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Introduction 

 
   1. When I was younger I thought I had a complete understanding of what “going to confession” was 
all about. In my mind, my idea of confession made perfect sense. To me going to confession was like 
going to court with the justice of God as the prosecutor and Jesus as the judge on the bench. It’s a 
simple picture actually, I knew I committed sins so there was no use in saying “I object, your honor”. 
The honest thing for me to do was plead guilty. Who was I to argue with the judge, the justice or law of 
God said I did wrong and honestly I did? 
 
   2. So for me the next step was logical. You plead guilty before the judge and then he sentences you. 
Now not to worry, it’s not as bad as it sounds. God was not an angry or vengeful judge, it was a simple 
matter of Him judging my actions to be good or bad. I tended to see penance as receiving a sentence 
from the judge. After completing my sentence I would receive a full pardon or in this case forgiveness. 
Doing penances I thought, was my way of getting forgiven and that’s how I proved that I was contrite 
and penitent. So that was my take on confession, I went to get a penance from the priest so I could get 
a full pardon. 
 
   3. In short I had more of a fear of punishment and confession was my way of making up to God. 
Confession was primarily about divine justice. Now grant you I never thought God was going to strike 
me dead, but my focus was primarily on taking my punishment. So where was divine mercy? How or 
when was I supposed to feel forgiven? Like many people, I heard or read the Parable of the Prodigal 
Child a thousand times, but the pieces never clicked. I had the right puzzle and the right pieces, but 
they were in the wrong order. The parable didn’t merge with the sacrament and make a complete 
picture.  
 
   4. In this article, I want to look at the Sacrament of Confession through the lens of the Parable of the 
Prodigal Child. 
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I. Parable of the Prodigal Child and the Need for Repentance 
Gospel of St. Luke 15:11-16 

 
   5. The parable begins with a drama in life that affects all of us people. We decide to go our way from 
the Father and before long our life, spiritually and even physically begins to suffer the ravages of sin. 
(Lk 15: 11-16, Ignatius Bible Commentary). This is exactly what sin does, it robs the soul of sanctifying 
grace, leaving it starving for the life it once had. Sin can lead to desperation and despair. In Jesus' time, 
as it would also be in our day, it would be disrespectful and show dishonor to a father to demand our 
inheritance while he is still alive and then squander it. 
 
   6. In this case, when we sin and turn away from the Father, we are essentially demanding control 
over our life and affairs. We demand that God the Father relinquish ownership of not just our mortal 
lives but the life that comes from His grace. God gives us life and sanctifying grace freely out of love for 
us, so that we may know and love Him freely also. The effects of sin are divine justice. When a lamp is 
unplugged from its source of energy, the bulb goes dark and dies. Just the same as when the soul 
unplugs itself from its source of life and being, it grows dark and also dies. 
 
 

II. “Forgive me Father for I have sinned” 
Repentance, the Opening of the Heart to the Love and Mercy of God 

Gospel of St. Luke 15:17-21 
 

   7. We now see the Prodigal Child coming to his senses, realizing his mistake, and wanting to return to 
the Father, “I will arise and go to my father, and I will say to him, Father, I have sinned against heaven 
and before you”. (Lk 15:18). This is what penance or repentance means, it’s the initial movement of the 
heart and soul to renounce its sinful ways and be reconciled to the Father. 

 
    8. I have to draw your attention to something. This was one of the points I had wrong, I always 
thought that repentance originated purely from us or me. It made sense, after all, I am the sinner, not 
God. In verse 20 I missed a key part to understanding not only the parable but also Confession itself. I 
tended to see Confession as something that purely from me as though I had to get His attention first. 
In verse 20 we read, “His father saw him and had compassion, and ran and embraced him and kissed 
him.” This verse is especially powerful for those sinners who may think God is far away from them or 
that they are a lost cause. 
 
   9. The Catechism further explains that the change of heart that we call repentance is “the movement 
of a "contrite heart," drawn and moved by grace to respond to the merciful love of God who loved us 
first. (CCC #1428). So no matter if you’re on death row or skid row, no matter how many or how bad 
our sins are, the first moment you sense a desire to change or “get-right-with-God”, that desire is a 
response from a loving God going out to meet His child. Our Heavenly Father comes to us through 
Jesus Christ in compassion and mercy, not in anger. We don’t need to get the Lord’s attention, to 
repent is the Lord Himself getting ours. The Lord is not distant, with repentance, He is right there with 
you where you are. 
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III. Divine Justice meets Divine Mercy 
An Honest Look at Ourselves and the Lord’s Loving Response 

Gospel of St. Luke 15:22-24 
 

   10. Divine justice is not the “God is miffed at you and going to kick your butt” as we sometimes think 
it is. Divine justice simply put is God’s judgment on sin, meaning sin has consequences. Good merits 
grace, sin merits punishment or correction. Divine justice and consequences not the absence of love or 
mercy. Sin is the absence of good, and therefore the consequences of sin are that it separates us from 
God who is the source of all good. The Prodigal Child doesn’t return puffed up with pride as though the 
father has to forgive him as though he is entitled to be forgiven. Neither does he do like Adam and Eve 
and hide out of fear because there is no way the Father can forgive them. 
 
