
 

Pastoral Letter 
 

 

“Repent, and believe in the Gospel” (Mk 1: 15) 
 

Conversion and the Sacrament of Penance 
Lent 2015 

 

 
“The Return of the Prodigal Son: Rembrandt” 

 

His Excellency Serge Poitras 

Bishop of Timmins 
 



 

 

 

 

January 25, 2015 Page 2 

Conversion and the Sacrament of Penance 

 

Lent 2015 
 

n union with the Church throughout the world, the faithful of the Diocese of Timmins are entering into 
the season of Lent, this period of forty days that recalls the forty years that the Hebrews spent in the 

desert as well as the forty days that Jesus himself chose to live in solitude before undertaking his mission 
of proclaiming the Good News of salvation.  
 

his period is a time favoured for a spiritual workout, a special effort to get back into shape on the 
Christian level. Daily we see people jogging to lose weight, to improve their conditioning. Members of 

sports teams spend hours at the gym perfecting their performance and intensifying their team spirit. 
Students do different exercises to enhance their understanding in writing, math, music, skills of all kinds. In 
this way, each person tries to improve his or her present condition and to develop oneself to the 
maximum.  

 
or their part, Christians hear the call of Jesus: “Repent, and believe in the Gospel.”(Mk 1: 15) I want to 
reflect on this conversion, this personal change, in this present letter, I will look at the Sacrament of 

Penance which is a fundamental element of conversion.  

 
Part I: Conversion 

 
1- The starting point for every conversion is the search for the fundamental meaning of our 

existence. The Lord reveals it in the first page of the Bible: “Let us make man in our image, after 
our likeness.” (Gen 1: 26) Created in the image and likeness of God, we are called to enter into 
communion with him.  
 
The Fathers of the Church sought to understand the difference and the connection between 
these two expressions: image and likeness.  

 
In everyday life we know that images can be more or less alike as we notice when we take a 
photograph: if we want a precise, similar image, we adjust our camera to bring the object into 
sharper focus.   
As human beings we are created in the image of God. Within us, within the structure of our soul 
(memory, intelligence, will), there is a reflection of the Holy Trinity, as I called to mind in my 
June 2013 Pastoral Letter.  
 
Nevertheless, this basic image that is given to us as human beings is not enough. It must 
become ‘likeness’. The Lord leaves room for our freedom so that we will be more like him. He 
offers us his grace so that we will take part in our own creation through our personal and 
voluntary involvement. We observe this reality in the lives of the saints: in responding to the 
call of the Lord, each one allowed his or herself to be transformed in a unique way … Saint 
Francis was not Saint Claire!  In the end, they were no longer who they were at the beginning. 
Having heard God’s call, they contributed to moulding themselves into a greater ‘likeness’ with 
the original and unsurpassable model that is Christ.  
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2- In fact, the invitation to likeness with God is expressed in the call to holiness. We know the 
innumerable calls the Lord makes in this regard, for example: “You shall be holy; for I the Lord 
your God am holy.” (Lev 19:1); “Be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Mt 5: 48); “As I 
have loved you, you also love one another.” (Jn 13: 34). These words are not addressed to a 
small number of favoured followers: in fact, the call to holiness concerns all of the faithful as 
Vatican II so well underlined in Chapter V of the Dogmatic Constitution Lumen Gentium that 
specifically teaches “the universal call to holiness in the Church”.    
 

3- To become more like God, our reference point is obviously Jesus himself. Having heard his 
word, “Become my disciples” (Mt 11: 29), we want to walk in his footsteps. “He who says he 
abides in him ought to walk in the same way in which he walked.”  (I Jn 2: 6) We want our whole 
life to be inspired by him, that all of our thoughts, our words and our actions be experienced in 
union with him. “And whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord 
Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him.” (Col 3: 17). 

 
This point is not hard to understand. For example, let’s take the person who gets married. The 
other becomes the reference point. Activities are chosen in accordance with the other person, 
by taking her into account. One no longer lives centred on oneself but on the other person. This 
fundamental choice is made every day. The married person asks herself if she has chosen a 
certain activity in consideration of the other or herself alone; she asks herself if she has taken 
the family budget into account in making a possible purchase or is she satisfying her own ego.  
 
This is the way it goes for the relationship with the Lord. The Lord’s disciple should continually 
ask whether his choices are made in accordance with God or without taking him into account.  

 
4- The more we go forward in our Christian life, the more we discover the horizons of God’s call. 

