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Introduction

CONFESSION IS A MYSTICAL %RIENCE

was forty years a pri QI realized that priests
don’t hear sins in CorMgssion.

We hear, id@ fact, we are listening to people’s
s

mystical e , even though they may be con-
scious only of cq, ing their sins.
Here’s aff ample. Suppose you accuse yourself of using

bad langWNg8 ere is no great revelation in that. Everybody

Nes you do too. But if you mention it in Confession,
hWriest learns something nobody else knows: you are
omeone who actually disapproves of cussing; it is contrary
to your personal ideals. In your heart you have a higher ideal
than appears in your behavior. This is a revelation of grace —
and of identity.

You need to know this. You probably feel bad about your-
self because of your foul mouth. But the truth is, you can’t

look down on anything unless something in you has risen
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8 A FRESH LOOK AT CONFESSION

above it. So what you really discover by confessing your sin
— but possibly won’t unless the confessor points it out to
you — is that your heart is on a higher moral level than your
mouth. And so are you as a person. Strange as it sounds, one
of the principal reasons for confessing our sins is to realize \@
how good we are!
To realize we have the same ideals as God is a mysti‘cal &
experience. If that phrase frightens you, call it an ex,
of grace. They are one and the same thing. When y %e
aware that you personally are judging an action God
does — you are not just parroting what yo tFugl¥t as a
child, but see for yourself that it is wrong @ se God with-
in you is showing you that it is — yot§re experiencing both
the action of God in your heart ar&esponse to God’s
action, God’s gift of light and ptance of God’s gift.
That is a mystical experience.@

O

FROM RELIGIO PIRITUALITY

Seeing Con @this way takes it out of the box of religion
— defi @ conformity to a system of doctrines, rules, and

and puts it into the area of spirituality — experi-
teraction with God.
e enter into a conscious spiritual life on the day we real-
e that something is going on between ourselves and God,
and decide to get involved in it.

Our religion becomes our spirituality when we embrace
its doctrines as truth revealed to us by a God we personally
choose to believe in, follow its rules as guidance from a God

whose way we have explicitly decided to trust, and engage
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in its practices as an interchange of love with a God we con-
sciously desire to be close to.

If our experience of Confession is not all of the above, we
have not yet assimilated its meaning or fully experienced its

mystery. The goal of this book is to help you use and experi—\@

ence Confession as an encounter that draws you closer to

God. ‘\0



CHAPTER ONE

The Sacrament xQ
of Self-Identity >

Experiencing oneself as a Christian Q

CONFESSION OF PROFESSION OF FAITH

is that every confession of sin is more pro-
undly a profession of faith.
What Christians began to call the “sacrament”
(“mystery”) of Reconciliation began in a very hu-
@1 way. Sometimes, when they were threatened with torture
% nd death in times of persecution, Christians denied their
faith. When they showed up to celebrate Eucharist again with
the community after being released from prison, the other
Christians did not know what to make of them.

“What are you doing here? You don’t believe in Jesus”
“Of course I believe in Jesus. I am a Christian.”

10
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“But you denied him. You told the Romans you did not be-
lieve in him”

One answer to this might be, “Did you see the teeth on
those lions?”

If this is the reply given by the apostate (from stasis: “stand—\@

ing” and apo: “away” — one who “stands away” from the cogf®
munity, takes a stance “apart from” the Church), it r&:@
mean that, in fact, the person not only denied the

never had it in the first place. Anyone who does \ e we
should bear witness to Jesus through the sacri Qur life
— and of every other good on earth — s&a believe
in him as God, and does not accept theénd greatest com-

mandment”: “You shall love the LOW.,II‘ od with all your

heart, and with a// your soul..” 22:37). Such a person

might fit into the group Joh
They went out from us, bulNey did not belong to us; for if

they had belonged @they would have remained with us.

But by going o ade it plain that none of them be-

longed to us. 2:19)

HoweWgh an answer might also mean, “Hey, I was just
sca now I should have given up my life in witness to
sUN(Ng actual meaning of martyr in Greek is witness), but I
aterrified. I was wrong. [ was a coward. I sinned”
% In this case, the confession of sin would be a profession of
% faith. If the community judged it to be sincere, the apostate
could be reconciled with them and accepted back into the fel-
lowship of the believers as a participant in Eucharist.

