The Texts of the Convivium

THE SACRAMENT OF RECONCILIATION: 

EVERLASTING VALIDITY, NECESSARY UPDATING

CONTENTS: 1. Conversion and the forgiving of sins. - 2. Forgiveness comes from God through the Church, the people of God consisting mainly in lay people. - 3. Histo-rical circumstances have excessively clericalised procedures for repentance. - 4. In-conveniences, frustrations, intolerance and a crisis in the sacrament’s traditional form. - 5. The validity of collective confession and absolution but also the convenience of a priestly guide albeit in adequate forms and contexts.

1.   Conversion and the forgiving of sins

Turning to God, converting, means changing one’s mentality and therefore changing one’s attitude and behaviour. This is the metánoia, to which John the Baptist invites us. A "change of mentality" is precisely what metanoèite means (Mt 3, 2), and the translation "repent" or, worse, "do penance" can be misleading. 

Men who are far from God are invited to convert to Him; from the aversio a Deo to the conversio ad Deum. 

God calls us to Himself, also through the words of His prophets, and He Himself helps us, enlightening us and inspiring us with the necessary strength. 

God re-establishes us in His grace. And we feel relieved, renewed and filled with intimate joy. What was a desert inside us becomes a flourishing garden. This is how we perceive the mark of divine forgiveness. 

At this point one should observe that on the other hand conversion, and obtaining forgiveness, are only the first act of a long and difficult process of freeing oneself from the slavery of sin 

Jesus says that "everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin" (Jn 8, 34). And Paul defines his own brothers as "slaves of sin" before their conversion (Rom 6, 6 and 20). 

Slavery to sin makes us experience the vital need to become emancipated once and for all. And yet not even forgiveness allows us for the moment to feel totally free. 

We will only experience liberation and total redemption in paradise. We are "saved" here on earth, but only "in hope" (Rom 8, 24). 

For as long as our human condition lasts, even the most saintly among us will always be able to say together with the Apostle Paul: "…The law is spiritual; but I am of the flesh, sold into slavery under sin… PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Gk sold under sin"I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate… I delight in the law of God in my inmost self, but I see in my members another law at war with the law of my mind, making me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my members. Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death?" (Rom 7, 14-24). 

The most fundamental sin consists in turning one’s back on God placing false gods, idols, at the center of one's attention, and also at the centre of one’s existence. Hence we develop passions for many things that are not worthy and are simply illusions and vanity. 

"Vanity of vanities… All is vanity,” says Qohèlet (Eccl 1, 2); but the Imitation of Christ completes this saying: "Except for loving God and serving only Him". 

Pursuing vanities means walking towards death, it is living as if dead: that is the sin. 

We are slaves of vanities. To free ourselves it is not sufficient to be persuaded that they are worthless. Being attracted by what is vain is an instinct: an instinct that however remains deeply rooted within us. It is the consequence of an original sin that corrupted the entire creation. 

Being forgiven for sins committed is the effect of our reconciliation with God. But we will never achieve real sanctification until sin is totally eliminated from within us, even as just a tendency. 

For the moment we can only be reconciled with God to tend towards Him with all our strength. The forgiving of sins has already cut some of the ropes keeping us prisoners, and our will has now stated its fundamental option. For the rest may the Lord have pity of us who totally entrust ourselves to Him. 

This is what is important: to live for our Creator, to fall in love with God, to tend towards Him, to place ourselves in His hand with trust, to place Him at the centre of our lives, to refine the meaning of His presence to perceive it also in creatures, in values, in every truth and beauty and in every brother human being. 

To repent for sins committed means repudiating our previous life, it means rejecting the vanities and absolute falsehoods to live only of the true and only Absolute and for Him, at His service. 

This is our choice of faith: this means choosing God to belong only to Him, to place all hope in Him, to love and serve exclusively Him, to love and serve his creatures only in Him. This is conversion, this is metánoia. 

2. Forgiveness comes from God through the Church 

         the people of God consisting mainly in lay people 

We are all inveterate sinners. But there are sins and sins. There are sins that do not interrupt our relationship with God, and others that decidedly make us abandon this condition of union with Him in Christ and in the Church. Hence we once again fall into a state of sin and can only rehabilitate ourselves by once again going through another conversion. 

