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Regulations for the Diocese of Worcester (page 2) as well as 
an extended commentary on the new English language edition 
of the Ordo Paenitentiae, recently confirmed by the Holy See 
and available from publishers on January 25, 2023. The Order 
of Penance may be used in parishes beginning on Ash 
Wednesday (February 22, 2023). After the Second Sunday of 
Easter or Divine Mercy Sunday (April 16, 2023), no other 
English language edition may be used in the dioceses of the 
United States of America. The new edition includes a limited 
number improvements to the translation and emendations to 
some of the rubrics. 

This issue contains excerpts from the theological introduction 
to the rite (page 3), a brief theological commentary by Pope 
Benedict XVI (page 7), commentaries on the Act of 
Contrition (page 11) and Formula of Absolution (page 15), 
and four questions and answers on the Order of Penance 
(page 17). 
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LENTEN REGULATIONS 
AND LITURGICAL NOTES 2023 

FAST AND ABSTINENCE 
Lenten fast and abstinence regulations for the Diocese of Worcester are as follows: 

• Abstinence from meat is to be observed by all Catholics fourteen (14) years of age and 
older on Ash Wednesday, Good Friday and all the Fridays of Lent. 

• Fasting is to be observed by all Catholics who are eighteen (18) years of age but not yet 
fifty-nine (59) years of age on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday. 

• Those who are bound to fast may take only one full meal. Two smaller meals are 
permitted if necessary to maintain strength according to one's needs, but eating solid foods 
between meals is not permitted. Catholics should not lightly excuse themselves from these 
prescribed Lenten penitential practices. 

ASH WEDNESDAY (February 22, 2023) 
The Order for the Blessing and Distribution of Ashes normally takes place during the celebration 
of Mass. However, when circumstances require, the blessing and distribution of ashes may take 
place during a Liturgy of the Word or other liturgical service. However, ashes may never be 
distributed apart from a liturgical service. Extraordinary Ministers of the Eucharist and other lay 
persons may assist in the imposition of ashes when there is a true pastoral need. 

RITE OF ELECTION 
The Rite of Election of Catechumens (those preparing for Baptism at the Easter Vigil) will be 
celebrated by Bishop McManus on the First Sunday of Lent, February 26th at 3:00 P.M. in Saint 
Paul's Cathedral. This celebration is among the mandatory rites of adult initiation, as the Bishop 
is the one who calls these catechumens in the name of the Church to the Easter sacraments. 
Online registration is available at: worcesterdiocese.org/rcia. Registration is due February 12. 
Baptized candidates are also welcome on February 26th to the celebration of the Rite of Calling 
the Candidates to Continuing Conversion. 

LENTEN RITES FOR INITIATION OF ADULTS 
The Scrutinies, celebrated on the third, fourth and fifth Sundays of Lent, are mandatory for the 
elect who will be initiated at the Easter Vigil. A dispensation from the Bishop is required for any 
of the elect who miss a celebration of a Scrutiny. If they were not anticipated during the 
catechumenate, Presentations of the Creed and the Lord's Prayer take place during the 3rd and 
5th weeks of Lent. The celebration of the Optional Rites for Holy Saturday morning are also 
encouraged. 

For detailed information on these rites refer to the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults, paragraphs 141 
through 205 and also to our diocesan guidelines, Journey in Faith, paragraphs 40 through 43. 
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Introduction to The Order of Penance 

I. THE MINISTRY OF RECONCILIATION  
IN THE HISTORY OF SALVATION 

1. The Father has shown his mercy by reconciling the 
world to himself in Christ, making peace by the Blood of 
his Cross, with all things whether on earth or in heaven.  1

The Son of God, made man, dwelt among us so that he 
might free us from slavery to sin  and call us out of 2

darkness into his marvelous light.  He therefore began his 3

work on earth by preaching repentance and saying: 
“Repent, and believe in the Gospel.”  4

This invitation to repentance, which had often been 
preached by the prophets, prepared our hearts for the 
coming of the Kingdom of God through the voice of John 
the Baptist, who came “preaching a baptism of repentance 
for the forgiveness of sins.”  5

