
 

 

The sacrament of Penance has become an important part of my own life. It helped me to 
be open to God’s call to the priesthood. It has led me into a deeper relationship with 
Christ, and the closer I get to Christ, the more that the sins of my life become clear to me. 
The more one enters into the light of Christ, the easier it is to recognize one’s sins.  
I consider the sacrament a great blessing because it always gives me a sense of healing 
and draws me closer to Christ; I encounter his tremendous compassion and mercy. I try 
to celebrate the sacrament at least every two weeks, not because I am the greatest  
sinner, but rather, because it helps me stay focused on Christ. It leads me to a greater 

reconciliation with Christ, and the very process of reconciliation reveals this to be true. 

Examining the scriptures—in particular the Gospels—one finds that repentance of sin is the necessary precursor to 
forgiveness. As Jesus claimed for himself the ability to forgive sins, He also empowered his disciples to do the same. 
Jesus went even further, as described by Matthew, when He presented a “process” for dealing with sin  
(Mt 18:15-18): if the person who has committed wrong refuses to acknowledge and repent of the wrongdoing, then 
the person must be excommunicated. This excommunication was not a form of punishment, but rather, it was seen 
as a means of healing; it was hoped that by being removed from the community, the person might realize their fault 
and accept again the life of repentance and conversion. Reflecting on this process and accepting the role of  
excommunication, the purpose of the sacrament of reconciliation is evident—to bring the sinner back to a life of 
grace based on the repentance of sins. 

As we explore the unfolding reality of the sacrament, we come to see the basic outline of how reconciliation occurs 
and what is necessary for true forgiveness of sin. The first and most essential action is one of contrition. The person 
must have true sorrow for what they have done that has harmed their relationship with God, others, creation, and 
self. But it is also essential to understand from whom this contrition arises: it is an act of God’s grace. God touches 
our hearts to call us back into a whole and healthy relationship. At some level we feel guilt for the wrong we have 
done, and that sense of guilt comes from God acting in our lives to lead us back to Him. We are called to a life of 
conversion in seeking the truth of Christ more fully in our lives, and that gives us the desire to confess what we have 
done. We must always recognize that what we have done has impacted the community of faith, and so we seek 
healing by searching for a confessor in the community. The bishop or priest is the representative assigned by Christ 
to act in the name of the Church. The penitent then brings himself or herself to the bishop or priest and privately 
confesses his or her sins. This confession of sins is a sign of the individual’s contrition and speaks to the desire to be 
in union with God. The confessor then assigns a penance. The purpose of the penance is not to pay God back for the 
wrong we have done. Rather, it is intended to bring about satisfaction by leading the penitent into a life of deepening 
conversion. It is meant to help the person break away from desires that may lead them back to sin. Absolution is 
then granted and the Church no longer holds the person responsible for the fault they have committed. The Church 
acts as Christ to direct the penitent’s heart to be more focused on their life with Christ. 

The sacrament of Penance is the primary way we receive forgiveness of sin after baptism, and is necessary where 
grave actions are concerned. We do not have to go to the sacrament for venial sin, but we must go for mortal sin. 
But, it is also a good practice to make use of the sacrament even for venial sin. The reason is really simple: it helps 
us recognize that every choice we make impacts our relationships, and that when our choices have a negative  
consequence, only God can truly fix it. The act of confession depends on the humility of the penitent, not only to 
acknowledge the wrongdoing but also to give voice to it. As the priest acts in persona Christi (in the person of Christ), 
he allows the individual to recognize that Christ is here with them as they seek to be healed of their sin. This is a 
privileged encounter in which the penitent knows they will not be judged and what they say can never be revealed: 
for the Church, the seal of confession is inviolable. The confessional is therefore a sanctuary that allows for complete 
and total honesty about one’s life in connection with Christ. The more we make use of this sanctuary the deeper our 
lives in Christ can grow. This growth occurs in a two-fold way: through humble contrition and confession of our sins, 
we are led to the cross of Christ. And, Christ heals us of our sins because He washes us clean by his blood and takes 
the sin away, thus making us whole once again. The forgiveness that Christ offers us through the sacrament is not 



 

 

one of simply forgetting our sin, but permanently removing it. This act of Christ returns us to a life of grace centered 
in Him. 

The sacrament, then, is centered on restoring and renewing our life of baptism. In this sacrament we experience the 
unconditional love and mercy that God has for us. It does not matter the sin, the number of times we have done 
something, or how often we may return to the sacrament. Our God is simply waiting for us to return in order to 
restore us to his life of grace. Our God only wants what is best for us. Our God only desires to lead us to a life of 
salvation. We do not always make the right choices because we have a propensity to sin (called concupiscence).  
So… in baptism Original Sin was removed from us, but unfortunately sin continues to impact us. And God, in his 
mercy has given us, through Christ, this great gift of the sacrament of Penance/Reconciliation. He will never stop 
loving us and will give us whatever we need to return to living our lives in accord with his will. The only question 
that really needs to be answered is: Will we take advantage of what God has given us? 

If you have any questions about anything, please do not hesitate to ask me directly, or send your questions to me 
at fr.brian@theholyrood.org , or if easier please call me at 978-254-0560. 

Please keep me in your prayers.   

In Christ, 

 

Fr. Brian 
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