Sin offends God and, to an extent kills Him, of course not in His absoluteness, infinity and eternity, certainly not in His being per se, but certainly as far as His presence within us is concerned. 

Sin does not only offend God, but also the Church, where the presence of God within human beings is as if concentrated in the heart of humankind. 

The sinner, who breaks off his relationship with God, thereby abandons his communion with the Church. He must therefore be reconciled not only with God but also with the Church itself. 

The Church is reconciled with the repented sinner readmitting him into communion. 

The Church actually elects the men to guide her. It is therefore to them that ministries and sacraments are entrusted in a very particular manner. And it is right that they should be the ones to represent the Church, to personify her not only for administering the sacraments in general, and some of them exclusively, but also for the reconciliation of sinners. 

This is a special office entrusted to priests, not because all Christians as such are not priests, but because from the very beginning bishops and priests have been entrusted with functions and received particular graces which, so to speak, make them the specialists of priesthood. 

Hence their "ministerial priesthood" is very different from the universal priesthood of Christians, extended to all believers who are baptised. 

In fully and profoundly accepting God, and Christ Man-God, all sincere Christians establish with Him a relationship of such intimacy that it transforms them into the limbs of His Body and the shoots of his vine to receive the lymph of divine life and mature in Jesus Christ Himself to achieve the same stature (Eph 4, 11-16). 

Jesus’ real disciples are the mystical body of Him; a body of which every limb has a particular charisma. Everyone participates in the priesthood of Christ, just as they participate in His prophecy and regality. 

Functions are however different depending on the different charisma bestowed upon each person according to his/her personal vocation. Through the particular contribution provided by each person, the whole Church united in Christ expresses herself and acts, and Christ himself acts and expresses Himself there too. 

The Church is also each and every one of us. Each person is also qualified to reconcile not only others but also himself with the Church that he is a living part of. 

Hence each individual is qualified to reconcile other brothers. He can do this on the basis of his own spirituality, which confers upon him moral authority acknowledged by his brothers when spontaneously turning to him to confide his mistakes and ask for advice and guidance. 

All this is part of the Christians’ universal priesthood. We all participate in priesthood, n the prophecy and regality of Christ. Hence we are all priests, prophets and kings, just like Christ, in His name, thanks to His gift, only to a very relative degree and nonetheless an increasing one in proportion to the degree to which one matures in Christ. 

In popular tradition, which is often misleading, one tends to identify the Church with the clergy, forgetting that in Greek, o kléros means "the part", while God’s people consists in almost only lay people: a word that comes from the Greek láos, that precisely means "people". 

In apostolic times the role of lay people was incomparably stronger than nowadays. The people chose the Church’s first seven deacons. It was not the apostles who elected them; the electors were "the whole community of the disciples". 

Only after choosing the seven men commonly acknowledged as the most worthy and suitable for that new office, the gathered disciples "had these men stand before the apostles, who prayed and laid their hands on them" (Acts 6, 1-6). 

The Christian People’s role was also more emphasised in particular in the sacrament of reconciliation. This was a role that common Christians exercised both when assembled in an ecclesial assembly and as individuals. 

When Saint James exhorted "Confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, so that you may be healed" (Jas 5, 16), it appears that the apostle wished to refer to ordinary Christians, each one qualified to listen to confession and to transmit, through Christ, divine forgiveness. 

One must first of all specify that the Gospel itself calls not only the Apostles to exercise the ministry of reconciliation, but also the faithful as such. 

In Chapter 16, Matthew (verses 18-19) says that the power to bind and to release (hence to bestow forgiveness but also to condition it to certain obligations) is entrusted to Peter. But a little further down, in chapter 18, this faculty to bind and to release is extended to all Christians. 

The singular you is changed to a plural 'you': "Whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven," recites verse 18. 

But let us reread those that precede it (15-17): "If another member of the churchPRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Gk If your brother" sins against you, PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT=Other ancient authorities lack against you"go and point out the fault when the two of you are alone. If the member listens to you, you have regained that one. But if you are not listened to, take one or two others along with you, so that the evidence of two or three witnesses may confirm every word. If the member refuses to listen to them, tell it to the church; and if the offender refuses to listen even to the church, let such a one be to you as a Gentile and a tax collector". 