This judgment did not happen through majority vote. It
was made by the one who, as head of the community or local
“church” (the word church means assembly), could speak in the
name of all. That was the bishop.!
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For the sake of morale, however, reconciliation was not

granted until the returning apostates had given visible proof

that this time their profession of faith was real. Their faith

had not been strong enough to hold up against torture before;

could they be believed now? \@
In the early Church proof of faith took the form of a long and

rigorous public penance imposed by the bishop — like standj @

outside the door of the church in sackcloth and ashes f

or being required to live only on alms. The penance h.

completed before the bishop would grant absoluti admit
the penitent to full participation in Eucharist? @e >uring
one of the times of recurring, intermittent pé @ ion, someone
who was actually imprisoned and facin&fh or the faith —
already called a martyr — would int@e r the penitent, the
penance might be mitigated or . This was called an
indulgence. An indulgence was%g but the bishop’s choice to
grant relief from a pepal imself had imposed.

And so the practi t we now call sacramental confes-

sion was born.

On the on , it was a very human process — even a
juridical on eone with jurisdiction, or the right to speak
pt the community, judged whether the apostate’s
cop s sin was a sincere profession of regret based on
Md whether the sinner, in spite of weakness, was really

& mitted to the truth and values of Christ. Public penance
% as required as proof. When credibility was reestablished,

the local head of the assembly, the bishop, declared the sin-
ner freed or absolved from any obstacle to full participation in
the life of the community of faith. All the other members were
committed to accept his judgment. The breach was healed,

unity was restored, and the morale of the community — weak-
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ened by doubts about how much trust they could place in the
sincerity of the communal profession of faith that bound them

together — was strengthened.

FOR THE SAKE OF COMMUNITY ®

We notice that the common good of the communi

the individual’s relationship to God, was the origj
Confession in the reconciliation process. Whi
personal and private relationship to God\alge
sue, the main focus remained the benefi ommunity’s
restored assurance about their cowumty in faith and val-
ues. The only sins confessed wegj ones that were experi-
enced as a disruption of the Jf§ , the experienced fellow-
ship or “communion in the%pirit” that was so important
for “building up the ” (1 Corinthians 14:12-26). At first
just apostasy was, d. Later, known murder and adultery
were included.

Doe th@an that the reconciliation of penitents was

atter of healing wounds in the community’s

as it simply a human and juridical process that
% Organizational purpose?

answer that question — and to understand Confession to-

%®lay — we have to go deeper into the mystery of our redemption.

A TRIPLE MYSTERY

When the lapsi (those who had “lapsed” in their profession

of the faith) were reconciled with the community, a mystery
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was being enacted on a level deeper than outward appearance.
The visible reintegration of the apostate into the community
expressed an invisible reintegration into the divine life of the
Body of Christ. The mystery of redemption and the mystery of

sacramental reconciliation are one and the same. They are the \@
same mystery as Baptism.
We were “saved” at Baptism by being incorporated, with @
all of our sins — past, present, and future — into the
Jesus hanging on the cross. Since Jesus died almost %—
sand years before we existed, this may be a confus§ nt. It
might help if we think in terms of the differ etJvech how
we and God perceive time.
We live in linear time. For us, the pﬁoven the future
does not yet exist, and only the pre@ al. But for God,
all of time is present in one ete 7 Using imagery, we
could say that God sees time anircle, the way we see the
moon. Every event og t umference of the circle, from
the beginning of ti nd, is present to him in one view.
And at the center o ircle is the cross.

Christ’s de d rising are the timeless moment without

which no m of time has meaning, for “in him all things

in heavt L On earth were created...all things have been cre-

hing was created except in view of the final reintegration of
1 things in Christ.

For this reason, the sacrifice of Jesus on Calvary, though it
took place in time, is a timeless moment. As Priest and Victim
Jesus transcends time.