To illustrate this aspect I draw inspiration from the healing of a blind man, as related by Saint 
Mark (Mk 8: 22-26): “Jesus and his disciples came to Bethsaida. And some people brought to 
him a blind man, and begged him to touch him. And he took the blind man by the hand, and led 
him out of the village; and when he had spit on his eyes and laid his hands upon him, he asked 
him, “Do you see anything?” And he looked up and said, “I see men; but they look like trees, 
walking.” Then again he laid his hands upon his eyes; and he looked intently and was restored, 
and saw everything clearly.”  

 
Something unique is that Jesus healed in stages: first the blind man saw the people as trees that 
were walking, then he distinguished the people. Something similar happens when we see 
someone at a distance: we know that it is not an animal; it is not until the person comes closer 
that we can concretely identify Ruth or John.  

 
With this miracle ‘in stages’, Jesus undoubtedly wanted to teach the importance of growth, of 
progress. That could enlighten our reflection on the difference between image and likeness. 
Through conversion to Jesus, we seek to be more like God. We move from what is blurry to 
what is clear. We move from a God who is far away to a God who is near. We move from a 
general bond with the Lord to a complete transformation of our life in him.  
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5. In his message, as related in the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5-7), Jesus described this interior  
growth, this refinement of conscience, the greater likeness to him that he invites us to. Here I 
will give a few examples. 
  
“You shall not kill” (Mt 5: 23). Not killing another person is obviously the minimum threshold 
that guarantees the survival of humanity and social harmony. However, with this prescription, 
we can feel relatively at ease and consider ourselves to be good people. In fact a limited 
number of people commit murder. Jesus invites us to go further in our understanding and 
application of this commandment. He draws attention to our words, for example, treating one’s 
brother as an ‘idiot’ or a ‘fool’ (v. 22). Some words can kill, as shown by the emotional wounds 
that have affected many people. We can also kill through a look (by despising the other person, 
by ignoring him), through the heart (by making no room for him). Thus the disciple of Jesus is 
invited to measure the effect of his words and of his simplest attitudes.  
 

Jesus continues: “You shall not commit adultery.”  (v. 27) This commandment reminds us of the 
sanctity of marriage, instituted by God since creation and raised to the dignity of a sacrament. 
In respect of this great state of life, Jesus goes further: “Every man who looks at a woman 
lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.” (v. 28) Even if there is no 
external infidelity, the lust is already an internal infidelity. Cultivated in secret, the infidelity will 
gradually cause distance from the other person and one day it will manifest itself. The disciple 
of Jesus seeks internal purity, the bonding of his spirit to the Lord and to his message. In this 
sense I like Saint Luke’s expression when he describes Elizabeth and Zechariah as “righteous 
before God”. (Lk 1: 6) True righteousness or holiness is first of all internal, before God and not 
before man, who can easily be deceived!  
 

Here is a final example of this perfection that Jesus brings to the law. He repeats the famous: 
“Eye for an eye, tooth for a tooth” (v. 38), the law of retaliation. It was a great social 
development for it limited vengeance such as the first pages of the Bible described it: “If Cain is 
avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.” (Gen 4:24). In this way, an eye for an eye 
established a proportional relationship for vengeance. But Jesus invites us to go further: don’t 
return evil for evil, forgive.  He will go as far as proposing that we love our enemies (v. 44), 
something that he himself will do on the cross by forgiving his executioners (Lk 23: 34), the 
attitude that Saint Stephen will adopt toward those who were stoning him. (Acts 7: 60) 

 

6. Spiritual Applications 
 

a. Be aware of the fundamental meaning of human existence: “He chose us in him before 
the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and blameless before him. He 
destined us in love to be his sons through Jesus Christ.” (Eph 1: 4-5) I am called to holiness.  

b. Affirm my choice to be a disciple of Jesus, to walk in his footsteps, to make him the 
model for my life, to allow his word to challenge me. 

c. Repeat my desire to be more like God. Specify what I have to do to grow, what steps to 
take in order ‘to change’, to improve myself, to be converted.  

d. Meditate on this text from the Book of Proverbs: “The path of the righteous is like the 
light of dawn, which shines brighter and brighter until full day.” (Pr 4:18) The light of the 
Lord grows in me, the more I discover it. The light of the Lord shows through my life 
more as I allow it to transform me.  
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Part II: Evil, sin 
 

7- The preceding reflections remind us of the objective that we are reaching for. However, we live 
in a world that is caught up with evil: in fact, at any moment, we will encounter it under its 
different forms.  
 

