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God’s ForGiveness in a Human voice: 
THe sacramenT oF reconciliaTion 

The Texts 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
HealinG and ForGiveness... 
And when he returned to Capernaum after some days, it was reported that he was at home. And 
many were gathered together, so that there was no more room, not even at the door. And he was 
preaching the word to them. And they came, bringing to him a paralytic carried by four men. And 
when they could not get near him because of the crowd, they removed the roof above him, and when 
they had made an opening, they let down the bed on which the paralytic lay. And when Jesus saw 
their faith, he said to the paralytic, "My son, your sins are forgiven." Now some of the scribes were 
sitting there, questioning in their hearts, "Why does this man speak like that? He is blaspheming! 
Who can forgive sins but God alone?" And immediately Jesus, perceiving in his spirit that they thus 
questioned within themselves, said to them, "Why do you question these things in your hearts? 
Which is easier, to say to the paralytic, 'Your sins are forgiven,' or to say, 'Rise, take up your bed and 
walk'? But that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins" --he said to 
the paralytic-- "I say to you, rise, pick up your bed, and go home." And he rose and immediately 
picked up his bed and went out before them all, so that they were all amazed and glorified God, 
saying, "We never saw anything like this!" 
-Mark 2:1-12 
 
communiTy and ForGiveness… 
If your brother sins, go and tell him his fault, between you and him alone. If he listens to you, you 
have gained your brother. But if he does not listen, take one or two others along with you, that every 
charge may be established by the evidence of two or three witnesses. If he refuses to listen to them, 
tell it to the church. And if he refuses to listen even to the church, let him be to you as a Gentile and 
a tax collector. Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever 
you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. Again I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about 
anything they ask, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are 
gathered in my name, there am I among them." 
-Matthew 18:15-20 
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THe cHurcH oF Peace, ForGiveness, and HealinG… 
Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. And 
when they saw him they worshiped him, but some doubted. And Jesus came and said to them, "All 
authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching 
them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of 
the age." 
-Matthew 28:16-20 
 
On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being locked where the disciples were 
for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, "Peace be with you." When 
he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples were glad when they 
saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I am 
sending you." And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, "Receive the Holy 
Spirit. If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; if you withhold forgiveness from anyone, 
it is withheld." 
-John 20:19-23 
 
Is anyone among you suffering? Let him pray. Is anyone cheerful? Let him sing praise. Is anyone 
among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, anointing him 
with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the one who is sick, and the Lord 
will raise him up. And if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven. Therefore, confess your sins to 
one another and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous person has 
great power as it is working. Elijah was a man with a nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it 
might not rain, and for three years and six months it did not rain on the earth. Then he prayed 
again, and heaven gave rain, and the earth bore its fruit. My brothers, if anyone among you wanders 
from the truth and someone brings him back, let him know that whoever brings back a sinner from 
his wandering will save his soul from death and will cover a multitude of sins. 
-James 5:13-20 
 
sacred PriviTy…THe WiTness oF THe FaTHers 
Yet most men either shun this work, as being a public exposure of themselves, or else defer it from 
day to day. I presume (as being) more mindful of modesty than of salvation; just like men who, 
having contracted some malady in the more private parts of the body, avoid the privity of physicians, 
and so perish with their own bashfulness. 
… 
But among brethren and fellow-servants, where there is common hope, fear, joy, grief, suffering, 
because there is a common Spirit from a common Lord and Father, why do you think these brothers 
to be anything other than yourself? Why flee from the partners of your own mischances, as from 
such as will derisively cheer them? The body cannot feel gladness at the trouble of any one member, 
it must necessarily join with one consent in the grief, and in labouring for the remedy. In a company 
of two is the church; but the church is Christ. When, then, you cast yourself at the brethren’s knees, 
you are handling Christ, you are entreating Christ. In like manner, when they shed tears over you, 
it is Christ who suffers, Christ who prays the Father for mercy. What a son asks is ever easily obtained. 
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Grand indeed is the reward of modesty, which the concealment of our fault promises us! to wit, if 
we do hide somewhat from the knowledge of man, shall we equally conceal it from God? Are the 
judgment of men and the knowledge of God so put upon a par?  Is it better to be damned in secret 
than absolved in public? 
-Tertullian (c.160-220), De Poenitencia 9-10  
 
THe easTern FaTHers… 
See what the Divine Scripture teaches us, that we must not hide sin within…Only look diligently to 
whom you ought to confess your sin; prove first the physician, to whom you should set forth the 
causes of your sickness, who knows how to be weak with the weak, to weep with the weeping, who 
is trained in sympathy and compassion, that you may do and follow whatever counsel he may give… 
-Origen (185-254), Homily on Palm 37  
 
