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St. Mary Catholic Church 

 

 

Preparation for the Sacrament of Penance 

Parent Session 7 

Forgiveness: The Heart of our Faith 
 

 

 

 

Opening Prayer: Prayer of Forgiveness 

O Lord, remember not only the men and women of good will but 

also those of ill will.  But do not remember all the suffering they 

have inflicted on us; remember the fruits we have bought, thanks 

to this suffering—our comradeship, our loyalty, our humility, our 

courage, our generosity, the greatness of heart which has grown 

out of all this, and when they come to judgment let all the fruits 

which we have borne be their forgiveness.  Amen. 

 

 

 

Opening Thought-Starter: Owning Up to Sin 

▪ How did you experience forgiveness as a child?  What lessons about forgiveness were 
helpful that you wish to share with your children? 
 
 
 

▪ Describe how you forgive others—what is the process in your heart and mind, what do 
you need to experience from the other person before you offer forgiveness, etc? 

 
 
 
 

“…be kind to one another, tenderhearted,  
forgiving one another, as God in Christ forgave you.”   

Ephesians 4:32 

  



2 
 

Peter, Do You Love Me? 
John 21:1-19 

 
 

     At that time, Jesus 

revealed himself again 

to his disciples at the 

Sea of Tiberias.  He 

revealed himself in this 

way.  Together were Simon Peter, Thomas called Didymus, 

Nathanael from Cana in Galilee, Zebedee’s sons, and two 

others of his disciples.  Simon Peter said to them, “I am going 

fishing.”  They said to him, “We also will come with you.”  So 

they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught 

nothing.  When it was already dawn, Jesus was standing on 

the shore; but the disciples did not realize that it was Jesus.  

Jesus said, to them, “Children, have you caught anything to 

eat?”  They answered, “No.”  So he said to them, “Cast the net 

over the right side of the boat and you will find something.”  

So they cast it, and were not able to pull it in because of the 

number of fish.  So the disciple whom Jesus loved said to 

Peter, “It is the Lord.”  When Simon Peter heard that it was 

the Lord, he tucked in his garment, for he was lightly clad, and 

jumped into the sea.  The other disciples came in the boat, for 

they were not far from shore, only about a hundred yards, 

dragging the net with the fish.  When they climbed out on 

 

 

 

 

 

The Sea of Tiberias is another 

name of the Sea of Galilee. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

“Didymus” means “twin” 

 

Zebedee’s sons are John (the 

author of this Gospel) and James 

 

 

 

 

 

Fishing on the lake was (and still 

is) done at night when the fish 

move to the surface.  During the 

day the fish stay deep underwater. 

 

 

The story doesn’t clarify why Jesus 

isn’t immediately recognized—

maybe due to the distance or dim 

light or due to their own spiritual 

“blindness” 

 

 

 

Again, as in Jesus’ earlier 

miraculous catch, the catch is 
almost too much! (Luke 5:5) 

 

John is the first to recognize Jesus, 

Peter is the first to act. 
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shore, they saw a charcoal fire with fish on it and bread.  Jesus 

said to them, “Bring some of the fish you just caught.”  So 

Simon Peter went over and dragged the net ashore full of one 

hundred fifty-three large fish.  Even though there were so 

many, the net was not torn.  Jesus said to them, “Come, have 

breakfast.”  And none of the disciples dared to ask him, “Who 

are you?” because they realized it was the Lord.  Jesus came 

over and took the bread and gave it to them, and in like 

manner the fish.  This was now the third time Jesus was 

revealed to his disciples after being raised from the dead. 

     When they had finished breakfast, Jesus said to Simon 

Peter, “Simon, son of John, do you love me more than these?”  

Simon Peter answered him, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love 

you.”  Jesus said to him, “Feed my lambs.”  He then said to 

Simon Peter a second time, “Simon, son of John, do you love 

me?”  Simon Peter answered him, “Yes, Lord, you know that I 

love you.”  Jesus said to him, “Tend my sheep.”  Jesus said to 

him the third time, “Simon, son of John, do you love me?”  

Peter was distressed that Jesus had said to him a third time, 

“Do you love me?” and he said to him, “Lord, you know 

everything; you know that I love you.”  Jesus said to him, 

“Feed my sheep.  Amen, amen I say to you, when you were 

younger, you used to dress yourself and go where you wanted; 

but when you grow old, you will stretch out your hands, and 

someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not 

“Charcoal fire” is only mentioned 

twice in the NT, at Peter’s denial 

(Jn 18:18) and here—this detail 

links these two stories together.  