  
Jesus, however, not only exhorted people to repent so as to 
leave their sins behind and turn to the Lord with all their 
heart,  but he also welcomed sinners and reconciled them 6

with the Father.  In addition, he healed the sick, thus 7

giving a sign of his power to forgive sins.  Finally, he 8

himself died for our sins, and rose again for our 
justification.  Furthermore, on the night he was betrayed, 9

beginning his saving Passion,  he instituted the Sacrifice 10

of the New Covenant in his Blood for the forgiveness of 
sins.  After his Resurrection, he sent the Holy Spirit on 11

the Apostles, that they might have power to forgive sins or 

 Cf. 2 Corinthians 5:18f; Colossians 1:20.1

 Cf. John 8:34-36.2

 Cf. 1 Peter 2:9.3

 Mark 1:15.4

 Mark 1:4.5

 Cf. Luke 15.6

 Cf. Luke 5:20. 27-32; 7:48.7

 Cf. Matthew 9:2-88

 Cf. Romans 4:259

 Cf. The Roman Missal, Eucharistic Prayer III.10

 Cf. Matthew 26:28.11
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retain them  and might receive the office of preaching 1

repentance and forgiveness of sins to all the nations in his 
name.  2

To Peter the Lord had said: “I will give you the keys of the 
Kingdom of Heaven, and whatever you shall bind on earth, 
shall be bound in heaven; and whatever you shall loose on 
earth, shall be loosed in heaven.”  Obedient to the 3

command of the Lord, on the day of Pentecost, Peter 
preached the forgiveness of sins through Baptism: “Repent 
. . . and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus 
Christ, for the forgiveness of your sins.”  Since then, the 4

Church has never failed to call people from sin to 
conversion, and to reveal the victory of Christ over sin 
through the celebration of Penance. 

2. This victory over sin first shows itself in Baptism, in 
which the old self is crucified with Christ, that the body of 
sin may be destroyed and that we should no longer be 
slaves to sin but, rising again with Christ, we should 
henceforth live for God.  For this reason the Church 5

confesses her faith in “one Baptism for the forgiveness of 
sins.” 
  
In the Sacrifice of the Mass the Passion of Christ is made 
present, and the body handed over for us and the blood 
poured out for the forgiveness of sins are again offered to 
God by the Church for the salvation of the whole world. 
For in the Eucharist Christ is present and is offered as the 
“Sacrifice of our reconciliation,”  so that we, through his 6

Holy Spirit, “may be gathered into one.”  7

  
But in addition, our Savior Jesus Christ, when he conferred 
on his Apostles and on their successors the power to 
forgive sins, instituted the Sacrament of Penance in his 
Church, so that the faithful who had fallen into sin after 

 Cf. John 20:19-23.1

 Cf. Luke 24:27.2

 Matthew 16:19.3

 Acts 2:38; Cf. Acts 3:19, 26; 17:30.4

 Cf. Romans 6:4-10.5

 The Roman Missal, Eucharistic Prayer III.6

 The Roman Missal, Eucharistic Prayer II.7
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their first bath of regeneration might be renewed in grace 
and reconciled to God.  For the Church “has both water 1

and tears: the water of Baptism, the tears of Penance.”  2

II. THE RECONCILIATION OF PENITENTS  
IN THE LIFE OF THE CHURCH 

The Church Is Holy  
but, at the Same Time, Always in Need of Purification 
3. Christ “loved the Church and handed himself over for 
her, that she might be made holy,”  and united her to 3

himself as a bride;  he fills her, who is his Body and 4

fullness, with his divine gifts  and through her spreads 5

truth and grace to all. 
  
