Mother. She holds up the ideal, 

she nurtures us and develops in us the confidence to seek holiness, 

to achieve sainthood. The Church proposes the highest, the 

greatest, the best for us—and then mercifully, compassionately 

and patiently supports us 

when we fall short. As a good 

mother does, she not only 

wants what is best for us, she 

wants the best from us—not 

to earn God’s love, but to 

respond to it completely. As a good mother does, she rejoices in 

our victories and admonishes us when we need to do better. She 

will not call black white to please us. She will not overlook danger, 

disaster and death just to keep us in happy, oblivious mediocrity. 

     The Church clarifies matters of serious sin by naming seven 

capital (deadly) sins. The Church clarifies positive actions we can 

take by naming the Precepts of the Church and the Spiritual and 

Corporal Works of Mercy. We can use these instructions as 

“benchmarks” to help us examine our conscience and discover 

how we can grow to be more vibrant, faithful and fruitful disciples 

of Jesus Christ. 
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     This is the prayer said over you by the priest: 

 

God the Father of all mercies, through the 

death and resurrection of His Son, has 

reconciled the world to Himself and sent the 

Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of 

sins; through the ministry of the Church may 

God give you pardon and peace, and I absolve 

you from your sins in the name of the Father, 

and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 

 

 

     At the end of the prayer, 

he will trace the sign of the 

cross over you as he invokes 

the persons of the Most Holy 

Trinity. Make the sign of the 

cross over yourself and say 

“Amen” at the prayer’s 

conclusion. 

     To many non-Catholics (and even some Catholics!), the idea of 

receiving absolution from a priest implies that we believe the 

priest forgives our sins rather than God. This is not true. God 

forgives our sins through the ministry of the priest. Our Catechism 

teaches us: “The priest is the sign and the instrument of God’s  

 
“WE ARE NOT THE SUM OF 

OUR WEAKNESSES AND 

FAILURES: WE ARE THE SUM 

OF OUR FATHER’S LOVE FOR 

US…”  
SAINT POPE JOHN PAUL II 
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Prayer of Absolution 
 

     After we make our Act of Contrition, the priest will pray over us. 

This prayer, and the accompanying signs of the “laying on of 

hands” and the sign of the cross, are the instruments of God’s 

absolution of our sins. This is the point of the Sacrament—the goal 

of confession is not to reveal our sins, just like the goal of going to 

the Doctor is not to point out our symptoms. We point out our 

symptoms to get healed. We confess our sins to get forgiven. 

     In God’s plan of salvation, He uses visible signs to give us 

assurance of His Covenant love and renewal. These signs are not 

merely symbolic of what God is doing apart from them—they are 

the means, the instruments, the conduit of His grace. Sacramental 

signs work because of Jesus—Jesus is the incarnation (the 

“enfleshment”) of the Father’s love. He commanded his Apostles 

and their successors to do His work through the very sacramental 

actions that He used: including the forgiveness of sins. 

Sacramental signs “plug us in” to the power source of the Holy 

Spirit and allow the energy of His love to flow into us.  

     The Prayer of Absolution makes 3 things clear about the 

forgiveness we receive (CCC #1449): 

1. God the Father is the source of all forgiveness 

2. The Son effects the reconciliation of sinners through His 

saving death and resurrection 

3. The Holy Spirit, through the prayer and ministry of the 

Church, gifts us with this reconciliation 
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Seven Capital (Deadly) Sins 
 

     As the Catechism reminds us, “sin creates a proclivity to sin; it 

engenders vice by repetition of the same acts” (CCC #1865). In 

other words, we might say to ourselves, “It’s only this once, I won’t 

make a habit out of it,” to convince ourselves to do something we 

know is wrong. But once we 

have sinned, it is harder for 

us to avoid temptation in the 

future, and other, more 

serious sins, no longer seem 

quite so terrible. When a car 

drives down a muddy road, 

ruts are formed. The next time that road is traveled, the tires 

naturally just slip into those ruts and it’s hard to avoid them. The 

same happens in our souls—the “ruts” are created by our past 

actions, and they make it more likely 

to do similar things in the future.  

     The seven capital sins are called 

capital for exactly this reason: it has 

been the experience of Christians 

that these sins lead to (are at the 

heart of) other sins. The seven 

capital sins are: pride, avarice, envy, 

wrath, lust, gluttony and sloth.  

 
“BEFORE THE SIN, SATAN 

ASSURES US THAT IT IS OF NO 

CONSEQUENCE. AFTER THE 

SIN, HE PERSUADES US THAT 

IT IS UNFORGIVABLE.”  
VENERABLE FULTON J. SHEEN 
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Most of the following descriptions are based on an essay by 

Dorothy Sayers on the Seven Deadly Sins found in The Whimsical 

Christian, others come from Peter Kreeft’s book Back to Virtue 

 

Pride 

     The head and origin of all sin. “It is the sin of trying to be as 

God. It is the sin that proclaims that man can produce out of his 

own wits, and his own impulses, and his own imagination, the 

standards by which he lives: 

that man is fitted to be his 

own judge.” Whenever we 

say, “I am the master of my 

fate; I am the captain of my 

soul,” we are caught up in pride. The sin of pride leads to hell, 

where Satan and those with him proclaim, “Better to reign in hell 

than to serve in Heaven.” Pride’s mortal enemy is humility—the 

virtue by which we understand that God alone is God, and we are 

not God! (Sayers) 

Avarice 

     Avarice “has two parts: greed to get what we don’t have and 

greed to keep what we have. … On a deeper level than the 

economic, avarice is a great unwisdom, a philosophical 

foolishness, for it assumes that happiness comes from possessing, 

from having things. That is a lie. … Jesus speaks about avarice 

more than about any other sin—about detachment from worldly 

goods and about how hard it would be for a rich man to enter his 

Kingdom (Kreeft). 