First of all, there is the evil that we observe in nature: cataclysms, diseases, death. Many people 
are committed to eradicating these, for example, the doctor seeking to fight disease, to lessen 
its devastating effects.  
There is also the evil that man causes deliberately. Every day there are news reports of evil 
committed by one human being upon another: thefts, exploitation, lies, violence, wars …  
We take the existence of evil into account in our daily lives. We all have keys for our houses, 
alarm systems for our cars, access codes for our bank accounts and computers. We fear thieves 
and fraudsters. Our human relationships themselves are imprinted with caution. We are wary 
of smooth talkers, liars … Processes exist to find the guilty and prevent them from doing harm 
again.  
To limit the ravages of human evil, society has rules (don’t kill, don’t steal, don’t lie …) that 
fundamentally fall within the Ten Commandments.  
 

8- Thus, between the image of God present in us and the likeness to be acquired, between God’s 
plan and the human response to it, is found the possibility of a gap, a break, even a refusal.   
This moral evil bears the name of sin.  
 

In its first pages, the Bible speaks of this in the story we call ‘original sin’. (Gen 3) “You will be like 
God, knowing good and evil.” (v. 5) Adam and Eve refused their condition as creatures created 
in the image and likeness of God. They wanted to be God, without God. They wanted to be 
fulfilled without God and even against God.  
 

This original temptation still affects humanity. It continuously springs to mind in the choices 
that we have to make: to seek happiness with God or to be centred on oneself, to maintain or 
to break our friendship with him, to accept the paths that he proposes or to prefer our own.  
In fact, two roads open up before the human being (Ps 1), the one of God’s law and the other of 
the ungodly. Jesus begins with this teaching: “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is 
wide and the road broad that leads to destruction, and those who enter through it are many. 
How narrow the gate and constricted the road that leads to life. And those who find it are few.” 
(Mt 7: 13-14) 
 

9- Today we often hear it said that there is no more sin. However the Word of God declares: “If we 
say, "We are without sin," we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we acknowledge 
our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from every wrongdoing. If 
we say, "We have not sinned," we make him a liar, and his word is not in us.” (I Jn 1: 8-10) 
Jesus, whose name precisely means ‘God saves’, comes to free humanity from sin, as he 
solemnly declares at the Last Supper, while presenting the cup of his blood ‘poured out for sins’ 
(Mt 26:28) … words that we still proclaim at the heart of every Eucharist. “He appeared to take 
away sins.” (I Jn 3, 5) 
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10- Jesus frees from sin the people that he meets. Here are a few examples: 
Jesus meets Zachaeus (Lk 19: 1-10). A tax collector, Zachaeus is a Roman collaborator. He seems 
to have benefitted from his position by making himself rich. He is also a curious man. Attracted 
by Jesus’ fame he moves around in order to see him. He climbs up a tree to catch a glimpse of 
the star of the day. Jesus speaks to him personally: “I must stay at your house today.” (v. 5) 

Jesus’ visit transforms him: “Behold, Lord, the half of my goods I give to the poor; and if I have 
defrauded any one of anything, I restore it fourfold.” (v. 8) The presence of Jesus made him 
aware of the evil he had done and at the same time showed him the good offered to him from 
now on. So Jesus reminds us of the meaning of his mission in the world: “The Son of man came 
to seek and to save the lost.” (v. 10) He is the one who pulls the human being away from the 
weight of evil and shows him a way to be more positive and altruistic.  
 

To Jesus is brought a woman who had been “caught in adultery” (Jn 8: 2-11) and a question is 
put to him: “Moses commanded us to stone such women. Now what do you say?” (v. 5) In a 
certain way Jesus is cornered … if he says not to stone her, he contradicts the law of Moses; if 
he says to stone her, he contradicts his own message of love and mercy. His answer is luminous 
and liberating: “Let him who is without sin among you be the first to throw a stone at her.” (v. 7) 

In this way Jesus invites his listeners to make an examination of conscience, to recognize evil, 
the sin present in their own lives. This fully conforms with another gospel passage: “First take 
the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your brother’s 
eye.” (Mt 7: 5) Jesus turns toward the woman and says to her: “Go and do not sin again.” (v. 11) 
He doesn’t tell her that he approves her behaviour but because he loves her as a person, he 
invites her to change behaviour. He appeals to her freedom. He opens up a road to her so that 
she becomes a better person.  
 

