Act of Contrition
My God,
I am sorry for my sins with all my heart.
In choosing to do wrong
and failing to do good,
I have sinned against you
whom I should love above all things.
I firmly intend, with your help,
to do penance,
to sin no more,
and to avoid whatever leads me to sin.
Our Savior Jesus Christ
suffered and died for us.
In his name, my God, have mercy.
— Rite of Penance, No. 45

Reasons for avoiding confession usually boil down to
a desire to avoid embarrassment and awkwardness. Do
you feel ashamed about what you've done? That’s fit-
ting, but don’t let embarrassment become an excuse to
avoid love and forgiveness. Being willing to tell another
person about your faults takes courage. Confessing our
sins means that we must name them, not merely admit
to certain “shortcom-
ings.” We take respon-
sibility for concrete
acts, which in itself is
an act of humility. This
counters pride — the
deadliest of the seven
deadly sins.

It’s impor-
tant to realize that
the Sacrament of
Reconciliation is a
ritual — like the Mass, like baptism, like all the other
sacraments. There’s an order to it. You say the words to
confess your sins. The priest says words of absolution.
It’s not necessary to “feel” a certain way to know you
are forgiven; though Our Lord knows we will sin again,
if we have sincere contrition and desire to avoid further
sin, the graces of the sacrament are always there.

3. Penance
The final part of the sacrament is the penance.
Usually, the priest will ask you to say some prayers or
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perform a simple act of char-
ity. Like confession, penance

is a concrete action. You name
your sins; you do something to
express your resolve to make
amends. If we’ve harmed some-
one, we need to repair the dam-
age as much as possible. This
business of being forgiven and
reconciled takes place in our
everyday life. It’s not happening
in a “spiritual” realm divorced
from the real world. The penance the priest gives
reminds us that we need to live differently, to take steps
to avoid sin in the future.

The Words of Absolution
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.
— Rite of Penance, No. 46

Coming Home

What awaits you if you come back to confession?
You can expect freedom — freedom from your spiritual
burdens, freedom to become the person you were meant
to be. The sacrament holds out God’s blessed promise
of peace of mind, a joyful heart, and restored relation-
ships with Our Lord and those you love. No wonder the
Catholic Church urges us to make frequent use of the
sacrament.

In this life, we always fall short of Jesus’s example.
We always need healing. We always need the precious
gift of God’s grace. In the Sacrament of Reconciliation,
grace and healing are ours for the asking.

Confession brings forgiveness. It makes us whole. It’s
the way home. That’s the best answer to the question,
“Why go back to confession?”

For Further Reading

The How-To Book of Catholic Devotions, Mike
Aquilina and Regis Flaherty (Our Sunday Visitor, 2000).

Meat and Potatoes Catholicism, Rev. Joseph F.
Classen (Our Sunday Visitor, 2008).

A Pocket Guide to Confession, Michael Dubruiel (Our
Sunday Visitor, 2007).

Celebrating the Sacrament of Penance: Questions and
Answers. USCCB Web site, www.nccbuscc.org/liturgy/
penance.shtml.

To view a PDF of additional topical pamphlets or to order bulk
copies of this pamphlet, go to www.osv.com/pamphlets
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Why Go Back to
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Call it sin. Call it wrongdoing. Call it failings, or
transgressions, or brokenness, or “the human condi-
tion.” It goes by many names. It’s the desolate knowl-
edge that things are not right because we have acted
wrongly. Sin divides and shatters. It separates us from
God, from those we love, and from ourselves.

Sin wounds our relationship with God and oth-
ers as well as our human dignity. Faith reveals
to us the destructive force of sin in our lives and
the world.
— United States Catholic Catechism
for Adults (USCCB), p. 245

This knowledge burdens us. We can’t undo what
we’ve done, but we long for relief — a new start, an end
to guilt, freedom to act rightly, a path out of the wilder-
ness. We want forgiveness. We want to be restored.

That’s what God offers us in confession. The salva-
tion that Jesus accomplished for the human race is
something we can experience personally. Forgiveness is
ours through confession. It’s the road back to God. It’s a
channel of grace to live with new joy and freedom.

A few decades ago, the Catholic Church began refer-
ring to Confession as the Sacrament of Penance and
Reconciliation. It did this to emphasize reconciliation.
That’s the short answer to the question, “Why go back
to confession?” We do it to be reconciled. Reconciliation
literally means “to meet again.” We’ve lost our way.
Confession is the way back home.