Page 55 

 

     You have the option to offer your own prayer as your Act of 

Contrition. Your prayer should include three things: 

1. Admit you have sinned (take responsibility) 

2. Express your sorrow about having sinned against God 

because of your great love for Him and His for you 

3. Express your commitment to strive for holiness, to avoid 

occasions that lead you to sin, to make use of His grace 

     One of the shortest acts of 

contrition is the Jesus prayer: 

“Lord Jesus Christ, Son of the 

Living God, have mercy on me, a 

sinner.” This is a prayer we can 

offer throughout the day, every 

day! We can also call to mind the 

prayer Jesus gave St. Faustina as 

part of the Divine Mercy Chaplet: 

“For the sake of His sorrowful 

Passion, have mercy on us and on 

the whole world.” 

     The Act of Contrition is a powerful step of faith—we are 

presenting ourselves to God as our judge. Yet we come before Him 

filled with trusting faith—for the God who judges us is the God 

who loved us enough to send His Beloved Son to die for us. You 

are being judged by the One who judges you worth dying for! 

This is an occasion for deep faith, sure hope, and lively love—God 

wants nothing but our good! 

 
“HUMILITY IS THE ONLY 

THING NO DEVIL CAN 

IMITATE”  
ST. JOHN CLIMACUS 

 
“LET US REPENT 

IMMEDIATELY. LET US BE 

CLEAR-HEADED 

REGARDING THE GOOD, 

FOR WE ARE FULL OF 

MUCH STUPIDITY AND 

WICKEDNESS. LET US 

WIPE OFF FROM 

OURSELVES OUR 

FORMER SINS AND BE 

SAVED, REPENTING 

FROM THE VERY SOULS 

OF OUR BEING.” 
CLEMENT OF ROME, 2ND C. 
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Act of Contrition 
 

     After assigning you a penance, the priest invites you to make 

your Act of Contrition. This is also called a “prayer of sorrow.” It 

expresses our contrition for having sinned (not for getting caught 

and not for facing the consequences of our sin!) and our resolution 

to begin a new life. 

     We have within the Church’s treasury of prayers two formal 

prayers called the “Act of Contrition.” You are certainly welcome 

and encouraged to use one of these. Here is the most commonly 

used Act of Contrition: 

 

My God, I am sorry for my sins with all my 

heart. In choosing to do wrong and failing to 

do good, I have sinned against you whom I 

should love above all things. I firmly intend, 

with your help, to do penance, to sin no more, 

and to avoid whatever leads me to sin. Our 

Savior Jesus Christ suffered and died for us. In 

His name, my God, have mercy. Amen. 
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Envy 

     Envy is the sin of sorrowing at others good fortune. “Envy 

begins by asking, plausibly, ‘Why should not I enjoy what others 

enjoy?’ and it ends by demanding, ‘Why should others enjoy what 

I may not?’ In love, envy is cruel, jealous, and possessive. My 

friend and my marriage partner must be wholly wrapped up in me 

and must find no interests outside of me. … If we cannot be happy 

together, we will be unhappy together, but there must be no 

escape into pleasures that I cannot share. … If avarice is the sin of 

the haves against the have-nots, envy is the sin of the have-nots 

against the haves.” (Sayers) 

Wrath 

     Wrath is not simply the emotion of anger. “No emotion, merely 

as an emotion, is a sin, because we cannot directly control the 

arising of an emotion in our soul. … Only when an element of will 

is added is there any sin. What 

makes the emotion of anger into the 

sin of anger are two things. First … 

there must be the involvement of 

the will. Second, the anger must be 

inordinate, that is, wrong, 

irrational, too strong for the 

occasion or the person we are angry at. … The worst thing about 

anger is that it tends to lead to hatred. Hatred, the worst sin of all, 

is opposite of love, the greatest good. Hatred is not listed as a 

capital sin because it doesn’t lead to other sins, it is as bad as you  

 

“TO BE A CHRISTIAN 

MEANS TO FORGIVE 

THE INEXCUSABLE 

BECAUSE GOD HAS 

FORGIVEN THE 

INEXCUSABLE IN YOU.”  
C.S. LEWIS 
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can get: it is the last stage of sin—Satan is pure hatred as God is 

pure love” (Kreeft). 

Lust 

     “There are two main reasons for which people fall into the sin of 

lust. It may be through sheer exuberance of animal spirits, in 

which case a sharp application of the curb may be all that is need 

to bring the body into subjection and to remind it of its proper 

place in the scheme of man’s twofold nature. Or—and this 

commonly happens in periods of disillusionment like our own, 

when philosophies are bankrupt and life appears without hope—

men and women may turn to lust in sheer boredom and 

discontent, trying to find in it some stimulus that is not provided 

by the drab discomfort of their mental and physical surroundings. 