The members of the Church, however, are exposed to 
temptation and unfortunately often fall into sin. Because of 
this, “while Christ, ‘holy, innocent, and undefiled,”  knew 6

nothing of sin,”  but came to expiate only the sins of the 7

people,  the Church, at the same time holy and always in 8

need of being purified, embracing in her bosom sinners, 
always follows the way of penance and renewal.”  9

Penance in the Life and Liturgy of the Church 
4. In many and various ways the People of God performs 
and perfects this continual repentance. For the Church, 
sharing in the sufferings of Christ through her own patient 
endurance,  performing works of mercy and charity,  10 11

conforming herself daily more and more to the Gospel of 
Christ, becomes a sign in the world of conversion to God. 
She expresses this in her life and celebrates it in her 

 Cf. Council of Trent, Session XIV, On the Sacrament of Penance, chapter 1: Denzinger-Schönmetzer 1668 and 1

1670; canon 1: Denzinger-Schönmetzer 1701.
 Saint Ambrose, Letters 41, 12: PL 16, 1116.2

 Ephesians 5:25-26.3

 Cf. Revelation 19:7.4

 Cf. Ephesians 1:22-23; Second Vatican Council, Lumen gentium, no. 7.5

 Hebrews 7:26.6

 2 Corinthians 5:21.7

 cf. Hebrews 2:17.8

 Lumen Gentium, no. 8.9

 Cf. 1 Peter 4:13.10

 Cf. 1 Peter 4:8.11
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liturgy, while the faithful confess themselves to be sinners 
and implore the forgiveness of God and of their brothers 
and sisters, as happens in penitential services, in the 
proclamation of the word of God, in prayer, in the 
penitential elements of the Eucharistic Celebration.  1

  
In the Sacrament of Penance the faithful truly “obtain 
pardon from the mercy of God for the offense committed 
against him and are at the same time reconciled with the 
Church, which they have wounded by their sins and which 
by charity, example, and prayer seeks their conversion.”  2

Reconciliation with God and with the Church 
5. Because sin is an offense committed against God, which 
disrupts our friendship with him, repentance “ultimately 
implies that we should love God and entrust ourselves 
completely to him.”  The sinner, therefore, who by the 3

grace of a merciful God, enters on the way of repentance, 
returns to the Father who “loved us first,”  to Christ who 4

has given himself up for us,  and to the Holy Spirit who 5

has been poured out upon us in abundance.  6

But “there reigns among people, by the hidden and benign 
mystery of the divine will, a supernatural solidarity 
whereby the sin of one harms the others just as the 
holiness of one also benefits the others,”  and so 7

repentance always carries with it reconciliation with one’s 
brothers and sisters, to whom sin always causes harm. In 
fact, often when people commit deeds of injustice, they act 
together. In the same way, when they repent they help one 
another, so that, freed from sin by the grace of Christ, they 
may work together with all people of good will for justice 
and peace in the world. 

 Cf. Council of Trent, “On the Sacrament of Penance,” Denzinger-Schönmetzer 1638, 1740, 1743; Sacred 1

Congregation of Rites, Instruction Eucharisticum mysterium, no. 35; General Instruction of the Roman Missal, nos. 
51, 52, 81, 82, and 84.
 Lumen gentium, no. 11.2

 Pope Paul VI, Apostolic Constitution Pænitemini, p. 179; Lumen gentium, no. 11.3

 1 John 4:19.4

 Cf. Galatians 2:20; Ephesians 5:25.5

 Cf. Titus 3:6.6

 Pope Paul VI, Apostolic Constitution Indulgentiarum doctrina, no. 4; cf. Pope Pius XII, Encyclical Letter Mystici 7

Corporis.
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Pope Benedict XVI 

On the Sacrament of Penance  1

Today's meeting also offers me the opportunity to reflect 
together with you on the importance in our day of the 
Sacrament of Penance and to repeat the necessity for 
priests to prepare themselves to administer it with devotion 
and fidelity to the praise of God and for the sanctification 
of the Christian people, as they promise to their Bishop on 
the day of their priestly ordination. 

In fact, it is one of the qualifying duties of the special 
ministry that they are called to exercise in persona Christi. 
With the gestures and sacramental words the priest above 
all makes God's love visible, which was revealed fully in 
Christ. 