A final example: Saint Peter. This is a man who became attached to Jesus: “Master, we toiled all 
night and took nothing! But at your word I will let down the nets.” (Lk 5: 5) Peter is passionate, 
full of good intentions: “Lord, I am ready to go with you to prison and to death.”  (Lk 22: 
33); “Though they all fall away because of you, I will never fall away.” (Mt 26: 33) But, in spite of 
all of his experiences and his declarations, he denies Christ three times: “I do not know the 
man.” (Mt 26: 72); “Then he began to invoke a curse on himself and to swear, I do not know the 
man.” (Mt 26: 73-74) He could sink into despair just as he sank before in the waters of the lake 
where he was walking toward Jesus (Mt 14, 30). “And the Lord turned and looked at Peter… he 
went out and wept bitterly.” (Lk 22: 62) Peter discovered forgiveness in the look that Jesus gave 
him. Three times he confessed his love for the Lord and received from him the responsibility to 
guide his lambs and his sheep (Jn 21: 15-17). Thus, the forgiveness of Jesus does not hide the 
mistake but it does not imprison the person in it. On the contrary, Jesus allows the person to 
integrate it and to go beyond it.  
 

These examples show that Jesus meets each person even in their sin. He helps each one to 
discover the truth of him or herself. He opens the path toward true freedom. He also respects 
their dignity, for each person is invited to collaborate in his salvation, to integrate it into his 
concrete existence, to personally perfect his image as God’s child.  

 

The Lord opens a very demanding path of life. Every person has to respond personally, to 
accept or to refuse. When one refuses, one can retrace his (her) steps and reconnect with God 
as Psalm 50 (51) expresses: “I know my transgressions” (v. 5); “I have done that which is evil in thy  
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sight” (v. 6);  “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and put a new and right spirit within me” (v. 12).  

In Chapter 15 of Saint Luke, Jesus puts forward the parables of the lost lamb and the lost 
drachmas, as well as the one of the father and his two sons. Through them, Jesus reveals the 
face of a God who is looking for his children, even taking refuge in their latest hideaways. He 
looks for them tirelessly until the end, as Jesus magnificently demonstrates when he offers 
salvation to the good thief, only a few moments before his death (Lk 23: 43). Jesus hires for his 
vineyard, till the last hour of the day (Mt 20: 1-16). Nevertheless, one must not wait too long, like 
the foolish virgins (Mt 25: 11-13).  
 

11- Spiritual Applications  
 

a. Be aware of the beauty and the demands of the gospel message as Jesus teaches it.  
b. Contemplate the approach of Jesus. On the one hand, he doesn’t dilute his message to please 

people. On the other hand, he doesn’t leave people imprisoned in their mistakes. He maintains 
truth and charity without sacrificing one for the other. He acts as parents do who love their 
children in spite of their deficiencies and help them to become good. 

c.  Look at situations of moral poverty with the heart of Jesus. Pray that the Holy Spirit enlightens 
minds and touches hearts.  

d. Never despair of anyone. Remember Saint Theresa of the Child Jesus who prayed for the 
conversion of a criminal condemned to death. A few moments before dying he turned toward 
God and asked to kiss the crucifix.  

e. Know the Church’s teaching on sin: the Catechism (1846-1876), the Compendium (391-400). 
Recall the deadly sins, generators of other sins: pride, greed, envy, anger, lust, gluttony, sloth. 
The Lord said to Cain: “If you do not do well, sin is couching at the door; its desire is for you, but 
you must master it.” (Gen 4:7) 

f. The liturgy also calls to mind the reality of sin: in the Mass, the penitential rite, the Glory to God 
(you who take away the sin of the world), the consecration (blood poured out for the forgiveness 
of sins), the Our Father (forgive us our trespasses; deliver us from evil), the Lamb of God (who 
takes away the sin of the world). Through these the Church shows that evil is something real. It 
surrounds us and we need to protect ourselves so we are not contaminated … a little like 
disinfecting our hands so that we do not catch or spread the flu.  

g. The, I confess to God distinguishes sins in thought, in word, by action and by omission. We often 
forget this last category: not doing the good that we could do (“I was hungry and you gave me 
nothing to eat.”) (Mt 25:42) 

h. Show vigilance for yourself, mercy and hope for others.  
i. Focus on my encounter with Jesus: what does this presence call me to change so that I am more 

like him?  

                                                                             

 

                                                                                        
 
 
       “Be aware of the beauty and the demands 

of the gospel message as Jesus teaches it”            
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Part III: The Sacrament of Reconciliation 
 

12- Jesus comes to tear us away from the weight and attraction of evil… he has the power to 
forgive sins. In this sense we recall the healing of the paralytic: “That you may know that the 
Son of man has authority on earth to forgive sins … Rise, take up your bed and go home.” (Mt 
9:6)   

 
Jesus gave this power to his Church: “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they 
are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” (Jn 20: 22-23). The Church transmits 
the forgiveness of the Lord through Baptism, the Sacrament of Penance (Reconciliation, 
Confession), as well as through the Anointing of the sick.  
 