… We have reached one of 

these periods of spiritual 

depression where people go 

to bed because they have 

nothing better to do. … Lust 

[may often have its root 

cause] in some other of the 

sins of society, and may 

automatically begin to cure 

itself when that root cause is 

removed.” (Sayers) 
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     It is a great consolation to me to know that the priest hearing 

my confession prays and performs acts of penance on behalf of 

me: “[the confessor] must pray and do penance for his penitent, 

entrusting him to the Lord’s mercy” (CCC #1466). God’s mercy, 

expressed in the Communion of Saints, is a vast ocean—not a mere 

trickle! We are truly one Body in Christ! 

     Penance is an essential part of every Disciple’s life. We are 

certainly not supposed to limit our penances to those imposed by 

our confessor! Small acts of mortification, self-denial, and 

charitable works can be a daily offering to God. As Baptized 

Christians we are called to take on the mission of Jesus’ 

priesthood—which means we offer 

sacrifice. Our sacrifices can take many 

forms: prayer, works of mercy, 

almsgiving, service to a neighbor, 

voluntary acts of self-denial, patient 

acceptance of crosses and frustrations.  

     We believe that each little act of 

sacrifice can take on a value and effect 

far out of proportion to what is 

offered. This is because all our sacrifices are united to the once-

for-all sacrifice of Christ on the cross. Taken up into the infinite 

greatness of His love, our little acts of penance can unleash an 

explosion of graces, a flood of mercy, into the Body of Christ. We 

make up “what is lacking in the sufferings of Christ for the sake of 

His Body, the Church” (Colossians 1:24).  What could possibly be 

lacking? Only our participation! 

 

“GO AGAINST THE CURRENT: 

DON’T LISTEN TO THE 

PERSUASIVE AND SELF-

SEEKING VOICES THAT 

TODAY PROMOTE LIFESTYLES 

MARKED BY ARROGANCE 

AND VIOLENCE, BY SELF-

IMPORTANCE AND SUCCESS 

AT ANY COST, BY 

APPEARANCES AND 

POSSESSION TO THE 

DETRIMENT OF BEING.”  
POPE BENEDICT XVI, 9/1/2007 
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help restore that relationship—get us back on “speaking terms” 

with God as it were. We don’t perform acts of penance to placate 

God and appease Him so that we’ll get forgiven. We do acts of 

penance to “work out our salvation” by exercising and taking 

ownership of the grace He has given us. 

     When parents hear the tearful confession of a teen who has 

recently damaged the family car, a good parent does two things: 

forgives and disciplines. 

The child is forgiven 

because that’s what parents 

do—forgive wrongs in order 

to heal, to restore, to renew. 

The child is disciplined 

because that’s what the 

child needs—in order to 

grow strong, to gain 

wisdom, and to be involved in their own development. God our 

Father would do no less for each one of His beloved children.  

     We agree to complete our penance as soon as possible. If you 

were assigned a penance of prayer, it is best to do it in the church 

immediately after your confession. Refusing to do your penance 

invalidates your confession—it is a serious sin that you must 

confess at your next confession. Forgetting to complete your 

penance is, of course, not a sin (remember that a sin involves 

consent and knowledge). Just complete the penance as soon as 

you recall it. 
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Gluttony 

     Gluttony is the sin of over-indulgence. A most serious form of 

gluttony seems to pervade our entire society: “every citizen is 

encouraged to consider more, 

and more complicated, 

luxuries necessary to his 

well-being. … [There is a] 

furious barrage of 

advertisements by which people are flattered and frightened out of 

a reasonable contentment into a greedy hankering after goods that 

they do not really need; [and] every evil passion—snobbery, 

laziness, vanity, concupiscence, ignorance, greed—is appealed to 

in these campaigns. … It is the great curse of gluttony that it ends 

by destroying all sense of the precious, the unique, and the 

irreplaceable.” (Sayers) 

Sloth 

     Sloth “is the accomplice of the other sins and their worst 

punishment. It is the sin that believes nothing, cares for nothing, 

seeks to know nothing, interferes with nothing, enjoys nothing, 

loves nothing, hates nothing, finds purpose in nothing, lives for 

nothing, and remains alive only because there is nothing it would 

die for. … It is one of the favorite tricks of this sin to [hide] itself 

under cover of a whiffling activity of body, [which] disguises for 

the empty heart and the empty brain and the empty soul of sloth.” 

(Sayers) 

 
“CONTROL YOUR APPETITES 

BEFORE THEY CONTROL 

YOU.”  
ST. JOHN CLIMACUS 

 
“GOD DISCIPLINES US FOR OUR 

GOOD, THAT WE MAY SHARE IN 

HIS HOLINESS. FOR THE 

MOMENT ALL DISCIPLINE 

SEEMS PAINFUL RATHER THAN 

PLEASANT; LATER IT YIELDS 

THE PEACEFUL FRUIT OF 

RIGHTEOUSNESS TO THOSE 

WHO HAVE BEEN TRAINED BY 

IT. 
HEBREWS 12:10B-11 
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How do we root out these seven deadly sins? 