Philippe Rouillard observes that: "Whatever the explanations presented by the exegetes may be… one must at least acknowledge that each of Christ’s disciples, both as an individual or as a member of the community, has the responsibility and real power in what is known as fraternal correction, but also in the process of exclusion and reintegration. A similar 'word of the Gospel', differently perceived in the course of the centuries, could today be applied in a different manner" (Ph. R., Storia della penitenza dalle origini ai nostri giorni [The history of penance from its origins to modern times], Queriniana no. 265, Brescia 1999, p. 20). 

Carlo Collo comments that, according to this evangelical passage, "to obtain the forgiveness of sins it was enough to accept a private warning from a brother, a number of brothers or the community and to stop sinning. If the sinner listened to the Christian-Brother it was no longer necessary to ask the community to intervene. As some contemporary exegetes suggest, one must acknowledge that the individual did not act privately, but as a member of the ecclesial community that he, with his correctional action regards to his brother, made present and operational" (C. C., Postface for Rouillard’s book, pp. 198-199). 

"Without immediately turning to the Church this brother represents her; this is a fraternal correction but not a private one", states one of the aforementioned exegetes. And another: "…The reprimand does not derive from the personal conscience of another, but from a brother, representing the ecclesial reality gathered around him in the name of Jesus" (see p. 199, note 6).

The evangelical passage addressed here envisages the intervention of the common faithful both as individuals and in small groups or as the ecclesial assembly. It is in this third form that Paul encourages, on two separate occasions, the intervention of the Christians in Corinth. 

The first is for a case described as concerning "immodesty, and an immodesty not found even among pagans… a man living with his father’s wife". 

And the apostle wrote to the Corinthians: "When you are assembled, and my spirit is present with the power of our Lord Jesus, you are to hand this man over to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, so that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord" (1 Cor 5, 1-5). 

About another sinner, certainly alienated by the community, but whose reintegration was recommended, Paul once again wrote to his brothers in Corinth: "This punishment by the majority is enough for such a person; so now instead you should forgive and console him, so that he may not be overwhelmed by excessive sorrow. So I urge you to reaffirm your love for him" (2 Cor 2, 6-8). This is still an exhortation addressed to the entire Church of Corinth, to encourage a communitarian initiative. 

A similar concern worried Saint Policarpus, Bishop of Smyrna, when addressing the case of a Christian from Philippi and his wife, guilty of having used to their own advantage some of the community’s money. This was what he wrote to the Philippians: "Do not treat them as enemies, but as suffering and misguided limbs, welcome them back to cure your whole body" (Letter to the Philippians, 11, 4). Here too the author of this letter obviously refers to a shared penance for the entire community. 

Since actually in principle it is the Christian community as a whole that implements reconciliation. 

As far as lay people are concerned, the Church has effectively acknowledged, in addition to the commitment to cooperate with priests, also the faculty to replace them, not only in preaching and in certain liturgies, but also in administering baptism and, to a certain extent also in reconciliation. History provides us with many examples of this substitution. 

One should not forget how, in exceptional circumstances, ever since ancient times, in the absence of a priest it was the custom to confess one’s sins to another layperson. 

Saint Benedict's monastic rule, in chapter 46 states that, since monks are all lay people, not particularly serious sins committed by those who did not cause scandal should be confessed "only to the abbot or to spiritual Fathers, capable of treating their own wounds and those of others and neither reveal them or make them known". 

Since this is a lay confessor, there is certainly the absence of sacramental absolution; however one presumes that the person hearing confession is not only capable of giving the correct advice, but is also in a certain sense the vehicle for divine pardon. 

Similar things happened in all those monasteries in which there were no priests, and the role of confessor was entrusted to spiritual Fathers, hence monks that were especially wise and experienced. 

During the 8th and 9th centuries authors such as the Venerable Beda and the Bishop Jonas of Orléans recommended the faithful to confess their serious sins to a priest to obtain absolution, and small sins to a layperson to find the comfort of prayer and spiritual advice. 

10th and 11th century chivalric literature is filled with stories about warriors who, before dying, in the absence of a priest, confess their sins to a comrade in arms. 