In the administration of the Sacrament of Pardon and of 
Reconciliation, the priest — as the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church recalls — acts as “the sign and the 
instrument of God's merciful love for the sinner.”  What 2

takes place in this Sacrament, therefore, is especially a 
mystery of love, a work of the merciful love of the Lord. 

“God is love:”  in this simple affirmation the Evangelist 3

John has enclosed the revelation of the entire mystery of 
the Triune God. And in meeting with Nicodemus, Jesus, 
foretelling his passion and death on the Cross, affirms: 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, 
that whoever believes in him should not perish but have 
eternal life.”  4

We all need to draw from the inexhaustible fountain of 
divine love, which is totally manifested to us in the 
mystery of the Cross, in order to find authentic peace with 
God, with ourselves and with our neighbor. Only from this 
spiritual source is it possible to draw the indispensable 

 16 March 2007.1

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, no. 14652

 I John 4:16.3

 John 3:16.4
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interior energy to overcome the evil and sin in the 
ceaseless battle that marks our earthly pilgrimage toward 
the heavenly homeland. 

The contemporary world continues to present 
contradictions so clearly outlined by the Fathers of the 
Second Vatican Council:  we see a humanity that would 1

like to be self-sufficient, where more than a few consider it 
almost possible to do without God in order to live well; 
and yet how many seem sadly condemned to face the 
dramatic situations of an empty existence, how much 
violence there still is on the earth, how much solitude 
weighs on the soul of the humanity of the communications 
era! 

In a word, it seems that today there is even loss of the 
“sense of sin,” but in compensation the “guilt complex” 
has increased. 

Confession: being set free 
Who can free the heart of humankind from this yoke of 
death if not the One who by dying overcame for ever the 
power of evil with the omnipotence of divine love? 

As St. Paul reminded the Christians of Ephesus: "God, 
who is rich in mercy, out of the great love with which he 
loved us, even when we were dead through our trespasses, 
made us alive together with Christ.”  2

The priest in the Sacrament of Confession is the 
instrument of this merciful love of God, whom he invokes 
in the formula of the absolution of sins: “God, the Father 
of mercies, through the death and Resurrection of his Son, 
has reconciled the world to himself and sent the Holy 
Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins; through the 
ministry of the Church, may God grant you pardon and 
peace.” 

The New Testament speaks on every page of God's love 
and mercy, which are made visible in Christ. Jesus, in fact, 

 cf. Gaudium et Spes, nos. 4-10.1

 Ephesians 2:4.2
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who “receives sinners and eats with them,”  and with 1

authority affirms: “Man, your sins are forgiven you,”  2

says: "Those who are well have no need of a physician, but 
those who are sick do; I have not come to call the 
righteous, but sinners to repentance,”  3

The duty of the priest and the confessor is primarily this: 
to bring every person to experience the love of Christ, 
encountering him on the path of their own lives as Paul 
met him on the road to Damascus. We know the 
impassioned declaration of the Apostle to the Gentiles after 
that meeting which changed his life: “[he] loved me and 
gave himself for me.”  4

This is his personal experience on the way to Damascus: 
the Lord Jesus loved Paul and gave himself for him. And 
in Confession this is also our way, our way to Damascus, 
our experience: Jesus has loved me and has given himself 
for me. 

May every person have this same spiritual experience and, 
as the Servant of God John Paul II said, rediscover “Christ 
as mysterium pietatis, the one in whom God shows us his 
compassionate heart and reconciles us fully with himself. 
It is this face of Christ that must be rediscovered through 
the Sacrament of Penance.”  5

The priest, minister of the Sacrament of Reconciliation, 
must always consider it his duty to make transpire, in 
words and in drawing near to the penitent, the merciful 
love of God. Like the father in the parable of the prodigal 
son, to welcome the penitent sinner, to help him rise again 
from sin, to encourage him to amend himself, never 
making pacts with evil but always taking up again the way 
of evangelical perfection. May this beautiful experience of 
the prodigal son, who finds the fullness of divine mercy in 
the father, be the experience of whoever confesses in the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation. 