     Through the help of Jesus Christ! By receiving His grace in the 

Sacraments, through prayer, and through the witness and support 

of His Church, we can become more firmly rooted in Christ and 

allow His will to strengthen our own. Stay close to the Lord as you 

engage in the battle to root out habitual sin and vice—for “what is 

impossible with men is possible with God” (Lk 18:27). 

     The way to destroy the power of a habitual sin over us is to 

conform our hears and minds to Christ. His words, presence, and 

Holy Spirit can enable us to do that. Building up a virtue is a truly 

productive way to destroy sin—the virtue brings energy, joy and 

new life that chokes out the attraction of the sin. When we focus 

solely on destroying the sin, we often give in to discouragement, 

resentment and isolation. Building up a virtue gives us something 

real to work on, we no longer have to engage the shadows and 

darkness and unreality of the sin: we are moving into the light and 

leaving the darkness behind. 

     When seeking to overcome a vice or habitual sin, a good 

spiritual confessor can be of tremendous help. Seek the wise 

counsel of someone whose faith you admire and recognize as 

strong. Ask for prayers from others—this is so helpful to avoid 

half-hearted “I’ve got to do something about this sin someday” 

kinds of approaches to our spiritual health. Today is the day. Now 

is the acceptable hour of salvation. Take a step, then another. 

Commit to living right now as a citizen of heaven. 
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Assigning a Penance 
 

     After the confession is 

completed, the priest assigns an act 

of penance for you, the penitent. Its 

purpose is to atone for past sins and 

to aid the beginning of a new life 

freed from the sins confessed. The 

penance is the “antidote” for 

spiritual weakness. As far as 

possible, the penance should 

correspond to the seriousness and 

nature of the sins confessed. An act 

of penance might take the form of 

prayer, self-denial, and especially 

acts of charity and mercy. 

     Many sins harm our neighbor. 

Contrition for our sins includes a 

desire to repair the harm we have 

done whenever that is possible. 

This is giving justice and true 

charity on our part: something God 

asks of us when He calls us to 

holiness. 

     But our sins do more than harm 

others. They also harm our relationship with God. Acts of penance  

 
A brother asked 

the abbot Pastor, 

saying, “I have 

sinned a great sin, 

and I am willing to 

do penance for 

three years.” But 

the abbot Pastor 

said, “That is a 

great deal.” And 

the brother said, 

“Do you order me 

one year?” And 

again, the old man 

said, “That is a 

great deal.” … And 

then he added, “I 

think that if a man 

would repent with 

his whole heart 

and would not 

reckon to do again 

that for which he 

now repents, God 

would accept a 

penance of three 

days.” 
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knowledge that confession gives him about penitent’s lives. This 

secret, which admits of no exceptions, is called the ‘sacramental 

seal,’ because what the penitent has made known to the priest 

remains ‘sealed’ by the sacrament” (CCC #1467). The sacramental 

seal assures that the sole purpose of our confession is to help us 

get right with God—go before the Lord with confidence and joy! 

     When I have completed my confession of sins, I say to the 

priest, “For these and for all my sins, I am truly sorry.” I include 

“and for all my sins” because sometimes I forget to mention 

something I had intended to bring up, 

or on the way home I think about 

another sin I committed but forgot 

about. 

     Of course, if the sin I forgot was 

serious or part of a habit of vice, I will 

bring it up at my next confession (if 

somehow, I “forgot” to mention a 

mortal sin, I would head right back to 

confession!). God is merciful and just—

and He knows our hearts. If we intend 

to make a full confession and do our 

best, He accepts that and overlooks our 

mistakes. But knowing this doesn’t give me a free pass to do a 

sloppy, imperfect job at confession! This is one reason why I write 

my sins down, so that I don’t regularly omit some from my 

confession. 
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     The Beatitudes (Matthew 5:1-12) helps us focus on building 

up virtues that oppose these capital sins: 

“Blessed are the poor in spirit” vs. Pride 

“Blessed are the merciful.” vs. Avarice 

“Blessed are those who mourn.” vs. Envy 

“Blessed are the meek and the peace-makers” vs. Wrath 

“Blessed are the pure in heart.” vs. Lust 

“Blessed are the persecuted.” vs. Gluttony 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness.” 

vs. Sloth 
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The Precepts of the Church 
 

     “The precepts of the Church are set in the context of a moral 

life bound to and nourished by liturgical life. The obligatory 

character of these positive laws decreed by the pastoral 

authorities is meant to guarantee to the faithful the very 

necessary minimum in the spirit of prayer and moral effort, in 

the growth of God and neighbor” (CCC #2041) 

 

1. You shall attend Mass on Sundays and on holy days of 

obligation and rest from servile labor. 

“Requires the faithful to participate in the Eucharistic 

celebration when the Christian community gathers together 

on the day commemorating the Resurrection of the Lord.” 

2. You shall confess your sins at least once a year. 

“Ensures participation for the Eucharist by the reception of 

the Sacrament of Reconciliation, which continues Baptism’s 

work of conversion and forgiveness.” 

3. You shall receive the sacrament of the Eucharist as least 

during the Easter season. 