Ask for mercy, ask for pardon, ask for remission of your past faults and see yourself free from future 
ones, so that you can approach such great mysteries with dignity, with pure conscience to participate 
in the body and blood of Christ, so that they serve to purify you and not condemn you. 
-Saint Anastasius Sinaita (d. 700), Homily on the Holy Synaxis  
 
You must confess all the secrets of your heart, all that you have done from your infancy until this 
very hour, to your spiritual father or to the abbot as if to God himself, the diviner of hearts and 
minds.  Do this in the knowledge that John baptized with the baptism of repentance and that all 
came to him confessing their sins.  As a result of this your soul will experience great joy and your 
conscience will find relief, in accordance with the words of the Prophet: ‘First declare your sins, so 
that you may be set free (Is. 43:26)’. 
-Saint Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022), The Philokalia  
 
Only when a man has been cleansed from the shame of his evil, and has returned to his natural 
beauty…is it then possible for him to approach the Paraclete. Then, like the sun, He will show you 
in Himself the image of the invisible, and with purified eyes you will see in this blessed image the 
unspeakable beauty of its prototype. Through Him hearts are lifted up, the infirm are held by the 
hand, and those who progress are brought to perfection. He shines upon those who are cleansed 
from every spot, and makes then spiritual men through fellowship with Himself. When a sunbeam 
falls on a transparent substance, the substance itself becomes brilliant, and radiates light from itself. 
So too Spirit-bearing souls, illumined by Him, finally become spiritual themselves, and their grace is 
sent forth to others. 
-Saint Basil the Great (330-379), On the Holy Spirit 9.23 
 
sHaminG THe devil…scHolasTics and THe middle aGes 
Confession presupposes charity, which gives us life…Now it is in contrition that charity is given; 
while servile fear, which is void of hope, is previous to charity: yet he that has charity is moved more 
by hope than by fear.  Hence hope rather than fear is set down as the cause of confession. 
-Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), Summa Theologiae, Supp. 7.1.r2  
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But confession is meritorious, for it opens the gate of heaven…Therefore it seems that it is an act of 
virtue. 
-Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), Summa Theologiae, Supp. 7.2  
 
The grace which is given in the sacraments, descends from the Head to the members.  Wherefore he 
alone who exercises a ministry over Christ’s true body is a minister of the sacraments, wherein grace 
is given; and this belongs to a priest alone, who can consecrate the Eucharist.  Therefore, since grace 
is given in the sacrament of Penance, none but a priest is the minister of the sacrament: and 
consequently sacramental confession which should be made to a minister of the Church, should be 
made to none but a priest. 
-Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), Summa Theologiae, Supp. 8.1  
 
…the minister of Penance, to whom, in virtue of his office, confession should be made, is a priest; 
but in the case of necessity even a layman may take the place of a priest, and hear a person’s 
confession. 
-Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274), Summa Theologiae, Supp. 8.2  
 
Confession puts the devil to shame, hacks off his head and routs his army.  Confession washes us 
from all filthiness, gives us back all our losses, makes us God’s children. 
-Ancrene Wisse (13th century) 
 
If any Christian who has lost the likeness of God through mortal sin and disobedience to His 
commandments is moved by grace to heartfelt contrition and sorrow, with a sincere desire to forsake 
sin, and if he is firmly resolved to live a godly life, he should if possible receive the sacrament of 
Penance, or if he cannot, he should at least wish to do so.  Once this is done, the soul of this person, 
formerly distorted by mortal sin into the likeness of the devil, is restored by the sacrament of Penance 
to the likeness of God. 
-Walter Hilton (d. 1396), The Ladder of Perfection  
 
conFesse and oPen His synne…THe reFormers 
Confession in the Churches is not abolished among us; for the Body of the Lord is not wont to be 
given save to those who have before been examined and absolved…Men are taught greatly to value 
Absolution, because it is the voice of God and pronounced at the command of God. 
-The Augsburg Confession, Article 11 (1530) 
 
Yes, I would rather bear the pope’s tyranny of fasting, ceremony, vestments, serving trays, capes, 
and whatever else I could stand without doing violence to my faith, than have confession taken 
from Christians. 
-Martin Luther (1483-1546), Letter to Osiander 
 