Due to a hunting accident Ernest Duke of Alemannia was about to die, and so he ordered a soldier to approach him – symbolically standing in for the priest who was absent – and confessed his sins to the comrades standing around him. 

Bishop Thietmar of Merseburg concludes his moved story about this episode with the recommendation: "…Whoever is the confessor when the last moment comes, the sinner should not delay making a contrite confession so that he may find benevolent forgiveness in heaven" (T. of M., Chronicles, 7). 

Saint Thomas Aquinas approved and recommended that in case of need one should confess to a layperson. He writes that this is an act that is in some way sacramental, although it cannot be described as a perfect sacrament (Summa Theologiae, Supplementum, q. 8, a. 3). 

In our times too there are many cases concerning both male and female secular people who receive confidences very similar to confessions. Among these people there are nuns who work in hospitals and in prisons, and none of them are priests endowed with the power to absolve the repented sinners reconciling them with God within the Church. Should we place limitations on divine mercifulness? 

In these days in which there is a serious lack of priestly vocations certain bishops tend to send lay people on missions to the chantries of hospitals, prisons, universities and high schools, so that they may listen to confessions although they cannot give absolution. 

In all these situations the real sacrament is lacking. Nonetheless who would dare exclude the possibility of envisaging divine forgiveness and reintegration in spiritual life? This would real mean placing restrictions on divine mercifulness. 

3. Historical circumstances have excessively 

clericalised procedures for repentance

The New Catechism of the Catholic Church also acknowledges that "over the centuries the concrete form in which the Church has exercised this power received from the Lord has varied considerably (no. 1447). 

During the very first centuries the pastoral theology of reconciliation was authoritatively documented in three books: The Shepherd by Hermas, the Treatise on Penance by Tertullian and the Didascalia Apostolorum, respectively written in Rome in about 150, in Carthage in 203, and in Syria between 220 and 230. 

The concept behind all this was the idea that those who converted were forgiven their sins through baptism; and it was assumed that having received baptism, the newly baptised Christian would not to return to his previous lifestyle, nor commit serious sins; there where however many cases of betrayal of the Christian ideals, which per se put the guilty party outside the Church. 

Now, faced with the sincere repentance of sinners and their sorrowful request to be forgiven and reintegrated, feelings of charity and mercy could only be really expressed through rehabilitation. The Bishop played an important role in this, but in close unity with the assembly of the faithful. 

In the mid 3rd century, Pope Cornelius started a pastoral of the reconciliation of the lapsi, of those who had "fallen", addressed at rehabilitating those who terrified by persecutions, threats and torture had recanted Christ making sacrifices to idols, or in other cases obtaining a certificate, albeit an untrue one, stating that they had complied with the orders of the Roman authorities. 

This became an implemented repentance procedure. Initially the repentant confessed his sins to the bishop, who established the length of the penance. 

Then there was a long period of atonement, also lasting many years during which the sinner joined the order of the repentants submitting to harsh restrictions (abstaining from eating meat, chastity, attending services in a separate group at the doors of the church without permission to take communion, the prohibition to be appointed to any public offices such as joining the army). 

At the end of this, in front of the assembly of faithful gathered in the church, the Bishop placed his hands on the repentant as an act of public reconciliation. 

The sinner was readmitted to communion, but the aforementioned regime of restrictions lasted until the end of his earthly life. 

The repentance process was considered a second baptism; in addition to the humiliations and the shame, a sort of novitiate similar to that of catechumens preceded reconciliation. Furthermore, like baptism, this is unique and non-repeatable. 

Such a sever process dissuaded many from confessing, postponing such an action to when they were close to death. 

The initiative taken by Irish monks, introducing “tariff penance”, discouraged sinners less": following what was established in repentance books published between the 7th and 8th centuries, every sin had a specific form of expiation. 

The point that sinners appreciated most of all was certainly the fact that this procedure was renewable without restrictions. 

There is no doubt that a confessio secreta, already recommended by Pope Saint Leo the Great in the year 429 (see Denzinger, 323) also reduced greatly the penitent’s unease and his sins remained secret and entrusted to the confessor’s discretion and the "sacramental seal": the priest’s sacred commitment to never reveal them in any way. 