“Guarantees as a minimum the reception of the Lord’s Body 

and Blood in connection with the Paschal feasts, the origin 

and center of the Christian liturgy.” 
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confession, even if they are most secret …” (CCC #1456). You 

should identify serious sins—in kind and frequency. You should 

also briefly name your less serious sins—and identify those that 

have rooted themselves into your heart as a vice (a bad habit). You 

should not embellish, go into great detail, or rationalize about your 

sins during confession. The backstory doesn’t aid confession—we 

usually add it to exonerate ourselves. 

     Remember that we are confessing to God through the priest as 

His instrument. We will not surprise or shock God by our 

admission of sins—He knows them already. We are not there to 

get the priest’s assurance that “Well, you could have done worse, 

don’t feel too bad.” We are there to open ourselves to God’s mercy 

by our confession. It is by confessing sin that we work with God 

against the sin—and prepare our hearts for His mercy and grace. 

     The confessor may assist you by asking questions and by 

encouraging sincere repentance. The confessor may also give 

practical advice for beginning a new life freed from the sins you 

confessed. He may give you instruction on the duties of the 

Christian life. He will do all this in a way that expresses “the 

intention and charity of Christ” (CCC #1466)—assuring you of the 

Lord’s ability and eagerness to forgive you. 

     You should try to be completely honest, clear and concise in 

making your confession. Remember that “the Church declares that 

every priest who hears confessions is bound under very severe 

penalties to keep absolute secrecy regarding the sins that his 

penitents have confessed to him. He can make no use of  
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Confession of Sins 
 

     After making the sign of the cross and receiving the priest’s 

words of welcome, I usually begin my confession with these words: 

“Bless me Father, for I have sinned. It has been about _____ 

(time) since my last confession. These are my sins:” 

     To confess sins means to disclose (to make known) our sins to 

the priest. A valid (true) confession presupposes contrition. 

Contrition is heartfelt sorrow and aversion for the sin committed 

along with the intention of sinning no more. Our ability to confess 

our sins comes from our love for God and our honesty about our 

behavior. We have failed to 

love God as He deserves and 

as we have pledged through 

our Covenant with Him 

(established as Baptism, 

renewed with every Holy 

Eucharist). By admitting our 

sins, we open ourselves 

again to God and to the communion of the Church, making a new 

future possible for ourselves. We realign ourselves with the truth 

and allow God’s grace to re-establish His kingdom within our 

hearts and minds and bodies. 

     Confession to a priest is an essential part of the sacrament of 

Penance: “All mortal sins of which penitents after a diligent self-

examination are conscious must be recounted by them in  
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4. You shall observe the days of fasting and abstinence 

established by the Church. 

“Ensures the times of ascesis (self-discipline) and penance 

which prepare us for the liturgical feasts; they help us acquire 

mastery over our instincts and gain freedom of heart.” 

5. You shall help to provide for the needs of the Church. 

“The faithful are obliged to assist with the material needs of 

the Church, each according to his ability.” Providing for the 

needs of the Church can take the form of offering time, talent 

and treasure to the Church—both locally and globally. 

Excerpted from the Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraphs 2041-2043 

 

 

 

What is our vocation as 

Christians? 

Holiness 

“All Christians in any state or 

walk of life are called  

to the fullness of Christian life 

and to the perfection of charity. 

All are called to holiness.” (CCC 

#2013) 

 
WE CONFESS OUR SINS: WHAT 

WE HAVE DONE, WHAT WE 

HAVE FAILED TO DO, THE SINS 

OF THOUGHTS WORDS AND 

ACTIONS. WE CONFESS OUR 

FAILURE TO LOVE AS GOD 

COMMANDS. WE CONFESS THE 

EVIL WE HAVE DONE AND THE 

GOOD WE REFUSED TO DO. 
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The Spiritual and Corporal Works of Mercy 
 

     The works of mercy are acts done for the good of others, 

motivated out of our love for God and our eagerness to “serve 

Jesus” in every person who is in need. The Spiritual works of 

mercy attend to the spiritual needs of others, and the corporal 

works of mercy attend to the bodily needs of others. An 

examination of conscience can use these works of mercy to explore 

how we serve others and how we refuse to serve others. 

 

Spiritual Works of Mercy 

Instruct the Ignorant—share the content and lived experience 

of the faith; be patient with questions 

Counsel the Doubtful—witness to the joy and hope our faith 

brings; guide those who have lost their way 

Admonish the Sinner—if something is sinful, call it a sin; 

follow the rule to ‘love the sinner, hate the sin’ 

Bear Wrongs Patiently—not lashing back or reacting to those 

who do us evil; choosing to be merciful rather than vengeful 

Forgive Offenses—forgiveness helps us desire and seek good for 

all people, even those who have wronged us 

Comfort the Afflicted—cultivate an attitude of compassion 

through our prayers, our companionship and our loving deeds 

Pray for the Living and the Dead—in prayer, we place all 

people into the loving hands of our merciful Father; the Holy 

Spirit guides us to see how we can love others in fruitful ways 
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     The Rite of Penance states that after the welcome, the confessor 

or the penitent can read a brief text from the Bible. I have never 

gone to confession where a priest has offered a Scripture. It is 

included in the official Rite of 

Penance, but most priests choose 

to go right to your confession. 

You do not need to include a 

Scripture passage during your 

confession, but it is perfectly 

acceptable for you to bring your Bible and to choose a passage to 

read—make it brief and relevant to your confession.  