God dothe not speake to us with a voice soundynge out of heaven.  But he hath given the kayes of 
the kingdom of heaven, and the authoritie to forgyve synne, to the ministers of the Churche.  
Wherefore let him that is a sinner go to one of them, let him knowledge and confesse his synne, 
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and praye him that, according to God’s commandemente, he will gyve him absolution, and 
comforte him with the word of grace and forgiveness of his synnes. 
-Abp. Thomas Cranmer, +Canterbury (1489-1556) , Cranmer’s Catechism  
 
But to speak of right and true Confession, I would to God that it were kept in England; for it is a 
good thing.  And those which find themselves grieved in conscience might go to a learned man 
and fetch of him the comfort of the Word of God, and so come to a quiet conscience…And sure it 
grieveth me much that such confessions are not kept in England… 
-Bp. Hugh Latimer, +Worcester (1485-1555), Sermon on 3rd Epiphany  
 
Confession unto the minister, which is able to instruct, correct, comfort, and inform the weak, 
wounded, and ignorant conscience, indeed I ever thought might do much good to Christ’s 
congregation, and so, I assure you, I think even at this day. 
-Bp. Nicholas Ridley, +London (1500-1555), Letter to Master West (his chaplain)  
 
BeinG TruTHFul…conFession and cHrisTians Today 
It is, therefore, only by rediscovering the divine office of confession that the Protestant Church can 
find its way back to a concrete ethic such as it possessed at the time of the Reformation. 
-Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945), Ethics  
 
Christ became our brother to help us.  Through him our brother has become Christ for us in the 
power and authority of the commission Christ has given to him.  Our brother stands before us as 
the sign of the truth and the grace of God.  He has been given to us to help us.  He hears the 
confession of our sins in Christ’s stead and he forgives our sins in Christ’s name.  He keeps the 
secret of our confession as God keeps it.  When I go to my brother to confess, I am going to God. 
 So in the Christian community when the call to brotherly confession and forgiveness goes 
forth it is a call to the great grace of God in the Church. 
-Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906-1945), Life Together  
 
elemenTs oF reconciliaTion… 
Beneath the changes in discipline and celebration that this sacrament has undergone over the 
centuries, the same fundamental structure is to be discerned. It comprises two equally essential 
elements: on the one hand, the acts of the man who undergoes conversion through the action of the 
Holy Spirit: namely, contrition, confession, and satisfaction; on the other, God's action through the 
intervention of the Church. The Church, who through the bishop and his priests forgives sins in 
the name of Jesus Christ and determines the manner of satisfaction, also prays for the sinner and 
does penance with him. Thus the sinner is healed and re-established in ecclesial communion. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1448 
 
conTriTion…imPerFecT and PerFecT 
Among the penitent's acts contrition occupies first place. Contrition is "sorrow of the soul and 
detestation for the sin committed, together with the resolution not to sin again." 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1451 
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conFession 
The confession (or disclosure) of sins, even from a simply human point of view, frees us and facilitates 
our reconciliation with others. Through such an admission man looks squarely at the sins he is guilty 
of, takes responsibility for them, and thereby opens himself again to God and to the communion of 
the Church in order to make a new future possible. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1451 
 
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 1457 
 
saTisFacTion and Penance 
Many sins wrong our neighbor. One must do what is possible in order to repair the harm (e.g., return 
stolen goods, restore the reputation of someone slandered, pay compensation for injuries). Simple 
justice requires as much. But sin also injures and weakens the sinner himself, as well as his 
relationships with God and neighbor. Absolution takes away sin, but it does not remedy all the 
disorders sin has caused. Raised up from sin, the sinner must still recover his full spiritual health by 
doing something more to make amends for the sin: he must "make satisfaction for" or "expiate" his 
sins. This satisfaction is also called "penance." 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1459 
 
His PaTience aWaiTs us… 
At first sight confession may seem a very gloomy or miserable sacrament.  In fact it isn’t.  It deals 
with some very sad material and for that reason it is necessary to look to the past.  But the purpose 
is to free us from the evil of the past and turn us towards the future.  It opens us up to experiencing 
the Resurrection of Christ.  It shows us still more about the wonderful God we have who takes such 
care of us and showers us with gifts of love as soon as we give him the chance.  And if it sounds like 
a horrid thing to do, to admit we are sinners and tell another person our sins, the experience of most 
people who have done it turns out to be really joyful.  We stop dragging our guilt around.  We stop 
living a lie.  We stop pretending there is nothing wrong.  We discover the truth about God and with 
a bit of luck we enter in the joy of the angels in heaven over this one sinner who has repented. 
-Nicolas Stebbing, CR, Confessing Our Sins (2002) 
 