   11. In verse 21, we see an example of confessing with a contrite heart or purpose of amendment. 
“And the son said to him, Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy 
to be called your son”. We repeat the same phrase in Mass before Communion, “Lord I am not worthy 
to receive you”. The son is willing to work for his father as a slave to repair, (where the Church gets the 
term “reparation”), the damage done to his relationship with his father. For us, that would be making a 
good confession. We confess our sins, willing to do anything the Father may ask of us so we may be 
worthy of being called son’s/daughters of God. 
 
   12. Now understand that this is not out of desperation, but rather recognizing the insult our sins 
committed against such a loving and good God. The point here is also the willingness of the son to 
mend his ways. This would be what repenting or confessing with a contrite heart means.  
 
   13. This is where divine justice meets divine mercy. In verses 22-24, we see the father’s response to 
his son. In our case in Confession, this is Our Lord’s response to us. What we call absolution, is seen in 
the “Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet”. 
(Lk 15:22). In sinning he disgraced his father, in the father’s love, he restored his son to full 
membership in the family, not as a servant or slave. The Sacrament of Confession is also called the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation, because Our Lord through His power in the sacrament, reconciles us to 
the Father and the family, the Church.  
 
   14. So here again was where I gained a better understanding of just how the “confession and 
forgiveness thing” worked. I had it backward or at this point, just all messed up. This is where I finally 
felt it, the release, walking out of confession like a new man with life in his soul. It suddenly clicked that 
absolution was not some sort of probation before being pardoned. I remembered the Prodigal Child 
going to his father to do what he could to work it out, but for some reason, my feeble little brain didn’t 
remember the part where the son was completely restored. Confession grants forgiveness in Jesus' 
name, not just penances. So you mean when the priest says the absolution, you’re record is wiped 
clean like those past sins don’t exist? In the name of Jesus by the power of God, YES! When you leave 
confession, you leave as a son or daughter completely forgiven and reconciled to the Father. Being 
reconciled means we are fully restored as children of the Father. Your soul is filled to the rim with 
sanctifying grace and are once again full members of the family, His Church.  
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IV. Conclusion - Absolution 
“Your brother was dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found.” 

Gospel of St. Luke 15:24-32 
 

   15. What an awesome and loving God we have! Not only does He call us to conversion and 
repentance, but He gives us the grace to do it. The Lord God doesn’t’ just promise to forgive, He does 
it. That’s why at the end of confession we hear the words, “Now go in peace and sin no more” To finish 
off with the last part of confession, how then do penances play into this. Penances are not simply 
punishments like a sentence from a judge as I thought. In verse 32, we see a better perspective. In sin 
we were lost, dead to God because that’s what sin does. You could say that this verse reflects the full 
power and purpose of the sacrament. Like the lost sheep or the lost coin (Lk 15:1-10), the Lord in His 
mercy and love has searched for us and found us and He is overjoyed. 
 
   16. The penances we receive are done not as servants to please the master, but as reconciled, 
forgiven sons and daughters taking the first steps in your new life in the Holy Spirit. We confess with 
our mouths and hearts, our penance is to live in celebration of this newfound life of grace. Cooperating 
with the grace of God, we turn away from and correct those sinful attachments in our lives. It’s a 
punishment in the sense that divine justice demands we change our hearts, the Lord gives us the grace 
to do that. This change of heart and life is not easy and will take work and sacrifice. But this is such a 
small cross to bear when compared to the gift of being fully reconciled to God and forgiven of ALL our 
sins. 
 

 
For Reflection 

 
   When is the last time you’ve been to confession? Have you considered the mercy and love of God 
that waits for, in fact, calls to you in the Sacrament of Confession? Are we willing to trust in God’s 
mercy and open our hearts wide open to reveal our sins? What keeps us from going? Is it fear or 
embarrassment? Reflect on the Parable of the Prodigal Child, read it not as a bible story, but your 
story. The Father waits for you, go to confession, go to Him. 
 
May the Lord in His mercy and love, heal your brokenness and forgive you of your sins. May you also 
experience the warmth of His love as a reconciled child of God.  Amen 
 
 
 
 
Upcoming Article for May, the first of a series on the Holy Rosary, Say the Rosary 
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The Month of April, dedicated to the Blessed Sacrament 
 

  
 

An Act of Spiritual Communion 

My Jesus, I believe that You are present in the Most Holy Sacrament.  

I love You above all things, and I desire to receive You into my soul.  

Since I cannot at this moment receive You sacramentally, come at least spiritually into 

my heart. I embrace You as if You were already there and unite myself wholly to 

You. Never permit me to be separated from You. 

Amen. 
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