We must acknowledge that for some time now the Sacrament of Penance (of conversion, of 
forgiveness, of reconciliation: Catechism 1423-1424)) has been experiencing a crisis. The faithful 
rarely go to confession. Some feel that sin no longer exists. For others, it is hard to define what 
sin is or to determine what sins are grave. Still others are reluctant to admit their faults to a 
priest, also a sinner.  

 
The Sacrament of Penance is not the only one to experience decline. In fact, the crisis touches 
all of the sacraments: Baptism (some parents are no longer having their children baptized), 
Confirmation (some young people are not asking for it), the Eucharist (participation at Sunday 
Mass no longer seems necessary), Matrimony (many people live together as common-law 
partners or as reconstituted couples), Holy Orders (the number of seminarians has drastically 
declined.)  

 
The sacraments are sacraments of faith: they are only understood in the faith that they express 
and support. The decline in sacramental life reflects a cooling of faith life and of personal and 
ecclesial connection with the Lord. Consequently, we must work to intensify the interpersonal 
relationship of each person with the Lord: it is from here that all the rest flows.  

 
13- The Sacrament of Penance refers to personal responsibility. In fact, we do not accuse others of 

the evil that goes on in the world. We accuse ourselves of the evil that we did: we recognize 
that we did not do the good that we could have done. “I did such and such a wrong thing; I did 
not do such and such a good thing. I was lacking in love toward God, toward a certain person, in 
a certain situation.”  
 
Evil can be more or less serious. In this sense, the Church distinguishes mortal (or serious) sin 
from venial sin. “Mortal sin destroys charity in the heart of man by a grave violation of God's 
law; it turns man away from God, who is his ultimate end and his beatitude, by preferring an 
inferior good to him. Venial sin allows charity to subsist, even though it offends and wounds it.  
(Catechism 1855); “Three conditions must together be met: object is grave matter ...full 
knowledge and deliberate consent” (1857). “Mortal sin is a radical possibility of human 
freedom... It results in the loss of charity and the privation of sanctifying grace, that is, of the 
state of grace. If it is not redeemed by repentance and God's forgiveness, it causes exclusion 
from Christ's kingdom and the eternal death of hell.” (1861) 
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Venial sin “allows charity to subsist, even though it offends and wounds it”. (1856) It weakens charity; 
it manifests a disordered affection for created goods; it impedes the soul's progress in the 
exercise of the virtues and the practice of the moral good; it disposes us little by little to commit 
mortal sin. (1863) 

 

14- The celebration of the Sacrament of Penance has known a history, an evolution that I will trace 
with broad strokes.  

 

At the beginning of the Church, some felt that it was difficult, if not impossible, to forgive sins 
committed after Baptism. “If we sin deliberately after receiving knowledge of the truth, there no 
longer remains sacrifice for sins.” (Heb 10: 26) This perspective led many to postpone their baptism 
until their deathbed.  

 

Very quickly, the Church fulfilled her mission to forgive sins. Three seemed particularly grave: 
idolatry (apostasy), homicide and adultery. People who committed these sins had to carry out a 
demanding process of conversion: first of all, confession to the Bishop; then the latter, in order 
to certify the reality of the conversion, imposed a penance that was public: beginning on Ash 
Wednesday, the person entered into the order of penitents. Once the penance was completed, 
the Bishop, on the morning of Holy Thursday, reconciled with the penitent, thereby allowing 
him (her) to fully participate in the paschal celebrations.  

 

Three acts that constitute the specific part of the penitent were found in this practise: 
contrition, confession, satisfaction.  

 

Beginning in the seventh century, private celebration developed: the sinner met the priest, 
minister of the Church. One confessed his (her) faults, received forgiveness and received a 
penance to carry out. In this form, still in effect, we find the three acts present in the ancient 
celebration, although in a different order: satisfaction was put off until after absolution, the 
minister being assured that the penitent would carry it out.  

        The Catechism of the Catholic Church tells of this evolution (1447-1448).  
 

Presently, we find two forms of the celebration: the individual celebration and the communal 
celebration.  
 The individual celebration is the meeting of one person with the priest. It includes the 

following elements: mutual welcome, listening to the Word of God, confession of the 
love of God and of our sins, offer of penance (satisfaction) and absolution by the priest.  

 The communal celebration with individual absolution begins with the welcome, listening 
to the Word of God (with homily and extended reflection), communal examination of 
conscience, communal prayer of confession. After the celebration, one or several priests 
are available for the personal meeting and absolution.  

 There is also the communal celebration with general absolution that repeats the 
preceding elements, deferring the personal meeting until later.  

