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21- SACRAMENT OF PENANCE AND RECONCILIATION & Auricular confession in the Church: The sacrament of penance is also called the sacrament of reconciliation, the sacrament of conversion, the sacrament of confession or the sacrament of forgiveness (CCC #1423, #1424). The Baltimore Catechism defines it as a “sacrament in which the sins committed after Baptism are forgiven." The New Advent Encyclopedia describes it as “a sacrament of the New Law instituted by Christ in which forgiveness of sins committed after baptism is granted through the priest’s absolution to those who with true sorrow confess their sins and promise to satisfy for the same." Sin is before all else, an offense against God, a rupture of communion with Him. At the same time, it damages communion with the Church. For this reason, conversion entails both God's forgiveness and reconciliation with the Church, which are expressed and accomplished liturgically by the Sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation. (CCC #1440).
Biblical basis: Jesus Christ instituted the sacrament of confession on Easter Sunday night. St. John describes the event:  "The doors were closed in the room where the disciples were for fear of the Jews. Jesus came and stood among them. He said to them "Peace be with you," and showed them his hands and his side. The disciples were filled with joy when they saw the Lord. And he said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the Father sent me, so I am sending you." After saying this, He breathed on them and said, "Receive the Holy Spirit. For those whose sins you forgive, they are forgiven. For those whose sins you retain, they are retained" (John 20:19-23). (CCC #1485). James 5:16 - "confess your sins to one another." 

The central action, the formula and the effect:  The penitent confesses his sins, expresses contrition, and purposes amendment. The confessor suggests a penance and speaks the words of absolution. The formula of absolution used in the Latin Church expresses the essential elements of this sacrament: The Father of mercies is the source of all forgiveness. He effects the reconciliation of sinners through the Passover of his Son and the gift of his Spirit, through the prayer and ministry of the Church: “God, the Father of mercies, through the death and the 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 give 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.” (CCC #1449). The spiritual effects of the sacrament of Penance are: a) reconciliation with God by which the penitent recovers grace; b) reconciliation with the Church; c) remission of the eternal punishment incurred by mortal sins; d) remission, at least in part, of temporal punishments resulting from sin; e) peace and serenity of conscience, and spiritual consolation; 
f) an increase of spiritual strength for the Christian battle. (CCC #1496). 
Private and auricular confession: Jesus taught us to confess our sins daily to God asking His pardon and forgiveness.  He instructed us to do so when he taught the prayer, “Our Father.” He told us to pray, "Our Father …....Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us." So, Catholics do confess their sins directly to God both within and outside the confessional. Jesus advocated praying directly to the Father to ask forgiveness for our sins (Matt. 6:12), and Catholics do this communally at every Mass and in prayer groups, and individually during private prayer. Since he is the Son of God, Jesus says of himself, "The Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins" and exercises this divine power: "Your sins are forgiven." Further, by virtue of his divine authority he gave this power to priests to exercise in his name. Jesus, who alone has the power to forgive or retain sins (Mark 2:10; Luke 5:24), transmitted that power to the apostles. How can the apostles announce that some sins are to be forgiven and some "retained" if they do not know what people’s sins are? How would forgiveness work if no sins were mentioned? That is why we confess our sins.  During confession, the priest perpetuates this ministry by acting in persona Christi, "in the person of Christ." In other words, when Catholics receive absolution from the priest for sins confessed, it is Jesus’ forgiveness that is granted, not the priest’s. The sacrament of confession incarnates Jesus’ "ministry of reconciliation" (2 Cor. 5:18) so that we can walk together with God again after we have strayed away in sin. 
Tradition of confessing to a priest? In the early church, Apostle James instructed the Christians to confess their sins to one another: "So confess your sins to one another, and  pray for  one another to be cured; the heartfelt prayer of someone upright works very powerfully" (Jas. 5:16; translation from the New Jerusalem Bible). This means that obtaining forgiveness for sins in the early Church wasn’t only a private affair between the sinner and God. It also meant reconciliation with the community (see Jas. 5:14–16), because Jesus advocated a fraternal process of reconciliation, including mutual correction and community discipline (Matt. 5:23–24; 18:15–19). For example, the first century Catechism book Didache gives the following instruction: "Confess your sins in church, and do not go up to your prayer with an evil conscience. This is the way of life. . . . On the Lord’s Day gather together, break bread, and give thanks, after confessing your transgressions so that your sacrifice may be pure" (Didache 4:14, 14:1 [A.D. 70]). The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains that private auricular confession to a priest in the church was a later development (CCC #1447).  It started when the Christ-instituted Magisterium or Teaching Authority of the Church realized that public confession in the Church assembly as taught by James 5:16 and Didache caused scandal to younger believers and thought of an alternative. Hence, it suggested the Irish practice as the alternative.  During the seventh century, Irish missionaries, inspired by the Eastern monastic tradition, took to continental Europe the ‘private’ practice of penance, which did not require public and prolonged completion of penitential works before reconciliation with the Church. From that time on, the sacrament has been performed in secret between penitent and priest. This new practice envisioned the possibility of repetition and so opened the way to a regular frequenting of this sacrament. It allowed the forgiveness of grave sins and venial sins to be integrated into one sacramental celebration. In its main lines, this is the form of penance that the Church has practiced down to our day” (CCC #1447).

