
Confession 

 

The Sacrament of Confession is often neglected by those who are Catholic, thought unnecessary 

by those who are not, and misunderstood by both.  In this unit, we will learn that Confession is a 

Sacrament, and therefore instituted by Jesus, how this has been a perpetual teaching of the 

Church, and address some theological and practical concerns.   

 

 To begin, let’s look at the relevant verses in Sacred Scripture: 

 

• Already discussed in the chapter on the Church are the verses from Matthew chapters 16 

and 18.  If you recall, Jesus gave the power of “binding and loosing” to Peter 

individually, and then to the Apostles as a whole.  Jesus assured them that their decisions 

in this matter would be binding in Heaven as well, as part of His guarantee that the Holy 

Spirit would guide the Church. 

 

• John 20:22 is even more explicit in this regard:  “Receive the Holy Spirit.  Whose sins 

you forgive are forgiven them, whose sins you retain are retained.”  Jesus spoke these 

words to His Apostles immediately before His Ascension, another example of how He 

gave them His own authority.  What is clearly implied is that this forgiveness could only 

be given after a verbal confession, as the Apostles had to make a decision as to whether 

or not to administer absolution.  This verse not only demonstrates the ability of the 

Apostles to forgive sins, but the necessity of the Apostles for the sinner who wants to be 

forgiven, as Jesus tells them that the sinner’s status in Heaven is dependant upon their 

decision.   

 

That Jesus gave the authority to forgive sins is undeniable in light of these verses and, as already 

discussed in “Apostolic Succession,” the Apostles passed on their full authority to others, again 

at Jesus’ command, so this authority would have been included.  People will argue that the act of 

going to Confession was an invention of the Middle Ages, but history clearly disproves this.  The 

manner in which confessions are made derives from the influence of Irish monks in the seventh 

century, but the Sacrament is as old as the Church herself.  In fact, in his book on “The Decline 

and Fall of the Roman Empire,” the author, Gibbon, although clearly anti-Catholic, admits, “it 

cannot be denied that confession was one of the principal doctrines of Christianity for the first 

four centuries.”  We will examine just a sampling of the existent evidence: 

 

• “Whoever confesses his sins is already working with God…The beginning of good works 

is the confession of evil works.”     -St. Augustine 

 

• “Regarding confession, some flee from this work as being an exposure of themselves, or 

they put it off from day to day.  I presume they are more mindful of modesty than of 

salvation, like those who contract a disease in the more shameful parts of the body and 

shun making themselves known to the physicians; and thus they perish along with their 

own bashfulness. 

- Tertullian, A.D. 203 

 



• St. Ambrose (397 A.D.) rebuked the Novatianists who “professed to show reverence for 

the Lord by reserving to Him alone the power of forgiving sins.  Greater wrong could not 

be done than what they do in seeking to rescind His commands and fling back the office 

He bestowed.” 

 

• “In the confession of sins, the same method must be observed as in laying open the 

infirmities of the body; for as these are not rashly communicated to every one, but to 

those only who understand by what method they may be cured, so the confession of sins 

must be made to such persons as have the power to apply a remedy…Necessarily our sins 

must be confessed to those to whom has been committed the dispensation of the 

mysteries of God.   

- St. Basil, late 4
th

 century 

 

• “Of how much greater faith and salutary fear are those who…confess their sins to the 

priests of God in a straightforward manner and in sorrow, making an open declaration of 

conscience…I beseech you, brethren, let everyone who has sinned confess his sin while 

he is still in this world, while his confession is still admissible, while the satisfaction and 

remission made through the priests are still before the Lord.” 

- St. Cyprian of Carthage (d. 258 A.D.) 

 

• Roman archaeologists, in 1911, found a slab with the inscription in Greek:  “Here 

Blessed Peter absolved us, the elect, from the sins confessed.” 

 

Lastly, although from a much later era, we will read a story from the Life of St. Francis of Assisi: 

 

There was a brother who, to all appearances, led a life of extraordinary holiness, but who stood 

out for his singular ways.  He spent all his time in prayer, and kept such strict silence that he used 

to make his confession by gesture instead of words.  He took in the words of  Scripture with such 

great fervor that on hearing them he gave signs of feeling great sweetness.  What more shall I 

say?  Everyone considered him holy three times over. 

 

It happened that the blessed father [St. Francis] came to that 

place to see and hear this holy brother.  While everyone was 

commending and praising the man, our father replied:  “Brothers, 

stop!  Don’t sing me the praises of his devilish illusions.  You 

should know the truth.  This is diabolical temptation, deception 

and fraud.  I am sure about this.  And the fact that he won’t go to 

confession proves it.” 

 

The brothers took this very hard, especially the saint’s vicar.  