 Luke 15:2.1

 Luke 5:20.2

 Luke 5:31-32.3

 Galatians 2:20.4

 Pope Saint John Paul II, Novo Millennio Ineunte, n. 37.5
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Dear brothers, all this means that the priest engaged in the 
ministry of the Sacrament of Penance is himself motivated 
by a constant tending to holiness. The Catechism of the 
Catholic Church aims high in this demand when it affirms: 
"The confessor... should have a proven knowledge of 
Christian behavior, experience of human affairs, respect 
and sensitivity toward the one who has fallen; he must love 
the truth, be faithful to the Magisterium of the Church, and 
lead the penitent with patience toward healing and full 
maturity. He must pray and do penance for his penitent, 
entrusting him to the Lord's mercy" (n. 1466). 

To be able to fulfill this important mission, always 
interiorly united to the Lord, the priest must be faithful to 
the Church's Magisterium concerning moral doctrine, 
aware that the law of good and evil is not determined by 
the situation, but by God. 

I ask the Virgin Mary, Mother of Mercy, to sustain the 
ministry of priest confessors and to help every Christian 
community to understand ever more the value and 
importance of the Sacrament of Penance for the spiritual 
growth of every one of the faithful. To you present here 
and to the people dear to you, I impart my Blessing and 
affection. 
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The Act of Contrition

Because “the genuineness of repentance depends on 
contrition of heart,”  the Order of Penance describes the 1

Act of Contrition as the most important action of the 
penitent in the celebration of the Sacrament.  This brief 2

prayer is an expression of “heartfelt sorrow and 
detestation for the sin committed, with the resolve not to 
sin again.”   3

While “it is desirable that the prayer should be based upon 
words of Sacred Scripture,”  it may take any form chosen 4

by the penitent and may be prayed even in his or her own 
words. The Order of Penance provides eleven sample Acts 
of Contrition, the first of which is a traditional formula: 

O my God,  
I am sorry and repent with all my heart  
for all the wrong I have done  
and for the good I have failed to do,  
because by sinning I have offended you,  
who are all good and  
worthy to be loved above all things. 
I firmly resolve, with the help of your grace,  
to do penance, to sin no more,  
and to avoid the occasions of sin. 
Through the merits of  
the Passion of our Savior Jesus Christ, 
Lord, have mercy.  5

The Bishops of the United States have also included a 
formula traditional in the dioceses of this country. 

O my God, 
I am heartily sorry for having offended you, 
and I detest all my sins because of your just 
punishments, 

 Order of Penance, no. 18.1

 Cf. Order of Penance, no. 18.2

 Ibidem, chapter 4: Denzinger-Schönmetzer 1676.3

 Cf. Order of Penance, no. 19.4

 Order of Penance, no. 45. 5
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but most of all because they offend you, my God, 
who are all good and deserving of all my love. 
I firmly resolve, with the help of your grace, 
to sin no more and to avoid the near occasions of sin. 
Amen.  1

To these are added sample prayers drawn from the 
Psalms: 

Remember, Lord,  
the compassion and mercy you showed long ago. 
Do not recall my sins and failings. 
In your mercy remember me, Lord,  
because of your goodness.   2

Wash me, O Lord, from my iniquity  
and cleanse me from my sin.  
I acknowledge my offense;  
my sin is before me always.   3

Two other examples are inspired by the Parable of the 
Prodigal Son, the second of which is expanded into a 
Trinitarian prayer: 

Father, I have sinned against you  
and I am not worthy to be called your son. 
Be merciful to me, a sinner.   4

O God, most merciful Father, 
like the Prodigal Son, I turn to you and say: 
I have sinned against you; 
I am no longer worthy to be called your child. 

O Jesus Christ, Savior of the world, 
like the thief to whom you opened the gates of Paradise, 
I beg you: Lord, remember me in your Kingdom. 