He holds his priesthood permanently, because he continues

forever. Consequently he is able for all time to save those
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who approach God through him, since he always lives to

make intercession for them.” (Hebrews 7:24—25)

It clarifies things to picture Jesus hanging on the cross at
the center of the circle of time. Jesus died in time and space, \@
at a point along the circumference of the circle, on the hill
Calvary outside Jerusalem, around the year 33 AD. ]iut 'c()@
ity (God’s reality), his death was and is at the cent OX‘

All human history revolves around that moment,

view of our redemption on Calvary that the h ce was
created. And every human life, no matte' ins or
ends, wherever it is positioned along thd @ mference of the
circle, whether before or after the &0:1 orf Jesus’ life on earth,
has the death and resurrection s its center.

We are all equidistant fr 0sS.

When we were baptized, Wg were baptized “into” that body
hanging on the cr ss@ center of time. We, with all of our
sins, were incorp to his body. As we became members
of Jesus’ own bo r sins became the sins of Jesus’ own
flesh. He "@e sin” for us. “For our sakes God made him
who di o)

co ery holiness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21).

w sin to be sin, so that in him we might be-

esus died, we died in him. We, with all of our sins,
eM down into the grave with him, and our sins were annihilat-
. Then we rose in him and returned to earth to take our place
again on the circumference of the circle as a “new creation”
All of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were
baptized into his death. Therefore we have been buried with
him by baptism into death, so that, just as Christ was raised
from the dead by the glory of the Father, so we too might

walk in newness of life. (Romans 6:3—4)
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“LAMB OF Gop”

The mystery of redemption is that, in Jesus, the “Lamb of
God,” our sins are not just forgiven but “taken away”

The next day John saw Jesus coming toward him and de-

clared, “Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of
the world!” (John 1:29) 0

Because we died in Christ, no reality or record o X\

remains. The one who committed those sins die
is in Christ, there is a new creation: everythMygWNd I*s Passed
away; see, everything has become new!” (2 @ hians 5:17).
When you were buried with him in bﬁn, you were also
raised with him through faith in t of God, who
raised him from the dead....G Q:)u alive together
with him, when he forgave ug(;ur trespasses, erasing the
record that stood ggai ..He set this aside, nailing it to

the cross. (Colossj 4

What hap on Calvary, what happened at our Baptism,
and what h in the sacrament of Reconciliation are all

the sa tery: the mystery of being taken, incorporated,

ed into the body of Jesus on the cross, dying with

irhim, and rising with and in him as free of all guilt as if
@had never sinned in our lives.

Catholics celebrate the Immaculate Conception of Mary as
the belief that the flesh of Jesus, the Incarnate Word of God,
could never have been under the power of sin at any moment
of its existence. This leads to the conclusion that the flesh of
Mary, in order to become the flesh of God, must have been

preserved from all corruption by sin from the first moment of
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her conception in her mother’s womb.

But if Jesus, after being born, was “made sin” by incorporat-
ing us, with all of our sins, into his body;, it stands to reason
that this could only be in view of overcoming sin completely by
taking the “sins of the world” into his flesh in order to annihi-

late them.

when the process of redemption is complete. Th

the Church in its perfection. What Mary was, all ox

we see in her is a preview of our own. So Fath ahner,

SJ, wrote that Mary’s Immaculate ConceM

promise that we will all be “immaculate @ eived” when our

rebirth through the death and rish%lur

to perfection at the end of our lj 6: re we enter heaven,
we all will be as totally and purified of all sin as if we
had never, ever, sinned in ouNlife.

Christ loved thg C

der to make h

Baptism is brought

nd gave himself up for her, in or-
Cleansing her with the washing of
water by the 0 as to present the Church to himself in
out a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind —
e may be holy and without blemish. (Ephesians

7; Colossians 1:21-22)

our linear, earthly time frame we see Baptism as taking
way all of our sins up to that moment. But in God’s time frame
our future sins were also annihilated in Christ’s death. So in the
sacrament of Reconciliation — which takes place in our linear
time — we confess, we give to Christ, we include, all the sins we
have committed since Baptism (or since our last Confession).
But God already sees us as we will see ourselves and one anoth-

er at the “end time” when Jesus presents us to himself “in splen-

“,

The Church sees Mary as the “preview and promi‘se” $®
on



18 A FRESH LOOK AT CONFESSION

dor, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind...holy and
without blemish” Being purified of sin in Reconciliation brings

our time frame into harmony with God’s.

