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THEOLOGICAL TRENDS 

Sin and Sacramental Reconciliation, II 

/ • H E  SACRAMENT OF penance or reconciliation presents a particular 
challenge in our  times not only to Catholics at large and to confessors 

especially but also to liturgical scholars and theologians. This is partly due 
to the changing sense of sin I but  also due to more extensive knowledge of 

the historical development of sacramental reconciliation 2 and to a new focus 
in sacramental theology. 3 Because of the diminishing numbers  of sacra- 

mental  confessions observed in many  places, this may seem like a time of 
tragic decadence and indifference, but  it may also be seen as a time of 

extraordinary opportunity.  
As was discussed in the earlier part of this article, 4 the sense of sin for 

many Catholics today might best be thought of not as lost or diminished but 
as more subtle because more mature.  There is far less sense of breaking 
rules and therefore having to pay a prescribed (and more or less arbitrary) 
penalty. Rather,  there is a sense of disorientation and lack of focus with a 
consequent longing (sometimes not very consistent and not very effective) 
to get one 's  life and desires and relationships back into perspective and also 
to get the society in which one lives back into perspective. This implies a 
particular kind of examinat ion of conscience, which does not consist of 
checking off one 's  life and behaviour against a predetermined list of 'do ' s '  
and ' don ' t s ' .  Such an examinat ion consists rather of a continuous and pro- 
gressively more sensitive discernment of what it means to live as a true 

follower of Jesus Christ. 
As is immediately evident, this sense of sin and sinfulness is at odds with 

a sacramental  practice and theory focused on precise recall and acknow- 
ledgment of sinful actions, with specificity not only as to n u m b e r  and 
specie s but  also as to degree of culpability in terms of clarity of knowledge 
and fullness of consent. S This  dissonance of ritual practice with contempor- 
ary experience has been felt for a long time, but  it has reached a new peak 
with the growing awareness that there are other actions and encounters in 
the Church which also mediate conversion and reconciliation. The liturgical 
movement  and the renewal of biblical and patristic scholarship have contri- 
buted both to the problem and to the solution, more particularly by what 
they have discovered of the history of sacramental  reconciliation since 

apostolic times. 6 
While it is, of course, true that our  sacramental system owes its origin to 

the symbolism and ritual that Jesus himself drew from jewish sources and 
adapted for his disciples, it is no longer possible to assert in the face of the 
historical evidence that our present pattern of seven sacraments, in the 
forms which the rites have today, can be traced to the authorship of Jesus or 
even to apostolic times. The  sacraments can be said to be instituted by 
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Jesus Christ ,  not in a jur idical ,  consti tutional  sense, bu t  in a more fluid, 
organic way. This  much is inescapably the test imony of history. Of  the 
sacrament  of penance or reconciliation in part icular ,  we know that it has 
Changed its shape dramat ical ly  in the course of the centuries.  

There  has always been a need for r i tual  expressions of  conversion and 
of reconcil iat ion and forgiveness among  Chris t ians  as a m o n g  a l l  other 
peoples. However ,  Chris t ians  of the earliest centuries clearly saw the 
Church  itself, in its entirety,  as the great sacrament  of conversion and of  
reconcil iat ion,  for membersh ip  of  the Church  br ings people into in t imate  
relat ionship with Jesus Christ  as redeemer  and media tor  between God  and 
the h u m a n  communi ty .  Therefore ,  the eucharist ,  the action which con- 
stitutes the core and foundation of the Church,  is the a l l -embracing ri tual of  
conversion and reconciliation.  Paul ' s  first letter to the Cor in th ians  is very 
explicit about  this and very concrete in the conclusions which it draws from 
this concerning the exigence of changed relationships among believers that 
is contained in the euchar is t ic  action and assembly. 

In  the course of  the centuries,  this aspect of eucharist  has not been 
forgotten for we have incorporated explicit repentance rites in our celebra- 
tions. The  Lord ' s  p rayer  was recognized as one such from early times, and 
indeed Chris t ians  were also urged  to p ray  the Lord ' s  p rayer  three t imes 
daily as a continual  expression of repentance for 'da i ly  sins'  and of forgive- 

ness of  one another .  7 Similar  explicit  repentance and mutua l  reconcil iat ion 
rites include the passing of the pax or greeting of  peace. Best known in our 
own times is the expression of repentance and the prayer  of absolut ion 
included in the entrance r i t e  of the eucharistic celebration. 

In  early centuries,  however,  the key sacrament  of repentance,  conversion 
and reconcil iat ion for each individual  Chris t ian was bapt ism.  In the 
restored rite for christian init iat ion of  adults, this aspect h a s  again come 
clearly into view. In those early centuries in which most bapt isms were of  
adu l t s ,  the Church  was necessarily a communi ty  of personal  and  deeply 
commit ted believers. The i r  entrance into Church  membersh ip  was actually 
or potential ly cause for persecution and death,  and  it was a turn ing  not 
made  lightly. This  turn ing  away from the way of life of  the sur rounding  
society and towards a new and t ransformed life in Chris t  was at that t ime so 
dramat ic  in its nature  and consequences that  it must  have seemed indeed 
like a rebirth.  Sin, for these converts, was a whole way of life, of 
relationships, values and expectations,  ra ther  than a series of discrete 
actions that  could be numbered  and specified. Sin was defined and 
identified by the change between the old way of life and the new. 8 