“How can this be true?” they asked.  “How can lies and such 

deception be disguised under all these signs of perfection?”  

“Tell him to go to confession twice or even once a week,” the 

father said.  “If he doesn’t do it, you will know what I said is 

true.” 



The vicar took the brother aside.  He first chatted pleasantly with him, finally telling him to go to 

confession.  He spat back, put his finger to his mouth, and shook his head, showing he would 

never make a confession.  The brothers were speechless, fearing the scandal of a false saint.  A 

few days later, he left religion on his own, turned back to the world and “returned to his vomit.”  

Finally, after doing even worse things, he was deprived of both repentance and life.  Beware of 

singularity:  it is nothing but a beautiful abyss.  Experience shows that many who seem so unique 

rise up to the heavens, and then fall into the depths.  Realize the power of a good confession.  It 

is both a cause and a sign of holiness. 

- From: The Remembrance of the Desire of a Soul 

- By:  Thomas of Celano, a companion of St. Francis 

 

Now we will examine some common objections and questions, offering possible responses. 

 

• Objection:  Confession seems to be that type of legalism condemned by Jesus.  Simply by 

saying your sins, observing the “proper form” of the sacrament and receiving a priest’s 

blessing, you are forgiven?  

 

Response:  While this objection is reasonable when only seeing the surface of the 

sacrament, a fruitful confession requires more than this.  As explained in the Catechism 

of the Catholic Church, a person must have the proper interior dispositions to correspond 

to the physical acts of the sacrament.  A person must have sincere contrition, that is, 

genuine sorrow for their sins.  Also, the penitent must have a genuine desire to sin no 

more, and the willingness to make whatever amendments to their lives that are necessary 

towards that end. 

 

• Objection:  Only God can forgive sins, so I go straight to Him instead, and confess in my 

own way. 

 

Response:  Yes, only God forgives sins, for this reason it is up to Him, not you, to 

determine how that forgiveness is administered.  Much of the grace God gives He 

mediates through other means (the chapter in prayer will speak of this).  Would any 

Christian say that he received his Baptism directly from  God “in my own way?”  Of 

course not.  This grace of God was imparted through both and inanimate object (water), 

and a person pronouncing the proper words, given by Jesus, as they administered it.  

Jesus died that our sins might be forgiven.  It is for Him, not you, to decide how that 

forgiveness is applied, and He made His will clearly known in the Gospel of St. John 

(cited earlier). 

 

Along these lines, I am often asked by children, “can you forgive your own sins?”  It is 

really not an unreasonable question; after all, a priest gives himself Communion, the 

greatest Sacrament, so why not this one?  Yet, and I am not exaggerating because it 

serves my point, I never have to give the answer.  I only ask the child to think about it for 

a moment, and they soon realize I can’t because, “that would be too easy.”  If I, or 

anyone else, could simply tell God we are sorry and have any sin forgiven, our 

knowledge of our fallen human nature does not have to be too profound to understand 

where that would lead us.  Sins would multiply, because the means of expiating them 



could be immediate and infinite, and yes, easy.  On the other hand, the Sacrament of 

Confession forces the individual to examine himself, go to church at the appointed time, 

stand in line with every one else, say his sins out loud, and accept the penance given by 

the priest.   On the simple level of human psychology, it is not difficult to see how this 

will give the individual a heightened sense of accountability, but also a more reassuring 

sense of closure and a new beginning, as well as a resolve to not have to repeat this 

process again (at least for the same sin).  I don’t believe that these same effects could be 

achieved with five seconds of prayer alone in our bedrooms. 

 

• Objection:  Confession is humiliating.  I am embarrassed enough by my sins, and now 

I’m supposed to tell all the sinful details of my life to a priest? 

 

Response:  Going to confession is not humiliating.  Being publicly beaten and spat upon, 

stripped naked, and nailed to a cross to die, all in the presence of jeering strangers and 

your own mother, is humiliating.  This is the price Jesus paid to make our forgiveness 

possible, and only asks that we humble ourselves, not humiliate ourselves, to receive that 

forgiveness.   

 

• Objection:  Okay, that’s a good point, but still, it’s hard to say all of the details of my 

private life, especially to the parish priest who knows me and my family. 

 

Response:  First of all, don’t make it harder than it needs to be.  We only have to confess 

our sins in “kind and number.”  Not only are details not necessary, they should not be 

given, unless they, in some way, increase the magnitude of the sin or decrease your 

culpability.  Secondly, it is your right to remain anonymous.  If you feel uncomfortable 

confessing to a priest you know or your parish only offers face to face confessions, go 

somewhere else.  It is rare in the United States to not have at least two parishes within a 

reasonable distance, so just make the secondary parish your “confession parish.” 