 

15-  Since the sacraments are acts of Christ, they require particular conditions. To be valid, they 
must therefore be celebrated as the Church stipulates: “Since the sacraments are the same for the 
whole Church and belong to the divine deposit, it is only for the supreme authority of the Church to 
approve or define the requirements for their validity; it is for the same or another competent authority 
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according to the norm of Can. 838 §3 and 4 to decide what pertains to their licit celebration, 
administration, and reception and to the order to be observed in their celebration.” (Can. 841) 

 
Thus for example, we baptize with water (and not with cognac) ‘in the name of the Father, and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit’. We celebrate Mass with bread and wine; we administer 
Confirmation and the Sacrament of the Sick with special oil.  
 

The Church also determines the ministers of the sacraments: the Bishop, the priest or deacon, 
as the case may be, are the ordinary ministers.  
 

Some special rules exist for emergency situations. Thus every person who has the intention of 
doing what the Church does may baptize someone at death’s door. (c. 861, 2) The parish priest 
and all priests can confirm a child in danger of death. (c. 883, 3) A priest who has left the 
priesthood can absolve a dying person. (c. 976) 
 

Therefore the celebration of the sacraments rest on specific prescriptions of the Church that 
should be observed.  
 

16-  Let us look more closely at the Church’s teaching on the Sacrament of Penance. It is obligatory 
for the forgiveness of grave sins. Canon 988 clearly expresses it: 

§ 1: “A member of the Christian faithful is obliged to confess in kind and 
number all grave sins committed after baptism and not yet remitted 
directly through the keys of the Church nor acknowledged in individual 
confession, of which the person has knowledge after diligent examination 
of conscience. 

§2: It is recommended to the Christian faithful that they also confess 
venial sin”. 

 

Here we find the fundamental distinction between grave sins and 
venial sins, between sins that cut off the relationship with God or 
with others or sins that weaken or cool this relationship.  

This difference was already present in the letter of Saint John who distinguished between sins 
leading to death or not: “If anyone sees his brother sinning, if the sin is not deadly, he should 
pray to God and he will give him life. There is such a thing as deadly sin” (I Jn 5: 16). Saint Paul 
also invites each person to examine his conscience before receiving the Eucharist: “Therefore 
whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord unworthily will have to answer for the body and 
blood of the Lord. A person should examine himself, and so eat the bread and drink the cup. For anyone 

who eats and drinks without discerning the body, eats and drinks judgment on himself” (I Cor 11: 27- 29). 
Canon 916 reaffirms this doctrine: “A person who is conscious of grave sin is not to celebrate 
Mass or receive the body of the Lord without previous sacramental confession unless there is a grave 
reason and there is no opportunity to confess; in this case the person is to remember the obligation to 
make an act of perfect contrition which includes the resolution of confessing as soon as possible”. 
 

Therefore, grave sins must be submitted to the Church through the Sacrament of Penance. 
Canon 960 teaches that: “Individual and integral confession and absolution constitute the only 
ordinary means by which a member of the faithful conscious of grave sin is reconciled with God and the 
Church. Only physical or moral impossibility excuses from confession of this type; in such a case Penance 

can be obtained by other means”.  
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Venial or everyday sins may be confessed, in what is called confession of devotion, the value of 
which the Catechism recalls: “Without being strictly necessary, confession of everyday faults 
(venial sins) is nevertheless strongly recommended by the Church. Indeed the regular confession 
of our venial sins helps us form our conscience, fight against evil tendencies, let ourselves be 
healed by Christ and progress in the life of the Spirit. By receiving more frequently through this 
sacrament the gift of the Father's mercy, we are spurred to be merciful as he is merciful” (1458). 
Venial sins can also be forgiven through the Act of Contrition, prayer, penitential rite of the 
mass, almsgiving … (cf. 1434. 1437). 
 

17- What does the Church teach us about general absolution that has been used here and there 
over the last few years?  
 
Some people underline the value of these celebrations: in-depth reflection on Christian life, 
examination of conscience, acknowledgment of one’s state as a sinner.  

 
For the Church, general absolution is a measure of exception tied to conditions of emergency or 
serious necessity. The Code of Canon Law presents it this way (c. 961-963): 
 

Can. 961: Absolution cannot be imparted in a general manner to many penitents at once 
without previous individual confession unless: 

1/ danger of death is imminent and there is insufficient time for the priest or priests to hear 
the confessions of the individual penitents; 

2/ there is grave necessity, that is, when in view of the number of penitents, there are not 
enough confessors available to hear the confessions of individuals properly within a suitable 
period of time in such a way that the penitents are forced to be deprived for a long while of 
sacramental grace or holy communion through no fault of their own. Sufficient necessity is 
not considered to exist when confessors cannot be present due only to the large number of 
penitents such as can occur on some great feast or pilgrimage. 