L 4
Visibly, the bishop’s absolution reintegrated apostates§

THE “SACRAMENTAL” ENCOUNTER ®\

human community of believers on earth. Invisibly,
restored to live in union with Christ the Head by d

a

sharing in the divine life of his mystical bod
That is why Baptism and Reconciliation o @ d sacra-
ments. A sacrament is an invisible inte@n with God em-

bodied in a visible interaction with @1

grace through direct, spiritual i with anyone, without

using any created intermediariﬁgans, words, or gestures at

all. But in Jesus, God ea@nlightened, and saved people, not
d touches, but by using bread,

eings. God can give

only through huma
wine, water, blood, ud and saliva! (see John 9:6). What

we calla “ acr@:al grace” is a grace (a life-giving “favor”
from God\ es to us through particular physical signs
and vist @ eraction with human beings. So, in sacramental
R 28, union with God is restored through the visible
oMestored union with the human community of believers.

>

THREE PRACTICAL CONCLUSIONS

We have gone into deep theology here, which means deep
mystery. On the practical level, there are three important

things we should be sure we have absorbed:
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© Our sins no longer exist

In Baptism and Confession, our sins are not just “forgiven” but
taken away. The difference is crucial. With no pun intended,
the “crux” of our redemption is the cross.

Forgiveness doesn’t change us. The one who forgives be- \@
comes more loving, more godlike by that act. But the one fof®
given is just as guilty as before. . &

If Jesus only “paid the price of our sins,” our sin 1
be part of us. God would just be “overlooking” t X\the
truth is, we are not delivered from sin by Jesu or us,
but by the mystery of our dying in him. thave been
clear about this mystery.

That is why people do not alway@ peace in Confession.

ﬁ ‘T¥old something against
of God) that we will not
be “punished” for what we h¥%e done. But forgiveness doesn’t
change the fact that v@ what we did. And if it is something
§)

that makes it har

It may be a relief to know God ¢

us and (if such is our under

live with ourselves, we continue to
carry the crushi ght of our sin.
Ilear is the hard way. When I was a missionary in
Africa, [N sixteen-year-old girl in an automobile ac-
cid as my fault. Obviously, I didn’t mean to kill her, so
a s technically guilty of was a “venial sin” of impatience

ha®made me careless. However, the difference between “ve-
1al” and “mortal” sin doesn’t mean much when someone is
lying dead in the road.
I duly confessed my sin and its consequence, and didn’t
feel any better at all. I knew God had forgiven me, but I was
still the man who killed that girl, and all the forgiveness in the
world could not take that away.

For mental health reasons, I chose to put this out of my
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mind for two years. Then I made a thirty-day retreat and con-
fronted it. The first words that came to my mind were “Christ
became a curse for us, hanging on the tree” This was followed
by the verse: “For our sakes God made him who did not know
sin to be sin, so that in him we might become the very holiness \@
of God” (see Galatians 3:13; 2 Corinthians 5:21).
Jesus took me, with all of my sins, into his body on the @
cross. When he died, I died in him. I thought of Paul’
“Do you not know that all of us who have been baptj
Christ Jesus were baptized into his death?”
I went down into the grave with Christ, & @(o n into
the waters of Baptism. My sins were buried @ e. When
Jesus rose, I rose in him, leaving my s&hin:

Therefore we have been buried@h by baptism into
death, so that, just as Christ from the dead by the
glory of the Father, so we tocﬁ walk in newness of life.
So if anyone is jn C here is a new creation: every-
thing old has pass ee, everything has become new!

(Romans 6:3—4;2, thians 5:17)

@sin, either in heaven or (in God’s eyes) on earth! The one

% ho committed those sins died. We live now as the risen body
of Jesus. We are a new creation. If we continue to hold on to
the memory of our sins, what we are holding onto is some-
thing we have robbed from Jesus Christ. On the cross he said,

“Give me your sins by giving me yourself” He died so that we

might die in him and our sins be annihilated. It is wrong to
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rob him of the fruit of his passion and death by taking back the

burden he died to take away.