What God Is Like

any people stay away from the Sacrament of

Reconciliation because they are afraid of God.
He’s perceived as a Judge or a Policeman — angry, sus-
picious, unforgiving. The truth of the matter is that God
isn’t like that at all. He is a loving Father who desper-
ately wants us to return to him. In parable after parable,
healing after healing, Jesus’ message refutes the notion
that his Father is a vindictive scorekeeper. God wants us
back. He'll go to great lengths to find us.

When the Pharisees
complained that he spent
too much time hanging
out with sinners, Jesus
fired back: “What man
of you, having a hundred
sheep, if he has lost one
of them, does not leave
the ninety-nine in the
wilderness, and go after
the one which is lost,
until he finds it?” Again,
“What woman, having
ten silver coins, if she
loses one coin, does not
light a lamp and sweep
the house and seek
diligently until she finds
it? And when she has found it, she calls together her
friends and neighbors, saying, ‘Rejoice with me, for I
have found the coin which I had lost” (Lk 15:1-10).

Perhaps the strongest reassurance we can have about
the nature of God, however, is the story of the Prodigal
Son, whose father runs to meet his wayward son and
welcomes him back, rejoicing. That’s what God is like,
Jesus says. He’s the shepherd who searches for the lost
sheep. He’s like the woman who drops everything and
turns her house upside down to find a single lost coin.
He’s the father who’ll hasten to meet and embrace us,
no matter how badly we have sinned against him. That’s
the kind of God we’re dealing with.

And Jesus didn’t merely explain what his Father is
like; he went to the cross to redeem us, to secure for us
his Father’s mercy and forgiveness. Even as he is being
mocked on the cross, Jesus prays, “Father, forgive them.”

THE CROSIERS
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Jesus knows that his Father will do what any of us do
when we lose something valuable: we actively work to
find it again. This is the God we meet when we come to
confession.

What Confession Is

he Sacrament of Reconciliation is at the heart of

Jesus’ work to save and heal the world. It’s the
tangible expression of a loving Father’s desire to find
his children again. The first thing Jesus did after his
Resurrection was to give his apostles the authority to
restore us to the Father: “Receive the Holy
Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any,
they are forgiven; if you retain the
sins of any, they are retained” (Jn
20:22-23). From that point on,
the Church’s ordained minis-
ters have carried out this work
of forgiveness and reconcili-
ation.

Confession was a feature of
the life of the early Church. In
the Letter of James, we read: “Is
any among you sick? Let him call for
the elders of the church, and let them
pray over him . . . if he has committed sins,
he will be forgiven” (5:14-15). Confession was often a
public ritual, especially for serious sins. But by the early
Middle Ages, the sacrament had taken the form it has
today — primarily, a private exchange between a peni-
tent and a priest.

THE CROSIERS

The Three Parts of the Sacrament

onfession is the term commonly used for the sacra-

ment, but the confession of one’s sins to a priest is
only one part of Reconciliation. The others are contri-
tion and penance or
amends.

1. Contrition

The process begins
with a careful examina-
tion of conscience; con-
trition is perfect when it
is motivated by the love
of God and imperfect if
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it rests on other motives (Compendium of the Catechism
of the Catholic Church, 303). We must admit that we’ve
done wrong, and that we're responsible for it.

You probably know something about contrition if
you're reading this pamphlet and thinking about com-
ing back to confession. In a way, the willingness to be
honest about what we have done is the most important
part of reconciliation. It’s easy to come up with a dozen
ways to excuse our behavior, or at least take the sting
out of it. Human beings are masters of rationalization
and self-justification. But being reconciled begins with
pondering what we have done in the light of Christ’s
two commandments of love, the Sermon on the Mount,
and the Ten Commandments as a basis against which
we can measure ourselves.

Scripture Passages for an
Examination of Conscience
o Matthew 5-7
e Romans 12-15
e 1 Corinthians 12-13
o Galatians 5
o Ephesians 4-6
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2. Confession

The second part of Reconciliation is confession itself.
The Church requires that we confess our sins to a priest.
Why? Only God can forgive sins, after all. But the urge
to confess our sins springs from a deep desire. As Pope
John Paul IT wrote, “The forgiven penitent is reconciled
with himself in his inmost being” (Reconciliation and
Penance, 31).

Let’s turn the question around, then: Why not con-
fess to a priest? The priest is bound to the strictest con-
fidence. He cannot and will
not say anything to anybody
about what he hears in confes-
sion. And, because the priest
absolves us “in the name of
the Father, and of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit,” our
forgiveness actually does come
from God, through the chan-
nel of a human being acting in
God’s name.