O Holy Spirit, fount of love, with trust I call upon you: 

 Order of Penance, no. 92c.1

 Order of Penance, no. 85 (Ps 25 [24]:6-7).2

 Order of Penance, no. 86 (Ps 51 [50]:4-5).3

 Order of Penance, no, 87 (Lk 15:18; 18:13).4
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Purify me; make me walk as a child of the light.  1

Another Act of Contrition is inspired by the Lenten 
Lectionary and cites the healing of the blind man, the 
forgiveness of the woman caught in adultery and Peter, 
following his betrayal of the Lord during the Passion. 

Lord Jesus, 
who opened the eyes of the blind, healed the sick, 
forgave the sinful woman, 
and, after his denial, confirmed Peter in your love, 
hear my plea: 
forgive all my sins, renew me in your love,  
and grant that I may live in perfect communion  
with my brothers and sisters 
and so proclaim your salvation to all.  2

Three other options contain a variety of popular scriptural 
and liturgical references from the writings of the saints and 
contemporary spiritual writers. 

Lord Jesus, 
who chose to be called the friend of sinners, 
through the mystery of your Death and Resurrection,  
free me from my sins. 
May your peace grow strong in me, 
that I may bear the fruits of charity, justice, and truth.  3

Lord Jesus Christ, Lamb of God, 
who take away the sin of the world, 
through the grace of the Holy Spirit 
be pleased to reconcile me with your Father; 
cleanse me in your Blood from every fault 
and make me fully alive to the praise of your glory.  4

Have mercy on me, O God, 
according to your merciful love; 
turn your face from my sins 
and blot out all my guilt; 

 Order of Penance, no. 88.1

 Order of Penance, no. 89.2

 Order of Penance, no. 90.3

 Order of Penance, no. 91.4
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create a pure heart in me, O God, 
renew an upright spirit deep within me.  1

The final, and shortest example of an Act of Contrition is 
taken from the parable of the Pharisee and the tax 
collector, in which the latter expresses his humble 
contrition and need for God’s mercy.  2

Lord Jesus, Son of God, 
have mercy on me, a sinner.  3

  

 Order of Penance, no. 92.1

 Luke 18: 9-14.2

 Order of Penance, no. 93.3
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The Prayer of Absolution

God, the Father of mercies, 

through the Death and Resurrection of his Son 
has reconciled the world to himself 

and poured out the Holy Spirit for the forgiveness of sins; 
through the ministry of the Church 

may God grant you pardon and peace. 
AND I ABSOLVE YOU FROM YOUR SINS, 

IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER, AND OF THE SON, ✠  
AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.  1

God, the Father of mercies, 
In his Encyclical Letter, Dives in Misericordia, Pope Saint 
John Paul II reflects on the title “Father of Mercies.” 
Because the Lord Jesus is “the image of the invisible 
God,”  “he Himself, in a certain sense, is mercy. To the 2

person who finds [mercy] in him…God becomes “visible” 
in a particular way as ‘the Father who is rich in mercy.’  3

through the Death and Resurrection of his Son 
has reconciled the world to himself 
Saint Paul tells the Corinthians that God the Father  “has 
reconciled us to himself through Christ and given us the 
ministry of reconciliation.”  Thus, we have been 4

“reconciled to God by the death of his Son,”  by the 5

“sacrifice of reconciliation.”  Indeed, through Christ the 6

Father has reconciled all things to himself, making peace 
by the blood of his cross.”  This is why Pope John Paul II 7

teaches that “the paschal mystery of his death and 
resurrection” is the cause of man's reconciliation.”  8

 Deus, Pater misericordiárum, qui per mortem et resurrectiónem Fílii sui mundum sibi reconciliávit et Spíritum 1

Sanctum effúdit in remissiónem peccatórum, per ministérium Ecclésiæ indulgéntiam tibi tríbuat et pacem. Et ego te 
absólvo a peccátis tuis in nómine Patris et Fílii + et Spíritus Sancti.
 Colossians 1:15.2

 Pope Saint John Paul II, Dives in Misericordia, no. 2; Cf. Ephesians. 2:4-5 and 2 Corinthians 1:3.3

 2 Corinthians 5: 18.4

 Cf Romans 5:10.5

 Roman Missal, Eucharistic Prayer 3.6

 Cf. Colossians 1:20.7

 John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation, Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, no 78