     The Word of God is the light upon our path that helps us 

recognize our sins and recognize the way back to the Father. The 

Word of God is a two-edged sword which separates what is sin and 

what is virtue. By proclaiming Scripture, we are reminding 

ourselves to be confident when approaching our loving Father, 

who is love and mercy for us. 

     If you wish, you can select from one of these passages suggested 

from the Rite of Penance (or you can read one or more of them as 

you wait in the confession line): 

Isaiah 53:4-6 

Ezekiel 11:19-20 

Matthew 6:14-15 

Mark 1:15 

Luke 6:31-38 

Luke 15:1-7 

John 10:19-23 

Romans 5:8-9Ephesians 5;1-2 

Colossians 1:12-14 

Colossians 3:8-10, 12-17 

I John 6-7,9 



Page 46 

 

     Next, the priest briefly urges the penitent to have confidence in 

God. Penitents who are unknown to the priest are encouraged to 

inform him of their state in life, the time of their last confession, 

any big crosses you bear (an addiction, being a caregiver, un-

employed, etc.), or anything else that might help the confessor in 

the exercise of his ministry in the Sacrament. 

     The words the priest uses can be one of the following brief 

sentences, or the priest may choose to welcome you in his own 

words. Read through these and know that the Church’s intention 

is to recognize your dignity and value as one who seeks the Lord’s 

mercy: 

“The Lord does not wish the sinner to die but to turn back to 

him and live. Come before me with trust in his mercy.” 

“May the Lord Jesus welcome you. He came to call sinners, 

not the just. Have confidence in him.” 

May the grace of the Holy Spirit fill your heart with light, that 

you may confess your sins with loving trust and come to 

know that God is merciful.” 

“May the Lord be in your heart and help you to confess your 

sins with true sorrow.” 

“If you have sinned, do not lose 

heart. We have Jesus Christ to 

plead for us with the Father: he 

is the Holy One, the atonement 

for our sins and for the sins of 

the whole world.” 
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Corporal Works of Mercy 

Feed the Hungry—share the resources we have, avoid wasting 

food and being extravagant or overly picky 

Give Drink to the Thirsty—care for and share the earth’s 

resources, including water; avoid wasting water 

Clothe the Naked—Assist in helping the poor have a decent and 

just life; avoid wasteful spending of luxuries; purchase goods 

whose makers are justly compensated 

Shelter the Homeless—support the work of those who offer 

emergency shelter to the needy; work to bring about changes 

that make it possible for all to live in safe and reasonable 

housing 

Visit the Sick—be compassionate and supportive of those who 

are sick; strive to reach out to those suffering the horrible 

effects of loneliness and isolation 

Ransom the Captive—support initiatives to protect the 

innocent and persecuted; pray for and reach out to those 

imprisoned so they can find the light of Christ 

Bury the Dead—honoring the deceased is a comfort to those who 

grieve their passing, and 

shows respect for the 

bodily remains of a soul 

who will one day 

experience the 

Resurrection of the Body 

 

 
“WE ARE NOT ASKED MERELY 

TO CALL OURSELVES 

CHRISTIANS; WE ARE ASKED 

TO BE CHRISTIANS THROUGH 

OUR DEEDS.”  
ST. IGNATIUS OF ANTIOCH 
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Why be Good? 
 

 “That is why the Christian is in a different position from other 

people who are trying to be good. Other people hope, by being 

good, to please God if there is one; or—if they think there is not—

at least they hope to deserve approval from good men. But the 

Christian thinks that any good he does comes from the Christ-life 

inside him. He does not think God will love us because we are 

good, but that God will 

make us good because He 

loves us; just as the roof of a 

greenhouse does not attract 

the sun because it is bright, 

but becomes bright because 

the sun shines on it.” 

C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity 

 

For your reflection, prayer or sharing: 

Catholics consider sin to include both choosing to do what is 

wrong/evil and choosing to NOT do what is good. What do 

you most need to confess in these two different categories? 

When you think of doing an Examination of Conscience, what 

seems to be a useful or productive way of approaching it? 

How will you avoid the temptation to exonerate, justify or 

rationalize the sins your conscience brings before you? 
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Welcoming the Penitent 
 

     The first thing that happens when you step into the 

Reconciliation Room is that you choose whether to kneel 

behind the screen (remaining visually anonymous) or sit 

in the chair in front of the priest. (The choice might not be 

available to you depending upon the parish’s set-up of the room.) 

     Being “face-to-face” might seem quite intimidating to think 

about, but using this option helps make confession more of a 

conversation between you and the priest (who is there, of course, 

representing Jesus). Seeing the priest and sitting in front of him 

means that you are able to see the Sacramental signs—the sign of 

the cross, the laying on of hands. 

This can help you participate more 

fully and open your heart to be 

more receptive. The best option for 

you to choose? The one you’ll 

regularly use! 

     After you enter, the priest (who 

is called the Confessor), “welcomes 

the penitent with fraternal charity.” In other words, you will be 

greeted cordially and with the loving welcome of one brother to 

another brother/sister in Christ. Both the Penitent (that’s you) and 

the Confessor make the Sign of the Cross, as is done when any 

Sacrament is celebrated. This reminds you that God is present and 

working through this sacred encounter. 