§ 2. It belongs to the diocesan bishop to judge whether the conditions required according to 
the norm of §1, n. 2 are present. He can determine the cases of such necessity, attentive to 
the criteria agreed upon with the other members of the conference of bishops. 

Can.  962 § 1. For a member of the Christian faithful validly to receive sacramental 
absolution given to many at one time, it is required not only that the person is properly 
disposed but also at the same time intends to confess within a suitable period of time each 
grave sin which at the present time cannot be so confessed. 

§ 2. Insofar as it can be done even on the occasion of the reception of general absolution, 
the Christian faithful are to be instructed about the requirements of the norm of §1. An 
exhortation that each person take care to make an act of contrition is to precede general 
absolution even in the case of danger of death, if there is time. 

Can. 963- Without prejudice to the obligation mentioned in Can. 989, a person whose grave 
sins are remitted by general absolution is to approach individual confession as soon as 
possible, given the opportunity, before receiving another general absolution, unless a just 
cause intervenes”. 
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Thus the law of the Church shows the necessity of general absolution when danger of death is 
threatening: the sinking of a ship, a plane crash, an attack, a war …  
General absolution is also presented as an extraordinary measure, a situation of “grave 
necessity”. Serious objective difficulties may require it: high number of penitents, lack of 
confessors, and prolonged deprivation of grace. Explicitly excluded are: “large numbers of 
penitents such as can occur on some great feast or pilgrimage”: thus, with the return of 
Christmas and Easter every year, it is possible to plan a particular schedule to facilitate 
confessions. Certain subjective conditions are required of the penitent: “Through no fault of 
their own”: penitents would like to go to confession but are unable to do so. Penitents would be 
“forced to be deprived for a long while of sacramental grace or holy communion”: they would 
have to remain in a state of grave sin, unable to receive communion. A last condition touches 
the necessary intention that he “intends to confess within a suitable period of time each grave 
sin”.  
 

18- In 2002 Saint John Paul II published the Motu Proprio Misericordia Dei that specifies the 
Church’s position. 
 

John Paul II reminds us of a fundamental element: “Since, therefore, the integral confession of 
grave sins is by divine decree a constitutive part of the Sacrament, it is in no way subject to the 
discretion of pastors (dispensation, interpretation, local customs, etc.)”. 

 

In paragraph number 4, he comments on Canon 961 that I cited earlier and specifies what 
constitutes cases of grave necessity: these can occur in mission lands or in isolated communities 
of the faithful, where the priest may only come by a few times a year. The Pope also examined 
the duration of deprivation from sacramental grace. He excludes an apparent necessity due 
“still less because of penitents' preference for general absolution, as if this were a normal option 
equivalent to the two ordinary forms set out in the Ritual”. 
 

19-  In this same document the Pope asks Episcopal Conferences to determine how to apply 
Misericordia Dei in their countries. On January 30, 2008, the Canadian Conference of Catholic 
Bishops published a Decree where we read:  
 

“According to the survey of Canadian dioceses, the conditions of grave necessity do not normally 
exist” (Art. 11), except in isolated areas of the country where there are no priests or where a 
priest visits once or very few times a year.  
 

Article 12 adds:  “When ... the faithful are still deprived of sacramental grace for a period 
beyond two months, the conditions of grave necessity may not be judged to be present, unless 
the faithful cannot find a priest for the duration of that period within less than two hour’s travel 
by normal mean”. 
 

Among others, “the obligation to confess grave sins to a priest is only delayed by general 
absolution but not rescinded. Indeed, the Precept of the Church obliging all the faithful to 
confess mortal sins at least once a year obliges even in this case … Penitents who live in a 
habitual state of grave sin and have no intention of changing their situation cannot validly 
receive absolution”.  
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20-  Therefore, general absolution is not a question of personal 
preference. The documents of the Church (Code of Canon Law, 
Catechism, Motu Proprio Misericordia Dei of John Paul II, the Decree 
of the CCCB) remind us of its absolutely exceptional character.  

We are not owners but ‘stewards’ of the sacraments: we must 
celebrate them as prescribed by the Church, to whom Christ 
entrusted them. As Saint Paul reminds us: “Thus should one regard us: 
as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God. Now it is of 
course required of stewards that they be found trustworthy” (I Cor 4:1-2).  

In the Diocese of Timmins, the faithful can meet a priest within a few days, without having a 
two-hour car journey. Thus it is difficult to identify objective cases of ‘grave necessity’ requiring 
general absolution. 