Public confession was certainly far more embarrassing but, in making the assembly of the faithful one’s addressee and co-participant, this acknowledged its, let us say, more democratic role. On the other hand, auricular confession while relieving the sinner of experiencing shame in front of everyone, also involved strengthening the power of control exercised by the clergy over lay people. 

When public confession took place, the sins to be confessed were generally reduced to those considered extremely serious at the time; not only murder, but also for example idolatry and adultery (this last one considered by the Jews as punishable with death by stoning). 

With the advent of auricular confession on the contrary the administration of this sacrament was repeated to the extent that it became frequent, and the sins to be confessed increased until they included less serious and even venial ones. 

In this new type of confession of sins, priests increasingly began to ask questions, questions the repentant felt obliged to answer also providing detailed information. 

One question asked may well have been the one that I was personally asked in the midst of the 20th century, not by a village parish priest, but by a Dominican member of a college of confessors in one of Rome’s most important basilicas: which daily newspapers did I usually read. Instead of standing up, politely saying goodbye and leaving, I had the humility to answer: "Il Messaggero". I received a reprimand, against which I protested. 

Returning to the Middle Ages, one can observe that in those days already the tariff penance system was abused, albeit in a different manner. It attempted to obviate a "Carolingian" reform of penance. In the end a compromise was reached through the co-existence of traditional public penance for very serious sins known to everyone and tariff penance for those kept secret. 

Various circumstances favoured an increasing use of auricular confession, which slowly changed from a simple sacrament of reconciliation becoming also a sacrament of purification and spiritual progress. 

Auricular confession however also became a means for controlling lay people, in times of frequent lesser heresies such as those of the Waldensians and the Catharists (13th Century), and then during the era of far more widespread Protestant reformation (16th Century). 

For example, the 4th Lateran Council summoned by Pope Innocent III in 1215, established that every believer was obliged to confess all his sins (regardless of how serious these were) at least once a year to the parish priest or suffer excommunication. The sacrament of penance therefore became a means for controlling the orthodoxy of the faithful and their observance. 

The Council of Trent (1545-1563) instead, summoned to cope with Protestantism, sanctioned the obligation to confess all serious sins at least once a year, or this would result in committing a mortal sin. As previously mentioned, the confessor was allowed to interrogate the sinner as he wished and to remind him of certain obligations to obtain in exchange specific commitments, or absolution was denied. 

It is sufficiently clear how confession perceived in such a manner could become a means also used for political pressure, could encourage oppressing clerical interference and contribute to keeping God’s People, as such, in conditions of eternal minority. 

4. Inconveniences, frustrations, intolerance 

         and a crisis in the sacrament’s traditional form

How many times had the sacrament of penance even been used as a blackmailing weapon! Of course it is not a suitable thing to use the sacrament as a means for applying psychological pressure, even if addressed at a good objective. 

I also believe that it is not suitable to insist and emphasise in attributing to this the characteristics of an act of judicial authority, making it the sentence closing a kind of trial. "Judicial Act", yes, the council of Trent also reminds us of this (Canons on the sacrament of penance, 9), but as “judgment" sui generis. 

It is true that one speaks of divine judgment and of Christ the Judge and so on. However, if one wishes to interpret the Gospel and the entire Scriptures and Tradition in a more spiritual sense than simply according to a "letter" which "kills" (as Paul says, 2 Cor 3, 6), one can only address everything at the spiritual objective of the deification of humankind, the triumphing of the Kingdom of God over the whole creation at all levels. 

Now Divine Judgement is fundamentally that manifestation of the truth, dissolving all falsehoods, all humankind’s mistakes and illusions. The final and definitive, total and achieved manifestation of the truth involves each human being developing awareness. Divine Judgment involves self-judgment by each human being. 

Once we have achieved what the final judgement means in spiritual terms, the only ones that are of interest in a spiritual research such as one involving God, we are also encouraged by this to free ourselves of the old judicial rubbish that comes from the Jewish culture with models that Roman juridical civilisation could only reassert. 

Let us abandon once and for all the kings, or royal magistrates, judging from up high on their seats and the devils that acting as prison guards and executioners drag the condemned to the rows or circles where they will endure eternal punishment that now appears self-finalised. 