® Sin and reconciliation are communal

There is always a communal dimension, both to sin and to \@

reconciliation. We cannot sin against God without sinnin
against other human beings. And we cannot seek reco

ation with God without involving other human b

when you are offering your gift at the altar,” Jes f you
remember that your brother or sister has against
you, leave your gift there before the altd ﬁ t be
reconciled to your brother or sister, an come and of-
fer your gift” (Matthew 5:23-24). 1g t not like the idea

of confessing our sins to the Cl@ t if we do not — in
some form or another — w
when we confess them to .

affirming — and j

ing things unfinished

reinforcing — o ghtity as co-responsible members of the
aith. We are in the Church. We truly belong,

belonging, as members committed to give as

commuynit
and acce
well eceive. In the maturity of our relationship with
jevers we recognize that we owe it to the community,
s well as to God, to live in a way that makes our profession
faith credible. When we fail to do this — as all of us do to
some extent — we recognize the need to repair. We undo
the damage our sins have caused either to the community’s
morale or simply to our own ability to contribute to the com-
munity’s mission. We do this through a confession of sins that
is a public profession of faith. Although the actual confession

is in private, the fact that we “turn ourselves in,” as my irrev-
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erent cousin used to say, by going into the confessional, is a
public act. And in the sacrament we confess to the priest as a
representative of the community. In that act we experience our
identity as believing, committed members of the fellowship
(koinonia) of the body of Christ.

x &

© Confession is an expression and experience of faith&

The real focus of Confession is not on our “works” bu >
faith. We only confess the failure of our works in or %f—
firm — and in the process experience — the pres hin
us of a live faith by which we judge them. Ir @o e
recognize the light in our hearts when we s @ evealing to

us the darkness of our behavior. Ther&we should prepare
for Confession by looking at our li\Q light of the word
of God and of his Spirit abidin earts. What we are
getting in touch with is less th@y of our sins (no great
mystery there!) and or@:eality of God’s enlightening,

inviting, inspiring a r hearts. Confession should be a
mystical experience

Like the di s who met Jesus on the road after his resur-
rection but @ognized him “in the breaking of the bread,’
we look @ after the “breaking open” of our hearts and say,
“Weke \QENr hearts burning within us while he was talking to
eroad...?” (Luke 24:32).

e look back on our lives and realize, “The only reason I

new or felt that what I was doing was sin was because God
was enlightening me. I have been in live contact with God. I
just didn’t recognize it at the time” That is mystical experience.
It is the experience of knowing something, not because you see
it with your eyes or understand it with your intellect, but be-

cause it is more real to you than that.



The Sacrament of Self-Identity 23

It may be something you were taught, something you have
thought about and understand, something that “makes sense”
to you. But when you get in touch with yourself, you realize
you do not accept it just because it makes sense to you. Your
acceptance is deeper than that. You know it on a level deeper \@
than mere intellectual understanding. You know that this
truth, this ideal, is part of you. Knowing it, believing ’it, @

cepting it are part of what you are.

And it is part of you by grace: because of your {pation
in the divine life of God.

This is an experience of grace. Wheth chs@ously
think of it that way or not, it is an exper f sharing in the

divine life of God. By the gift of fai
own act of knowing. By the gift
heart on what God holds o
ble; you are sharing in God’sgwn awareness, sharing firsthand
in God’s own inte tit@:eep his promises. And by the gift of
es, desire what God desires, appre-

ou are sharing in God’s

ou are setting your

and believing it is possi-

love you love wh
ciate what God lates.
When y@amine your conscience in preparation for

ConfessINg are really examining your consciousness. You

pizing and acknowledging as your own what God is

raced person, someone who shares in the divine light and life
of God.

% Your confession of sin is the act in which this is realized

(becomes real) and is recognized by being embodied in action.
What you are really revealing is your ideals. This is all about
who you really are, not what you have done. The real you has

a different set of ideals, reflecting your heart instead of your
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lapses. This you abides with God.
Confessions are mystical experiences for the priest or con-
fessor as well. Confessors get to hear how good people are

when they think they are revealing how bad they are! To hear

confessions is to perceive the action of God in the human race \@

— God speaking to people, raising them to his level of ideals,

and their responding to him. It is a very encouraging exger'
ence. It should be even more encouraging for those v\

ize, in the confession of their sins, how real is their i
of faith. 0
]