 

Now we will take a look at some practical points regarding the sacrament: 

 

• Confession is liberating for the mind and soul:  We have all heard the expression, “good 

old Catholic guilt,” meaning what people perceive as a macabre over-emphasis on sin and 

guilt by the Church and her members; yet, the opposite is actually true.  A study was 

done by a non-religious organization regarding the phenomena of guilt.  The survey’s 

conclusion was that the least guilt-ridden people in America were adult Catholics.  The 

reason is not that Catholics do not commit the same sins as everyone else but, as the 

study revealed, because we have confession.  Upon leaving the confessional, the 

Catholics in the study reported a peaceful sense of forgiveness, closure, and leaving the 

past behind.   

 

Perhaps you have had a person plagued with guilt say, “I just can’t forgive myself.”  

Well, of course you can’t!  The thought is really quite silly.  Imagine if, after sinning and 

being confronted by God, Adam and Eve had said, “Yes, it’s true, we did sin; but it’s 

okay.  We’ve forgiven ourselves.”  It is for God to forgive us, and that is why He gave us 

this sacrament.  A person may sincerely want God’s forgiveness, pray for it, and change 



their lives, yet, how can they know whether or not it’s enough?  They can’t; only in the 

Sacrament do we have that certain knowledge of forgiveness, which brings us that “peace 

the world cannot give” (nor can we give it to ourselves). 

 

• You can’t shock the priest, so don’t worry.  While the grace of the Sacrament of 

Confession is the forgiveness of sins, part of the grace of the Sacrament of Holy Orders is 

to offer absolution, and truly be another Christ.  It is not unreasonable for a Catholic to 

wonder, even if they have a good-hearted priest, how can he not associate what he knows 

about them from the confessional from his other interactions with them, even if he is 

entirely non-judgmental about it?  I can only tell you from personal experience, it simply 

doesn’t work that way.  People I know very well have confessed things that must have 

been very difficult, and it is simply not something I think about afterwards.  While the 

magnitude of sin may be lesser or greater, the priest, too, is a repentant sinner in need of  

God’s mercy, so don’t let this unfounded anxiety keep you from that same mercy. 

 

• Despite all of these reassurances, and the fact that the person believes them, there can still 

remain a fear which keeps them from confessing.  Yet, as with any occasion in which our 

emotions are keeping us from virtue, our reason has to take charge.  It is an ironic thing 

that we are afraid to be forgiven, but we weren’t afraid to sin.  If we were as afraid of 

offending God as we were of receiving His mercy, we would sin a lot less.   

 

• I would just like to offer one more thought of encouragement to the reticent Catholic 

who, despite knowing their need for confession, just can’t seem to take the leap.  In terms 

of the 2,000 year history of the Church, it’s a great time to be forgiven.  While the 

essence of the Sacrament has remained the same, there have been variations in the 

concrete form, and the theology of penance over the course of the years.  For example, in 

the year 459, Pope Leo the Great had to admonish some of his clergy for forcing their 

penitents to read their sins aloud in public before giving absolution.  The Pope called this 

“an illicit abuse,” and cited the penitents right to privacy and their good name as 

pertaining to the “Apostolic Rule” of the Sacrament.  By comparison, being alone in a 

confessional with a priest who is bound to secrecy under the pain of excommunication 

(which only the Pope could absolve in such a case) is a pretty mild form of the sacrament.   

We should be equally grateful to live in the times that we do when we consider some of 

the penances given in ages past.  People oftentimes had to make long, harrowing 

pilgrimages, or wait a period of months if not years, all the while performing a severe 

penance, before being absolved.  One such example from history is Blessed Bernard the 

Penitent.  We do not know the sin he confessed, but here is the penance given him by his 

bishop: 

                  1. He had to go barefoot for seven years. 

                       2.  He could not wear a shirt for the rest of his life. 

                  3.  He had to live the forty days before Christmas as a second Lent (something  

                       much more demanding in those days). 

                  4.  He could eat no meat or fat on Wednesdays and Saturdays 

                  5.  He could only have bread and a little wine of Fridays. 

                  6.  He could only have water on Fridays during Lent. 

 



By comparison, most penances given by priests today, even for serious sins, rarely amount to 

more than some manner of prayer and good works, easily accomplished that very day.  Jesus 

died to forgive our sins, and has given us this Sacrament that we may receive that forgiveness as 

often as we need it.  When we appear before judgement still bound by our sins, when their 

absolution could have been as simple as taking advantage of this great gift, what excuse will we 

possibly make?  None that will convince the Judge.  On that day, we will wished we had 

confessed every day, so let us accept this means of grace as often as we are able. 