 

“GOD LOVES YOU DESPITE 

YOUR UNWORTHINESS. IT IS 

HIS LOVE WHICH WILL MAKE 

YOU BETTER, RATHER THAN 

YOUR BETTERMENT WHICH 

WILL MAKE HIM LOVE YOU.”  
VENERABLE FULTON J. SHEEN 
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     When I get to the church and join the line of penitents, I ask 

two saints in particular to pray for me. I ask Our Blessed Mother 

Mary to intercede on my behalf to make a good confession, so that 

I can better follow her command to “Do whatever He [Jesus] tells 

you” (John 2:5). I also ask my guardian angel to pray for me. My 

guardian angel, my best friend chosen for me by God Himself, has 

been with me every moment of my life: he knows my sins better 

than I do, and he desires my salvation more than I do.  

     I usually bring my Bible or a 

devotional booklet with me. 

Inside it I place an Act of 

Contrition prayer card (even 

after decades of going to 

Confession, I don’t trust myself 

to be able to recite the Act of Contrition by memory!) and often a 

piece of paper on which I have listed what I want to confess that 

day (or a Bible quote that helps me focus).  

     Things I avoid doing while waiting my turn to go to confession: 

• I don’t visit with the people next to me in line 

• I don’t check my phone 

• I don’t focus on who else is there in line and how long 

people are taking and making judgments about them (just 

adds to what I’ll need to confess!) 

• I don’t listen to any temptation to leave or not confess 

something or to despair. The evil one hates this sacrament 

and the mercy that awaits us! Ignore him! 
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Okay, But What Do I Focus on for My 
Confession? 
 

     I have covered a tremendous amount of material and provided 

you with multiple ways to approach an examination of conscience. 

If you are feeling overwhelmed, please do not assume that you 

need to go through all these different exercises to make a complete 

examination of conscience! 

     For your first (or first after many years) confession, I suggest 

focusing on reviewing the 10 Commandments. If that proves 

fruitful, just stop with that. If you want to try another technique, 

reflect on the 7 deadly sins. Vary your approach to help you 

explore your soul from many different perspectives—but do this 

over many months, not all at once! 

 

Here’s what to focus on when returning to Confession: 

1. The Big Stuff—the deadly sins, the serious sins, the sins that 

you know have truly/terribly harmed your life as a Christian 

2. The Repeating Stuff—your “go to” sins that always seem to 

trouble you and repeatedly come up 

3. The Current Stuff—what is most hindering your life as a 

disciple right now? What is limiting you, right now, in 

experiencing and sharing the love of Christ? 

 

    Tell the priest how long it’s been since your last confession and 

ask for his help. He’ll walk you through it all. 
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When Do I Go to Confession? 
 

     There are two parts to this question: (1) how often should I go 

to confession; and (2) when I want to go, when is confession 

available? 

How Often Should I Go to Confession? 

     The Catholic Church teaches the following: “after having 

obtained the age of discretion, each of the faithful is bound by an 

obligation faithfully to confess serious sins at least once a year. 

Anyone who is aware of having committed a mortal sin must not 

receive Holy Communion, even if he experiences deep contrition, 

without having first received sacramental absolution, unless he 

has a grave reason for receiving Communion and there is no 

possibility of going to confession. Children must go to the 

sacrament of Penance before receiving Holy Communion for the 

first time” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph #1457). 

     This is the minimum requirement, but the Church recommends 

so much more! “Without being strictly necessary, confession of 

everyday faults (venial sins) is nevertheless strongly recommended 

by the Church” (CCC #1458). Regular confession of venial sins, the 

Catechism notes in that same paragraph, helps us form our 

conscience, fight against evil tendencies in our hearts, be healed by 

Jesus Christ, and grow stronger in the life of the Spirit. By 

receiving the sign of our Father’s mercy through this sacrament, 

we can be merciful to others as He is merciful to us.  
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Steps to Celebrating 

the Rite of Penance 

 

     We are going to walk through the process of going to confession 

step by step, as it is outlined in the official “Rite of Penance” used 

by the priest when celebrating the Sacrament. The steps to 

celebrating the Sacrament include: 

1. Preparation (we’ve already covered this) 

2. Greeting of Penitent 

3. Confession of Sins 

4. Assigning of a Penance 

5. Act of Contrition 

6. Prayer of Absolution 

7. Dismissal 

 

     It is helpful to learn these steps and to thoroughly prepare 

before going to confession, but please understand that it is not 

your responsibility to lead the celebration of this sacrament! The 

priest is the presider! It is his job to guide you through these 

steps—your job is to prepare well, confess honestly, and be 

receptive to God’s grace.  

     Before I go to confession, I prepare ahead of time at home with 

an examination of conscience: I ask the Holy Spirit to guide me 

with His wisdom and right judgment to know my sins and to reject 

them. 
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Where Do I Go to Confession? 
 

     You can go to confession just about anywhere you and the priest 

can have privacy—one priest I know heard someone’s confession 

on a ski lift! Priests regularly hear confessions in people’s homes, 

in hospital rooms, or in their office at the parish. 

     During regularly scheduled times for confession, most parishes 

have one or more reconciliation rooms or confessionals where the 

priests wait to hear confessions. 