 

21- Consequently, to be faithful to our Catholic faith, we are invited to appreciate, to rediscover 
and to revalue the celebration of reconciliation as a personal encounter with the priest. 
 

a- The interpersonal dimension of the sacrament continues the attitude of Jesus who encountered 
people in their specific situation: Mary Madgalene was not Peter or Zacchaeus.  

b- This attitude is deeply consistent with the practise of the Church who administers the sacraments to 
each person individually: each person is unique. Our age is sensitive to interpersonal relationships, 
to personalized service. With the sacrament of reconciliaiton, we have available an exceptional 
possibility for accompanying someone in what constitutes the most intimate reality of his life, the 
fundamental framework of his being. 

c- The priest exercises a ministry similar to that of a doctor, who does not care for crowds nor 
prescribe the same medication to everyone. Jesus himself suggests this resemblance: “Those who 
are well do not need a physician, but the sick do. ... I did not come to call the righteous but sinners” 
(Mt 9: 10-13). Canon 978 § 1 has the same perspective: “In hearing confessions the priest is to 
remember that he is equally a judge and a physician and has been established by God as a minister 
of divine justice and mercy, so that he has regard for the divine honour and the salvation of souls”.  

d- The doctor believes that health is possible and he helps the person to recover it; the priest believes 
in the holiness offered and helps his brothers and sisters to attain it.  

e- When he meets the doctor, the sick person brings his (her) problems to him and describes the 
symptoms of his (her) illness. The doctor comes up with a judgment, a diagnosis. He identifies the 
illness, after which he can prescribe the required medication, propose a surgical intervention or 
recommend a particular diet or lifestyle change. However, the doctor can do nothing if the sick 
person does not respond to his proposals. 

f-  The priest acts similarly: the person exposes his (her) difficulties in living out the Gospel, thereby 
telling the truth about himself (herself). The priest proposes a path of conversion, of deepening a 
connection with the Lord for a greater consistency of life. The great therapeutic intervention is the 
grace of the sacrament of reconciliation through which the Lord communicates his love here and 
now that goes beyond the fault and moves toward a better life.  

g- In the high points of the liturgical year, we may continue to offer communal celebrations : they still 
have all of their spiritual and pedagogical value. They open up to the personal encounter with the 
priest.  

h- Parish churches have specific places for the Blessed Sacrament or for Baptism or for the holy oils. 
They should also offer a place adapted for confession: a confessional, a reconciliation room. The 
schedule for the priest’s presence to hear confessions could be posted.  

i- In the time preceding Eucharistic celebrations, priests can make themselves available for 
confessions: no one can replace them in this ministry in the confessional.  
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I confess to almighty God 
and to you, my brothers and sisters, 
that I have greatly sinned 
in my thoughts and in my words, 
in what I have done,  
and in what I have failed to do; 
through my fault, through my fault, 
through my most grievous fault; 
therefore I ask blessed Mary ever-Virgin, 
all the Angels and Saints, 
and you, my brothers and sisters, 
to pray for me to the Lord our God. 

 
 

 
 

ccording to our Catholic faith, the Sacrament of reconciliation constitutes a fundamental element in our 
continual journey of conversion, in our desire to be more like Jesus. “Christ instituted the sacrament of 

Penance for all sinful members of his Church: above all for those who, since Baptism, have fallen into grave 
sin, and have thus lost their baptismal grace and wounded ecclesial communion. It is to them that the 
sacrament of Penance offers a new possibility to convert and to recover the grace of justification. The 
Fathers of the Church present this sacrament as "the second plank [of salvation] after the shipwreck which 
is the loss of grace” (Catechism n. 1446).  
 
n conclusion, two stories come to my mind in this regard.  
 
omeone owned a magnificent vase. One day a clumsy visitor scratched it badly. The deeply saddened 
owner tried in vain to remove the scratch. Then he spoke to an artist who drew a wonderful flower from 

the scratch that made the vase beautiful again.  This is what the Lord does in our lives: his forgiveness 
recreates us from the sin that disfigures us.  
 

ne day someone was admiring Michaelangelo’s Pietà, the statue of the Blessed Virgin receiving the 
body of Jesus after his death on the cross. The person made this comment about this work of art: 

“Michaelangelo received a block of marble. No one saw the statue that was present there. His genius lifted 
out of it what was hidden there.” This too is what the sacrament of reconciliation does… it lifts out of us 
what hides our likeness to the Lord!  
 

ay this Lenten season help each one of us to revive our momentum toward holiness by identifying the 
obstacles impeding it and by receiving the grace of renewal that the Lord offers to us in the Sacrament 

of reconciliation.  
 

With my blessing. 
 
 

  Serge Poitras 
Bishop of Timmins 

 
 
January 25, 2015, Feast of the Conversion of Saint Paul 
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