Peter denied Jesus near a charcoal 

fire, now he will be given the 

opportunity to confess his love for 

the Lord. 

 

153—St. Jerome notes that this 

number is the sum of all the 

different kinds of fish then known 

to exist—it symbolizes that the 

apostles, as fishers of men, will 

gather believers from every nation 

and people. 

 

The Greek word used to describe a 

tear in the net is the same root 
from which we get the word 

‘schism’ or tear in the church.  The 

church can accommodate all 

believers if they stay in the net of 

Peter. 

 

“More than these”—Jesus had 

earlier taught the disciples that the 

one who loved God more is the one 

who was forgiven more.  Jesus is 

inviting Peter to repentance, and 

from repentance to a deep love. 

 

 

 

Love for Jesus requires us to take 

on His mission—we love Jesus, so 

we care for those he loves. 

 

 

 

Simon, restored and reconciled 

through his confession of love for 

the Lord, is asked to lead the 

Church—by taking care of Jesus’ 

flock.   

 
 

 

 

Peter would die by crucifixion 

under the persecution of Nero in 

Rome sometime around 67 A.D. 
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want to go.”  He said this signifying by what kind of death he 

would glorify God.  And when he had said this, he said to him, 

“Follow me.” 

 

 

When Jesus seeks to reconcile Peter to himself, the burning question is about Peter’s love for 

Jesus—not whether he is truly sorry, or whether he realizes the damage he did, or whether he 

will prove faithful in the future.  Jesus’ focus is on Peter’s ability to love and to receive love.  

What does this tell you about the nature of confession and reconciliation—what’s the focus? 

 

 

A forgiven and reconciled Christian is an equipped and assigned Christian—our love for Jesus 

gives us a job to do.  We tend, feed and care for the “little lambs” around us.  What does this, 

specifically, look like in your life?  In the life of your family? 

 

 

 

     “Forgiveness is a high-point of 

Christian prayer; only hearts attuned 

to God’s compassion can receive the 

gift of prayer.  Forgiveness also bears 

witness that, in our world, love is 

stronger than sin.  …  Forgiveness is 

the fundamental condition of the 

reconciliation of the children of God 

with their Father and of men with one 

another. 

Catechism of the Catholic Church, paragraph #2844 

 

 

“And this is why God wants you to confess: not that you should be punished, but 

that you should be forgiven; not that he may learn your sin—how could that be, 

since he has seen it?—but that you may learn what favor he bestows.  He wishes 

you to learn the greatness of his grace.” 
St. John Chrysostom 
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Your Questions About Confession 

Here are common questions asked about the Sacrament of Reconciliation by adults and 

children alike.  Do you feel comfortable restating these answers in your own words?  If not, 

please ask: 

 

1.  Why do we confess our sins to a priest?  Isn’t it enough to just talk to God about our sins? 

When we celebrate a Sacrament, we are in the 

real presence of Jesus—we are confessing our 

sins to God when we go to confession. The priest 

is there to mediate, to intercede and to be an 

instrument of God’s forgiveness and mercy. The 

power of a Sacrament is to give us the unique 

grace of Jesus coming to us through the ministry 

of one who acts in His Name. When we go to 

confession, it helps us take responsibility for our 

sin (it matters that we say our sins) and it 

assures us that God truly forgives (we hear the 

priest tell us that). 

 

2.  How do I prepare to go to confession? 

Prepare for confession with an examination of conscience—reflecting on where/when 

in your life you are loving as Christ commands and where/when you are not loving. It 

can really help to use a formal examination of conscience based on the 10 

Commandments or the Beatitudes. Reflect on the wrong things you have done/said and 

the good things you failed to do. Many people write down their list of sins and bring it 

to their confession so they don’t forget anything. After your confession, destroy that 

list! Your sins are forgiven! 

 

3.  If it has been a long time since I have been to confession, where do I even begin with 

confessing my sins? 

If it has been years since your last confession, and the process of going over everything 

is daunting, begin with these three categories of sins: (1) the big sins, the serious sins 

that haunt your conscience; (2) the repetitive sins that interfere with your life as a 

disciple; and (3) the recent sins. Tell the priest how long it has been since your last 

confession and he will help you.  