     If your parish has 

confessionals, they are usually 

set up with three ‘booths’ in a 

row: the priest sits in the middle 

and penitents kneel in a booth to 

the right or to the left of him. If there is a light above the 

confessional, it will be on when someone is kneeling in the 

confessional (or sometimes it shines ‘red’ when it is occupied and 

‘green’ when you can enter). The priest opens a screen when it is 

your turn to go to confession. Even people who aren’t Catholic are 

often familiar with the confessionals, since this is the usual way 

the Sacrament is portrayed in movies. 

     Many parishes have constructed reconciliation rooms that allow 

penitents to choose whether to kneel behind a screen or to sit 

facing the priest. If the door is slightly ajar, you are free to enter. If 

the door is shut, that means someone is inside making their 

confession. Most reconciliation rooms have the Act of Contrition 

posted in them for your reference. 
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     Many spiritual directors recommend using the Sacrament of 

Reconciliation as a regular part of one’s spiritual life. What is 

“regular”? Most often, the suggestion is to commit to going to 

confession monthly. Going to 

confession on a monthly basis 

can really help you grow in 

holiness—when you are not 

only seeking healing from the 

serious sins, you can also work 

on your vitality and energy in 

your Christian life. Monthly 

confession helps you take a 

regular ‘compass heading’ for 

your life—and correct yourself 

before you get way off course. 

     Some people are in danger 

of becoming overly scrupulous 

about their moral life: 

perceiving any action or attitude as potentially sinful. Most priests 

are well-prepared to recognize and address this problem. For most 

Catholics, however, our problem is just the opposite: we eagerly 

and regularly exonerate ourselves from any responsibility for our 

sinful actions and attitudes! Again, the person to help you discern 

about being scrupulous is your Confessor. 

 

 

“WHILE HE IS IN THE 

FLESH, MAN CANNOT HELP 

BUT HAVE AT LEAST SOME 

LIGHT SINS. BUT DO NOT 

OVERLOOK THESE SINS 

WHICH WE CALL ‘LIGHT’: IF 

YOU TAKE THEM FOR LIGHT 

WHEN YOU WEIGH THEM, 

TREMBLE WHEN YOU 

COUNT THEM. A NUMBER 

OF LIGHT OBJECTS MAKES A 

GREAT MASS; A NUMBER OF 

DROPS OF WATER FILLS A 

RIVER; A NUMBER OF 

GRAINS MAKES A HEAP. 

WHAT IS OUR HOPE? ABOVE 

ALL, CONFESSION OF OUR 

SINS.”  
ST. AUGUSTINE 
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When is a Priest Available? 

     Our Catechism teaches that “priests must encourage the faithful 

to come to the sacrament of Penance and must make themselves 

available to celebrate this sacrament each time Christians 

reasonably ask for it” (CCC #1464). 

     Most parishes have regular weekly times that a priest is 

available to hear confessions. These times are posted on the parish 

website and in the parish bulletin (and usually on a sign outside 

the Church as well). Many parishes include a time on Saturday 

afternoons prior to the Vigil Mass. If you are not able to get to 

confession during the 

regularly scheduled times, 

you can also call your 

pastor. Most priests are 

quite willing to set up an 

appointment to hear your 

confession at a time that 

works for both your 

schedules. It can be very 

helpful to schedule an appointment for confession with a priest if 

you have been away from the sacrament for a while—both of you 

will be able to devote the time it takes for that first-in-a-long-time 

confession without worrying about the line of other penitents 

behind you! 

     Some people are uncomfortable going to their pastor: they 

imagine how uncomfortable it will be to know that he knows those  
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sins they confessed! Remember that priests hear a lot of 

confessions (and regularly go themselves): even if they wanted to, 

it would be impossible for them to remember every person’s 

confession! Frankly, it’s probably a bit “ambitious” of you to think 

you’ll say anything astonishingly new or memorable anyway—

priests have probably heard it all in the confessional.  

     If the concern of having your pastor hear your confession is 

preventing you from celebrating the Sacrament, by all means go to 

a priest at another parish! Contact the parish office or check their 

website to find out times for confessions. 

     In addition to the weekly times available 

for confessions, many parishes host a 

communal penance service during the year. 

These are often held during the seasons of 

Advent and Lent. At a communal penance 

service, the congregation gathers to hear 

the Word of God, to pray, and to reflect together with a guided 

Examination of Conscience. Each person then confesses their sins 

in private to a priest (the communal aspect does not include 

confessing sins in public!). Retreats and conferences are also 

wonderful times to celebrate the Sacrament.  

     The key for you is to ask. If you have a work schedule or family 

obligations that keep you from the regularly scheduled times for 

confession, contact a priest and ask. They are eager to serve the 

community, obligated to bring Christ’s healing mercy to those who 

seek it. 

 

 
“WHEN HE CELEBRATES THE 

SACRAMENT OF PENANCE, THE 

PRIEST IS FULFILLING THE 

MINISTRY OF THE GOOD 

SHEPHERD WHO SEEKS THE 

LOST SHEEP … THE PRIEST IS 

THE SIGN AND THE 

INSTRUMENT OF GOD’S 

MERCIFUL LOVE FOR THE 

SINNER.”  
CCC #1465 