Auricular confession in the Church's history:  It is a matter of history that private, individual confession of one's sins to a priest goes back to early centuries. Origen, a prolific theologian in the third-century Church, wrote: “The layman who falls into sin cannot by himself wash away his fault. He must have recourse to the levite; he needs the priest. At times, he applies to one even greater: he needs the pontiff’s help, that he may obtain the forgiveness of sins” (Hom. in Numeros 10, 1). Cyprian bishop of Carthage, also writing in the third century, said: “I entreat you, brethren that each one should confess his own sin while he who has sinned is still in this world, while his confession may be received, while his satisfaction and absolution given by the priest are still pleasing to the Lord.” “Of how much greater faith and salutary fear have they who . . . confess their sins to the priests of God in a straightforward manner and in sorrow, making an open declaration of conscience” (De lapsis 28, 29). St. Basil: "It is necessary to confess our sins to those to whom the dispensation of God's mysteries is entrusted. It is written in the Gospel that they confessed their sins to John the Baptist [Matt. 3:6]. In the Acts of the Apostles [19:18] they confessed to the apostles" (Rules Briefly Treated 288 [A.D. 370]). John Chrysostom: "Priests have received a power which God has given neither to angels nor to archangels. It was said to them: 'Whatsoever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatsoever you shall loose, shall be loosed.” (On the Priesthood 3:5 [A.D. 386]). It was only with the coming of the leaders of the 16th century Protestant Reformation that the sacrament of Confession as of divine institution was rejected. These leaders reacted against the Catholic Church's teaching about the need for telling one's sins to a priest. In resonse, the Council of Trent issued no less than fifteen solemn definitions on the sacrament of Penance. Two of these deal specifically with the obligations to confess one's sins to a priest (Session 14, Canon 6). 

Confession gives us real peace of mind: The single most basic and universal source for worry or anxiety is the sense of guilt that, as sinners, we all naturally experience. It is only the sacrament of penance and reconciliation which provides us with such peace of soul as nothing else on earth can give.  Only a person who is certain that his sins are forgiven can have true peace of soul. The sinner who has received the sacrament of penance is absolutely sure that he is once more in the friendship of God because he has received absolution in the sacrament of Confession.  God became man to give us this precious gift of peace, and the sacrament Jesus instituted on Easter Sunday night, was meant to give us repentant sinners this foretaste of heaven here on earth.

 First confession: It is a law of the Catholic Church that the sacrament of Penance should be received by one who had reached the age of reason. First decreed by the Fourth Lateran Council in 1215, the law was confirmed by the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century. It was Pope Pius X who insisted that everyone should have access to Confession on reaching the age of reason, and then receive Holy Communion. 

 Why does the church encourage frequent confession? 1)  By the frequent and reverent reception of this sacrament we make more perfect the justification we first received in Baptism. This means that every sacramental confession enables us to become more and more sinless. 2) By the frequent and reverent reception of the Sacrament of Reconciliation, we become more conformed to Jesus Christ. We become more humble and better able to conquer our foolish but stubborn pride. We become more patient in bearing with pain and enduring the people that God puts into our lives. Through this sacrament we become more conformed to Jesus by becoming more prayerful. 3) By the frequent and reverent reception of the sacrament of Penance, we become more submissive to the voice of the Spirit dwelling in the depths of our hearts. If we are going to be submissive to this Spirit of God, the first condition is that we be aware that there is a Spirit, that He has a voice and that He is talking.