 

4.  What if I don’t feel particularly bad about what I’ve done?  God is so merciful, I don’t even 

think I need to bring up my mistakes to him. 

God’s forgiveness can only enter our hearts when we are truly repentant—when we 

recognize our sins as a failure to love as God commands us to love. When we don’t feel 

bad, it might be that we are too filled with pride and presumption (taking advantage of 

God’s mercy and just expecting it but giving nothing to Him). True contrition is 

reflected in the sorrow we feel about having sinned—that we have not loved God as we 

should, as He deserves. True contrition means we want to do everything we can to 

avoid sinning in that way again. God’s mercy can reach even the most hardened 
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sinner, IF that sinner turns to God with a repentant heart and calls out for mercy. 

God’s mercy cannot reach the person who will not receive the gift. 

 

5.  What if I don’t feel comfortable going to a priest who knows me?  And/or   What if I don’t 

want to go face-to-face? 

You can choose to go to any priest you want to—you don’t have to go to your pastor. 

You also can choose whether to go face-to-face or use the screen—that is the penitent’s 

choice, not the confessor’s choice! Please know that every priest is bound by the seal of 

the confessional—they will not reveal your confession (or even that you have gone to 

confession) to anyone; they will not even talk about it to you outside of the confessional.  

 

6.  What if I forget the Act of Contrition? 

The Act of Contrition is a great prayer to 

memorize, but don’t feel the pressure of 

giving a “recitation” in the confessional. You 

are praying, after all! Feel free to bring a 

copy of the Act of Contrition in with you 

when you go to Confession (most 

confessionals have a copy posted inside 

anyway). You can also make up your own 

Act of Contrition. In your own words, tell 

God you are sorry, that you love Him, that 

you don’t want to sin in that way again. 

 

7.  What if I forget to confess a sin?  

If you honestly just forgot to confess a sin, 

trust in God’s mercy and in His ability to 

know what you intended to confess, even if 

you forgot about something. I say “For 

these, and all my sins, I am truly sorry,” at 

the end of my list of sins, so that I can admit 

that sometimes I don’t remember everything 

I intended to confess. If you forgot a sin that you know is a serious sin, it is best to bring 

it up at your next confession. If you deliberately refuse to mention a serious sin during 

confession, that makes your confession invalid. Go again! 

 

8.  What if I forget to do my penance? 

You should do your penance immediately after leaving the confessional if possible. If 

you forget, complete it as soon as possible. If you deliberately refuse to do your 

penance, that makes your confession invalid. Bring it up at your next confession. 
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9.  How can I be sure God forgives me? 

The priest is acting in the very person of 

Jesus Christ in proclaiming absolution—by 

the authority of Jesus Christ given to the 

priest at his ordination, your sins are 

forgiven. Don’t rely on how you “feel” about 

it—trust in God’s power to act on your soul. 

 

10.  How often should I go to confession?   

Most spiritual directors and priests 

encourage people to make it habit to go to 

confession monthly (and, of course, also as soon as possible after being aware of 

having committed a mortal sin—but especially before going to Holy Communion). 

Monthly confession helps provide you with the grace to not only receive God’s mercy, 

but to make better use of His strength to grow in holiness and to engage in the spiritual 

battle against habitual sins and tenacious vices. 

 

11.  Should I go to the same priest each time? 

You do not have to go to the same priest, but it can be of great benefit to you if you find 

a priest whose counsel really helps you. A regular confessor can help you progress in 

your spiritual life and help you see the patterns of sin and vice, and the patterns of 

virtue and graces over a long time period.  
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The Graces of the Sacrament of Reconciliation 
• Forgiveness of sin 

• Reconciliation with God and Church 

• Healing and Strength to try again—to continue as Jesus’ disciple 

 

 

The Meaning of Forgiveness 
• To have the guilt of our offense against God removed from our souls 

• To be cleansed of the wrong we have done 

• To have our souls renewed by God’s grace 

• To be healed of spiritual weakness and sickness that results from our choice to sin 

• To allow God to separate us from our sin 

 

 
 

What is the Origin of God’s Forgiveness? 

• God’s love for us 

• God’s eagerness to extend mercy 

• God’s desire to bring us to wholeness, perfection  

 

What is the Effect of God’s Forgiveness? 