  15



and poured out the Holy Spirit  
for the forgiveness of sins; 
through the ministry of the Church 
The Holy Spirit is “the Spirit of reconciliation,”  for it is 1

by Jesus’ conferral of the Holy Spirit that the power to 
forgive sins is given to his apostles and their successors.  2

As the twelfth century theologian, Isaac of Stella reminds 
us, “the church can forgive nothing without Christ and 
Christ does not wish to forgive anything without the 
Church. The Church can forgive nothing except to a 
penitent, that is to say, to a person whom Christ has 
touched with his grace: Christ does not wish to consider 
anything forgiven in a person who despises the Church.”  3

It might be noted in passing that the previous translation of  
et Spiritum Sanctum effúdit (“and sent the Holy Spirit 
among us”) has been more closely translated as “and 
poured out the Holy Spirit.” Rendering effudit as “poured 
out” is meant to echo the scriptural  and liturgical  roots of 4 5

this prayer. 

may God grant you pardon and peace 
Pope Benedict XVI summarized the entire first half of the 
prayer of absolution at a 2007 Penitential celebration with 
the youth of the City of Rome, when he taught: “the Cross 
reveals the fullness of God's love for us. It is a crucified 
love which does not stop at the scandal of Good Friday but 
culminates in the joy of the Resurrection and the 
Ascension into Heaven and in the gift of the Holy Spirit, a 
Spirit of love through which, this evening too, sins will be 
forgiven and pardon and peace granted.”  6

Thus, in sacramental absolution we receive the forgiveness 
of our sins, but through this forgiveness experience “true 

 Pope Saint John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation, Reconcilio et Paenitentia, no. 8.1

 "Receive the Holy Spirit. Whose sins you shall forgive, they are forgiven; whose sins you shall retain, they are 2

retained.” (Cf. Jn 20:22; Mt 18:18; PSA, no. 29.)
 Isaac of Stella, Sermo 11 (In Dominica II Post Epiphaniam, 1): PL 194, 1729; Cf. Reconcilio et Paenitentia, 3

footnote 162.
 Cf. Joel 2:28, Acts 2:33, Acts 10:45, Romans 5:5, Titus 3:6, etc.4

 Cf. Order of Penance, no. 213; Roman Missal, Preface I of the Holy Spirit (“He poured out the promised Holy 5

Spirit…”); Roman Missal, Mass of the Holy Spirit (Votive, no. 9), Prayer after Communion (“…the same Spirit 
whom you wondrously poured out on your Apostles …), etc..
 Pope Benedict XVI, 29 March 2007.6
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peace of heart and mind”  as the Church gives to us the 1

same loving embrace which the father gave to his prodigal 
son.  Perhaps this is the mystery behind the angel’s 
announcement of the incarnation to the shepherds: "Glory 
to God in the highest and on earth peace to men of good-
will."  For through the crib and the Cross, true worship is 2

possible at the same moment as the hearts of men have 
found their rest in him. 

AND I ABSOLVE YOU FROM YOUR SINS, 
IN THE NAME OF THE FATHER,  
AND OF THE SON, ✠ AND OF THE HOLY SPIRIT 
Described by the introduction to the Order of Penance as 
“the essential words”  of the Formula of Absolution, this 3

concluding juridical formula is required for the sake of 
validity. Nonetheless, the entire prayer of absolution is 
meant to “indicate that the reconciliation of the penitent 
proceeds from the mercy of the Father; it shows the 
connection between the reconciliation of the sinner and the 
Paschal Mystery of Christ; it stresses the role of the Holy 
Spirit in the forgiveness of sins; finally it sheds light on the 
ecclesial aspect of the Sacrament, because reconciliation 
with God is sought and given through the ministry of the 
Church.”  4

 Pope Saint John Paul II, Apostolic Exhortation, Reconcilio et Paenitentia, no. 33.1

 Luke 2:14.2

 Order of Penance, no. 19.3

 Order of Penance, no. 19.4
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Four Questions  
on the Order of Penance