Let us abandon the confessionals with their Nun of Monza style grilles, invented at the time, hiding from one another people who absolutely do not know each other, and among them, with the exception of clairvoyant confessor saints, could only exchange vague and generic words. 

How can someone who does not know me, judge me, if he knows nothing about me and does not even look into my eyes? What can he say to me if not pre-established words that fit me just as they would fit anyone else, like a cloak covering everything? 

The old judicial mental associations should be dropped. One should always emphasise the exquisitely spiritual functions of the sacrament of penance, addressed at helping the repentant to become aware of his mistakes to ask for forgiveness and make amends, and correct his entire life, to better turn his path towards God. 

Auricular confession is nowadays experiencing a serious crisis. In certain sanctuaries, places of pilgrimage or monasteries, it still achieves or maintains elevated levels, but in general nowadays it seems to be totally neglected. In certain countries instead, the number of practising Catholics who never go to confession seems to be very high and also increasing. 

The few and over-worked priests themselves are hard to find. Usually they show little desire to listen to confessions that have now become a habit and stereotyped. There are also few believers who approach the sacrament taking this initiative themselves: the impersonal and almost mechanical characteristics that confession all too often presents no longer satisfy or convince them. 

On the other hand no one could state that the crisis experienced by auricular confession can be totally due to an eclipse of the Sacred. If this was the only reason, it should restrict the number of those taking communion, a number that in terms compared to attendance of Holy Mass, are instead greatly increasing. 

I understand well the humiliated feelings experienced by a person approaching the confessional booth to confess to someone they do not know, a person who can say very little that is really helpful for his spiritual progress, always a very personal issue that need to be known within the reality of the situation the repentant is experiencing. 

This is a humiliation that many, even if not all, repentants experience and not so much due to their shame for the sins they have committed, but rather – it is irrelevant now to know whether they are right or wrong – for the unease felt in fulfilling in a decidedly anachronistic place, what they see as a formality anything but convincing as well as very frustrating from a psychological point of view. One could accuse them of being mistaken, wrong, or lacking in humility. But the very fact that far too many people experience these feelings is not at all helpful in seeing this sacrament as an encouragement for their conversion. 

5. The validity of collective confession and absolution 

         but also the convenience of a priestly guide 

         albeit in adequate forms and contexts

I fully understand how many prefer to follow the words of the Confiteor and those of the priest that precede and follow, considering them per se as valid in representing the confession of sins and their remission. 

Priest: "My brothers and sisters, to prepare ourselves to celebrate the Sacred Mysteries, let us call to mind our sins". 

Confiteor: "I confess to Almighty God, and to you my brothers and sisters that I have sinned in my thoughts, words, actions and omissions, through my fault, my fault, my own great fault…" 

Priest: "May the Omnipotent God have mercy on us, forgive our sins and lead us to eternal life". 

In the ritual of the old Mass the priest pronounced the same concluding words, saying "you" instead of "us", while now he rather more kindly includes himself among the sinners. Then he would add in a very significant manner: "May the omnipotent and merciful Lord bestow upon you forgiveness, absolution and the remission of your sins". 

This is absolution in a non “predictive” form ("I absolve you…") but "deprecative" (of prayer: "May God absolve you, forgive you; may He have mercy of you, of us"): it is however an absolution. 

There are the words of a full expression of the mandate to remit sins and they are very clear, what more could one want? 

A very well-known theologian from the Pontifical Gregorian University, the Jesuit Father Zoltan Alszeghy, in an article published in La Civiltà Cattolica (July 7th 1979) asked himself why a believer, having received collective absolution, in the presence of a serious sin, should be obliged to auricular confession to confess it again and this time to a priest. Was the previous absolution perhaps only half a forgiveness? 

This author admits that those who faced with this imposition feel greatly perplexed are not entirely wrong. This is a remark that leads the Hungarian Jesuit priest to face this problem from a different point of view, in a manner he – and I too – considers more correct. 

 Father Alszeghy observes that the confessor pursues the full and total conversion of the repentant. This means that the personal conversation between the two, with a more in-depth analysis of the sins that the repentant clearly confesses, is needed to promote in him a greater awareness and a stronger commitment to change his life. 