 Conditions for a fruitful reception of the sacrament of reconciliation: 1) Asking for strength from God:  To make a good confession it is necessary for us to prepare ourselves carefully. We need to ask God to give us the grace to make a thorough examination of our conscience, the courage to make a sincere and complete confession, and the strength to amend our way of life in the days to come. 2) Repenting for our sins, resolving to amend our life.  It is most necessary that we be truly sorry for the sins which we have committed, and that we firmly purpose amendment of our manner of living. 3) Faithfully confessing our sins. 4) Doing the penance given by the priest. For a beautiful article on how to make a good confession, by Archbishop Thomas 
Rodi: http://www.mobilearchdiocese.org/templates/readtjrarticles.cfm?Article=RodiArticle85.htm.  (Fr. Tony) L-12
Additional resources: 1) Why not confess straight to God? http://www.catholic.com/thisrock/2006/0604fea4.asp
2) Prot.misconceptions:  http://www.catholic.com/thisrock/2000/0005fea4.asp 

3) Bible on confession to a priest: http://www.catholic.com/thisrock/2006/0609btb.asp
4) New Advent Encyclopedia: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11618c.htm 
5) To Evangelicals: http://www.catholic.com/thisrock/1998/9810fea2.asp 
6) Forgiveness of sins: http://www.catholic.com/library/Forgiveness_of_Sins.asp
7) CCC: http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p2s2c2a4.htm
Sacrament of penance: 9 videos
1 &2 & 3 Fr. Dave Dyer:  https://youtu.be/Wz5-vu6A58E
https://youtu.be/RjVck3euhWY 

https://youtu.be/oJg29UG6028  
4) https://youtu.be/f9ky_wzeo4o
5) https://youtu.be/GCmumpsrwBE 
6) Fr. Barron on confession (Why confess to a priest?) 

https://youtu.be/Cun9F-XCang?list=PLZQdHaZXZ2baeQyHA-CjpaEFwmUlMf59B
7) Confessing Sins to a Priest - A Biblical Defense: https://youtu.be/Tm5tMjfQnCk 
8) Four reasons why we confess to a priest: By Ken Yasinski: https://youtu.be/nIAhOvcD9ng 

9) Why and How to make confession? Step by step

https://youtu.be/m0V93Q54HTY  
https://youtu.be/aanWr-ugFS8 

https://youtu.be/9DGRXfbFAuY  & https://youtu.be/J4a5TA5C9Ts 

Auricular Confession

Christ’s teaching: 1) Jesus pardoned the sins of the paralytic before healing him. "And there were some of the scribes sitting there, and thinking in their hearts: Why does this man speak thus? he blasphemes. Who can forgive sins but God only?" But Jesus seeing their thoughts, said to them: "Which is easier to say to the sick of the palsy: Thy sins are forgiven thee; or to say, Arise, take up thy bed and walk? But that you may know that the Son of man hath power on earth to forgive sins, (he saith to the sick of the palsy,) I say to thee: Arise, take up thy bed, and go into thy house" ( Mark 2:5-11; Matthew 9:2-7).
2) Our Lord taught us to confess our sins daily to God asking His pardon and forgiveness.  He instructed us to do so when he taught the prayer, “Our Father.” He told us to pray, "Our Father …....Forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us." So Catholics do confess their sins directly to God both within and outside the confessional. Jesus advocated praying directly to the Father to ask forgiveness for our sins (Matt. 6:12), and Catholics do this communally at every Mass and in prayer groups, and individually during private prayer. 

3) Jesus passed on his mission to forgive sins to his apostles: First, Jesus did give the power to forgive sins to human beings. The Council of Trent declares, Christ principally instituted the Sacrament of Penance after His Resurrection, a miracle greater than that of healing the sick. In John 20:21–23, Jesus says, "As the Father has sent me, even so I send you." Then he breathed on them, saying, "Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained." This is the bedrock on which the sacrament of confession stands or falls. The meaning of this passage is clear to Catholics: Jesus, who alone has the power to forgive or retain sins (Mark 2:10; Luke 5:24), transmits that power to the apostles. How can the apostles announce that some sins are to be forgiven and some "retained" if they do not know what people’s sins are? How would forgiveness work if no sins were mentioned? During confession, the priest perpetuates this ministry by acting in persona Christi, "in the person of Christ." In other words, when Catholics receive absolution from the priest for sins confessed, it is Jesus’ forgiveness that is granted, not the priest’s. The sacrament of confession incarnates Jesus’ "ministry of reconciliation" (2 Cor. 5:18) so that we can walk together with God again after we have strayed away in sin. Both Catholics and Evangelicals affirm Paul’s teaching that Jesus is the sole mediator between God and us, but Catholics recognize that Jesus was at liberty to allow his mediation to be worked through the apostles and their successors in the Church. God employs priests as ministers of forgiveness in the sacrament of confession. Evangelicals usually understand justification as a one-time historical event, but Catholics see it as a dynamic process of conversion that includes the forgiveness of sins and the interior renewal of the person (Catechism of the Catholic Church 2018).
Apostles’ teaching: Apostles of Jesus did not teach auricular confession. St. James instructs the early Christians to confess their sins in the church assembly publically: “Therefore confess your sins to one another, and pray for one another, that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man has great power in its effects." " (Jas. 5:16), and in context this refers to confession to the clergy (who also have the authority to anoint sick people with oil in the name of the Lord).