Can absolution be given by electronic means? 
No. A priest must be physically present to the confessor 
and cannot give absolution by electronic means. “Virtual 
reality is no substitute for…sacramental reality…and 
shared worship in a flesh-and-blood human community. 
There are no sacraments on the Internet; and even the 
religious experiences possible there, by the grace of God, 
are insufficient apart from real-world interaction with other 
persons of faith.”  This prohibition has also been explained 1

by the Apostolic Penitentiary as necessary in order to 
avoid compromising “the sacramental secrecy, the secrecy 
of conscience, and other prudential reasons.”  2

What are the requirements for confessionals? 
The requirements for confessionals (“places for 
sacramental confession”) are set forth in Canon 964, and in 
its application by the National Conference of Catholic 
Bishops for the dioceses of the United States of America.  3

Four requirements should be noted: 

1. Each church must provide a “sufficient number” of 
confessionals; 

2. Each confessional must be “clearly visible and truly 
accessible;” 

3. Each confessional must “provide a fixed grille 
between the penitent and the confessor;” 

4. In addition, “provision should also be made for 
penitents who wish to confess face-to-face, although 
except in cases of necessity and for a just cause, a priest 

 Pontifical Council for Social Communications, The Church and the Internet (February 22, 2002).1

 Apostolic Penitentiary, Note to Episcopal Conferences, January 9, 2003.2

 Complementary Norm of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, in accord with the prescriptions of canon 3

964, §2. https://www.usccb.org/committees/canonical-affairs-church-governance/complementary-norms#tab--
canon-964-%C2%A72-the-confessional.
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can decide that he will hear confessions only through a 
fixed grill.  1

When may General Absolution be given? 
“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.” General Absolution is permitted when 
“physical or moral impossibility” prevent the hearing of 
confessions by the ordinary means, for example, if the 
“danger of death is imminent and there is insufficient time 
for the Priest or Priests to hear the confessions of the 
individual penitents.”  In no other instances may General 2

Absolution be given without the permission of the Bishop, 
who will require that there is (a) a grave necessity created 
by the large number of penitents and an insufficient 
number of confessors to hear confessions within a suitable 
period of time and that (b) the penitents would be deprived 
“for a long while” of sacramental grace or Holy 
Communion.” Only the Diocesan Bishop may judge 
whether these conditions exist.  It should also be noted that 3

a valid absolution required that the penitent resolve “to 
confess within a suitable period of time each grave sin 
which at the present time cannot be so confessed.”  4

How inviolable is the seal of confession? 
It is “absolutely forbidden for a confessor to betray in any 
way a penitent in words or in any manner and for any 
reason.”  “…It is indispensable for the sanctity of the 5

sacrament and for the freedom of the conscience of the 
penitent, who must be certain, at any time, that the 
sacramental conversation will remain within the secrecy of 
the confessional, between one’s own conscience that opens 
to grace, and God, with the necessary mediation of the 
priest. The sacramental seal is indispensable and no human 
power has jurisdiction over it, nor lay any claim to it.”  6

 Pontifical Council for the Interpretation of Legislative Texts, Authentic Interpretation of canon 964, §2, July 7, 1

1998.
 Order of Penance, no. 31.2

 Order of Penance, cf. no. 32.3

 Order of Penance, no. 33.4

 Canon 983 §1.5

 Pope Francis, Address to Participants in a Course on the Internal Forum (29 March, 2019).6
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Diocesan Prayer  
for Eucharistic Revival 

Lord Jesus Christ, 
who by the gift of your Body and Blood,  
are really present in our lives, 
hear the prayers of the Church in Worcester.  

Give us the faith of your Church, confident 
in your presence in our Masses, our 
tabernacles and our lives.  

Give us the faith 
to offer our lives to you, 
joined with the perfect sacrifice, 
which you offered on the altar of the Cross.  

Good and loving Shepherd, 
teach us how to lead your children home, 
that we might long together 
to glorify your name  
at the Supper of the Lord.  

For you are Lord, forever and ever. Amen. 
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