• Spiritual freedom 

• New life in Christ 

• New destiny of eternal life 
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What does is mean to Forgive Others? 

• To no longer hold against another a wrong he or she has done to us 

• To separate in our hearts the sin and the sinner—hate the sin, love the sinner 

• To desire good for the person, not vengeance or retribution 

• To choose to forgive as an act of our will, governed by our love for Jesus, not yielding to 

emotions and memories 

 

To Forgive is to be like Jesus 

• Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; they do not know what they are doing.” (Luke 23:34) 

• We unite ourselves to the heart of Christ—a Sacred Heart burning with love for all 

people, who are all sinners 

 

Why Must we Forgive? 

• To live the truth of God’s love for us—Ephesians 4:32 

• To be co-workers with Christ—John 13:34 

• To live the truth of being members of the Body of Christ—1 John 4:20 

 

• “Now—and this is daunting—God’s outpouring of mercy cannot penetrate our hearts as 

long as we have not forgiven those who have trespassed against us.  In refusing to 

forgive our brothers and sisters, our hearts are closed and their hardness makes them 

impervious to the Father’s merciful love.”  (CCC #2840) 

 

 

Thoughts on forgiveness… 

• one thing I have learned about 

forgiveness… 

 

• one thing I have learned about the 

Sacrament of Penance… 
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Closing Prayer: It is Finished!  Be Forgiven 

Leader:  Let us call upon our thrice-holy God, in the name of the Father, +Son, and Holy Spirit. 

All:  Amen. 

 

Word of God 

“We must never let go of the faith that we have professed.  For it is not as if we had a high priest 

who was incapable of feeling our weaknesses with us; but we have one who has been 

tempted in every way that we are, though he is without sin.  Let us be confident, then, in 

approaching the throne of grace, that we shall have mercy from him and find grace when we 

are in need of help.”  (Hebrews 4:14b-16) 

 
“You were dead, because you were sinners …: He has brought you to 

life with Him, He has forgiven all our sins.  He has overridden 

the Law, and cancelled every record of the debt that we had to 

pay; He has done away with it by nailing it to the cross.”  

(Colossians 2:13-14) 

 
“If we say we have no sin in us, we are deceiving ourselves and refusing to admit the truth; but if 

we acknowledge our sins, then God who is faithful and just will forgive our sins and purify us 

from everything that is wrong. … If anyone should sin, we have our advocate with the Father, 

Jesus Christ, who is just; he is the sacrifice that takes our sins away, and not only ours, but 

the whole world’s.”  (1 John 1:8-2:2) 

 

Reflection Song 

Be forgiven, be forgiven, be forgiven of the sin that you hold on. 
Be forgiven, be forgiven, Jesus died and rose that you might know his love, and be forgiven. 
 
Jesus told you that he wants your peace.  Jesus told you that he wants you healed. 
Jesus lifted up the blind man, he lifted up the dead, he lifted those who mourn their own, he did 

just what he said.  
Jesus rose for you, and he rose for me, He died and rose that we might know his peace and… 
 
Be forgiven, be forgiven, be forgiven of the sin that you hold on. 
Be forgiven, be forgiven, Jesus died and rose that you might know his love, and be forgiven. 
 
Jesus walked the miles that it took to reach us.  Jesus touched the leper that you shouldn’t 

touch. 
Jesus wept for Lazarus.  Don’t you think he’ll do the same for you and me, when we are dead, 

and we are in our graves? 
Jesus rose for you, and he rose for me, He died and rose that we might know his peace. 
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Like the woman at the well, he looks into our eyes and tells us everything that we have ever 
done. 

And with a love that’s plain to see, he is calling you and me to follow him that we might truly be 
… 

 
Forgiven, forgiven, forgiven of the sin that we hold on. 
Be forgiven, be forgiven.  Jesus died and rose that we might know his love. 

Be Forgiven (Tom Booth) 
 

Closing Prayer 

All-holy Father, your loving forgiveness knows no limits. 

You have shown us your mercy and made us a new creation in the likeness of your Son. 

Make us living signs of your love for the whole world to see. 

We ask this through Christ our Lord, 

Amen. 

 

 

 

About Confession:  

“It is not sin that is at the heart of the sacramental celebration, 

but rather God’s mercy.” 

Pope Benedict XVI 
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