 Early Church teaching: 1) CCC 1447: “During the first centuries the reconciliation of Christians who had committed particularly grave sins after their Baptism (for example, idolatry, murder, or adultery) was tied to a very rigorous discipline, according to which penitents had to do public penance for their sins, often for years, before receiving reconciliation. Obtaining forgiveness for sins in the primitive Church wasn’t only a private affair between the sinner and God; it also meant reconciliation with the community (see Jas. 5:14–16). Jesus advocated a fraternal process of reconciliation, including mutual correction and community discipline (Matt. 5:23–24; 18:15–19). A specific sacramental practice of reconciliation emerged within the first three centuries of Church history. 

Didache –the first century catechism: "Confess your sins in church, and do not go up to your prayer with an evil conscience. This is the way of life. . . . On the Lord’s Day gather together, break bread, and give thanks, after confessing your transgressions so that your sacrifice may be pure" (Didache 4:14, 14:1 [A.D. 70]). 

2) Early Church Fathers:  a) Origen, a prolific theologian in the third-century Church, wrote: The layman who falls into sin cannot by himself wash away his fault. He must have recourse to the levite; he needs the priest. At times, he applies to one even greater: he needs the pontiff’s help, that he may obtain the forgiveness of sins (Hom. in Numeros 10, 1). 

b) Cyprian bishop of Carthage, also writing in the third century, said: I entreat you, brethren that each one should confess his own sin while he who has sinned is still in this world, while his confession may be received, while his satisfaction and absolution given the priest are still pleasing to the Lord.” Of how much greater faith and salutary fear have they who . . . confess their sins to the priests of God in a straightforward manner and in sorrow, making an open declaration of conscience (De lapsis 28, 29). 

b) St. Basil: "It is necessary to confess our sins to those to whom the dispensation of God's mysteries is entrusted. Those doing penance of old are found to have done it before the saints. It is written in the Gospel that they confessed their sins to John the Baptist [Matt. 3:6], but in Acts [19:18] they confessed to the apostles." (Rules Briefly Treated 288 [A.D. 370]). 

c) John Chrysostom: "Priests have received a power which God has given neither to angels nor to archangels. It was said to them: 'Whatsoever you shall bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whatsoever you shall loose, shall be loosed. (On the Priesthood 3:5 [A.D. 386]). "Men have received from God a power not granted to angels or archangels. Never was it said to the heavenly spirits, ‘Whatsoever you shall bind and unbind on earth shall be bound and unbound in heaven.’ The princes of this world can only bind and unbind the body. The power of the priest extends further; it reaches the soul, and it is exercised not only in baptizing, but still more in pardoning sins. Let us not blush, then, to confess our faults. He who blushes to discover his sins to a man, and who will not confess, shall be covered with shame on the Day of Judgment in the presence of the whole universe." (St. John Chrysostom, Treatise on Priests, Bk. 3)
d) Ambrose(bishop of Milan) :” For those to whom [the right of binding and loosing] has been given, it is plain that either both are allowed, or it is clear that neither is allowed. Both are allowed to the Church, neither is allowed to heresy. For this right has been granted to priests only" (On Penance 1:1 [A.D. 387]). Sins are forgiven through the Holy Ghost. Certainly, but men lend him their ministry. . . . They forgive sin, not in their own name, but in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost (De Spiritu Sancto iii, 137).

e) St. Augustine (d. 430) warns the faithful: "Let us not listen to those who deny that the Church of God has power to forgive all sins" (De agon. Christ., iii). 

Origin of auricular confession in Europe: It was when the Church realized that public confession in the Church assembly caused scandal that it thought of an alternative.  CCC 1447: During the seventh century Irish missionaries, inspired by the Eastern monastic tradition, took to continental Europe the ‘private’ practice of penance, which does not require public and prolonged completion of penitential works before reconciliation with the Church. From that time on, the sacrament has been performed in secret between penitent and priest. This new practice envisioned the possibility of repetition and so opened the way to a regular frequenting of this sacrament. It allowed the forgiveness of grave sins and venial sins to be integrated into one sacramental celebration. In its main lines this is the form of penance that the Church has practiced down to our day”

 Council of Trent, Session 14, Canon 6: “If anyone denies that the sacramental confession was instituted, and is necessary for salvation, by divine Law; or says that the manner of confessing secretly to a priest alone, which the Catholic Church has always observed from the beginning and still observes, is at variance with the institution and command of Christ and is a human invention, anathema sit” According to Church’s doctrine the core of confession is admitting to God, and to his representative, the sins we have committed and seeking God’s forgiveness. We then receive an absolute assurance of this forgiveness in absolution.