Let us ask ourselves this however: are the forms, modalities in which the sacrament of penance is today administered really the most suitable to encourage such a pedagogy in the most convincing and therefore effective manner? 

This is what the theologian himself questions, and ends his article with the following words: "…The aforementioned precept… requires not only that the faithful complete the sacramental celebration of penance with a specific confession, but furthermore requires that the meeting between the minister of penance and the repentant should once again become a real dialogue as well as the announcing of the Word of God, applied to the sinner’s real situation". 

The entire community must be educated to all this: "not only the faithful, but first of all the clergy, that it be capable of finding the time, the opportunity to establish and hold a real pastoral dialogue with the repentants". 

This hope is also confirmed in another author quoted by Carlo Collo: "Rather than press the button involving something compulsory regards to auricular confession, the Church should try and make it desirable. But this requires the difficult activation of pastoral means: the training of priests suited to this task, the restoration or creation within large urban centres of places in which the faithful can easily meet a priest with the necessary time, and even the material creation of these places…" (B. Sesboué, in Rouillard, p. 220). 

I too believe that spiritual dialogues of this kind can find a suitable quiet location, where a human encounter can take place, rather than in a baroque confessional in front of which there is a queue of people quickly dealt with following the tempo of a “I absolve you, go in peace… next please!". 

And I still wonder whether instead of mentioning “confessors” and “repentants” it would not be a little less lugubrious and mortifying to speak of spiritual fathers and the faithful in need of spiritual guidance; a category, that of spiritual guides, which we could and should all belong to. 

The time has come to discuss another aspect of this issue. We mentioned serious sins. And of course there are also those known as mortal sins that really kill the presence of what is divine within us. But which ones are they? Which state of mind is really needed to for these sins to be considered mortal in the full sense, and not in the spirit of the healthy terrorism until now used with the good intention of making all the faithful stay in line behave while also digging deep trenches next to them, that seem ready to swallow them even if they relax for a moment? 

According to Saint Thomas Aquinas, mortal sin is distinguished from venial sin because it interrupts life’s orientation with the final objective of moving towards God (Summa theologiae, I-II, q. 88). It is here that sin is really and fully qualified as aversio a Deo et conversio ad creaturas, according to a well-known expression used by Saint Augustine (De libero arbitrio, I, 6): a turning one’s back on God, to concentrate on creatures the exclusive attention we should instead address to our Creator. 

Sin does no seem to me as one single action, bur rather as an attitude. It consists in the attitude, for example, of experienced atheism: living as if God did not exist. Of course any attitude is then expressed through a series of actions, which, if not conforming, comprise it or even annul it. 

One can therefore speak correctly of individual sins, even serious ones, that annul what was a correct attitude regards to God, or at least they suspend it seriously endangering the soul. Above all however one must speak of the attitude of sin that should be totally abandoned to adopt the opposite attitude of faith, hence entrusting oneself to God and placing oneself in His hands to belong only to He who can save us and really fulfil us. 

The good Christian’s fundamental problem when approaching the sacrament of penance is not so much to obtain absolution, but rather to be converted, to achieve a profound and authentic conversio ad Deum, to change attitude, to become consolidated within the faith, to progress in the spirit. I am saying with an involuntary messing up of words that absolution should not be absolutised. No fetishism regards to absolution as an end unto himself. 

Perfect confession is that of those who only want to turn to God and put themselves in His hands so as to never abandon Him again, to strengthen this adhesion every single day. 

Those who have really turned their backs on God, to follow a path of death, must as quickly as possible become aware of this evil and the dangers linked to it. The same, through one or more actions, must deal with whoever compromised his relationship with God and his state of grace. 

It is therefore best that the sinner (to use the correct word), once he has really understood his own alienation, should get in touch with an intelligent, saintly and educated priest and confide in him. It would be best that he kept in touch with this priest afterwards, and not only as a repentant, but above all as a believer committed to following Christ, electing that priest as a permanent advisor and spiritual guide. 

I believe that to conclude this discussion one could say that the sacrament of penance, or reconciliation, is fully justified and valid in principle, but should be represented in different and far more suitable terms. 

1
1