It is not surpris ing,  in that context,  that in the earliest centuries there was 
a strong sense that when once the great t ransi t ion ' f rom death to life'  had 
been made,  there  should be no need for fur ther  ri tuals of repentance  and 
reconciliation than those a l ready ment ioned above, which respond to the 
inevitable ' da i ly '  sins of a communi ty  of people still within the struggle of  
history, yearn ing  for the fullness of  G o d ' s  reign to be re-established in the 
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world. Yet it is also not surprising, in a history of  sin and betrayals, that not 
all those who were baptized were faithful and constant in their christian 
allegiance. The  earliest examples we find of  special rituals of  exclusion from 
the community,  for a period of penance followed by a ritual of re-entry or 
reconciliation, appear to have been concerned mainly with betrayal of  the 
christian communi ty  in time of persecution. 9 The  earliest response to this 
seems to have been consternation and puzzlement over the discovery that 
anyone who had once entered the realm of  Christ 's  grace could later be 
radically unfaithful. There was considerable a rgument  as to whether it was 
right to readmit such persons. However,  even in cases where they were not 
readmitted, they were advised to pray for God 's  forgiveness and do good 
works. Ih other words, the meaning of  the rite was in its reconciliation with 
the communi ty  of believers, and it seems that God ' s  forgiveness was not 
understood to be dependent on readmission to the community.  

By the time of Augustine of Hippo,  in the early fifth century, there is 
evidence that others besides conspicuous public sinners were expected to 
avail themselves of the public rite of  exclusion, penance and reconciliation. 
These others were expected to confess to the bishop privately the cause they 
had to enroll among  the penitents. There is also evidence that the 
conditions had become so harsh and the role of the penitent so ignominious 
that few presented themselves and many  who acknowledged serious sin 
postponed penance to their deathbeds. Eventually, other rites of recon- 
ciliation took their place beside the old tradition of  public penance. Some of  
these seem surprising today, such as the spanish rite of the Good Friday 
indulgentia, a lengthy and strenuous communal  penance celebration at the 
end of which a general absolution was granted.~° 

A serious problem in this practice of the ancient Church was the fact that 
it divided Church members into the sinners and the righteous, a distinction 
that is obviously contrary to the gospel teachings of  Jesus. This anomaly 
had been noticed particularly by the desert fathers and it was evidently 
troubling others, including certain spanish bishops,  who initiated the 
practice of  devotional enrolment in the ranks of  the penitents on their 
deathbeds. Following the custom of the monastic communities,  the celtic 
and british Churches did not practise the rite of  public enrolment in the 
ranks of penitents, but encouraged all to confess their sins privately in the 
context of seeking spiritual direction. They  confessed to holy persons, not 
necessarily bishops, and apparently not necessarily ordained as priests. 
Gregory the Great, in his letters to Augustine of  Canterbury,  authorized 
the continuance of  this practice in place of the roman rite of public penance, 
and the custom spread to the european continent, where it gradually 
replaced the roman rite in spite of  vigorous episcopal efforts to maintain the 
latter. 

When  the Fourth Lateran Council  of  1215 made a combined or compro- 
mise rite of  reconciliation mandatory  for all, it left many problems that had 
not been foreseen. Among these problems were the fact that even devotional 
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confessions were now made  a mat ter  of  judic ia l  process ra ther  than spir i tual  
direction in a cont inuing conversion. Tha t  invited the misunders tand ing  
that the process somehow substi tuted for a genuine conversion in real life. 
It suggested the analogy of  wiping the slate clean from time to t ime, as 
though the r i tual  by itself could change a person ' s  s tanding before God  
without any existential  change in the person. Eventual ly this spilled over 
into the many  abuses connected with indulgences against  which the 
s ixteenth-century reformers so vigorously protested.  

There  were the further p rob lems  that the parish priests of the Midd le  
Ages, to whom the faithful were supposed to confess at least all their  grave 
sins very specifically at least once a year,  were in many  cases not at all 
qualified to be. good confessors, and that people cannot  be commanded  to 
undergo serious conversions on schedule. In  other words, there was much 
in this pat tern of sacramental  reconciliation that would cheapen it and make 
it ra ther  trivial in the spiri tual  lives of Christ ians.  The  coming of  the friars, 
the cont inued influence of the monasteries ,  and  eventual ly the reforms 
connected with the Counci l  of  Tren t ,  all did much to try to correct this, but  
it must  be admit ted  that many  of us in our  own life-time have exper ienced 
the rout ine of parish confessions as something less than effective spir i tual  
direction in a cont inuing personal  conversion. 

The  reformed and var ied rite for the sacrament  of  penance and recon- 
ciliation, that was offered by the commission which set to work on it after 
the Second Vat ican Council ,  has tr ied to take into account this history of 
the sacrament  with its adapta t ions  and its wider possibilities. But the 
commission was concerned not only with the historical shapes of the rite but  
also with the development  of the theology of the sacrament .  I t  t r ied to 
recapture the unders tand ing  from the early Church  that the ecclesial or  
communal  aspect of reconcil iat ion is central and that reconcil iat ion with or  
within the communi ty  is precisely that  which mediates the conversion. The  
formulae used before the twelfth century were such that  the minis ter  of the 
sacramental  reconcil iat ion did not claim tO absolve from sin in the sense of  
dispensing God ' s  forgiveness but  only claimed power to absolve from any 
further Church  penalties or  penances and therefore to reconcile 'wi th the 
a l tar ' ,  that is to readmit  to eucharistic communion .  To this was added  a 
prayer  that God  would forgive. Reasonably  enough,  there seems to have 
been a sense that an assurance that  God  forgave was more appropr ia te ,  but  
this was carried further into the claim to forgive in G o d ' s  name by virtue of 
the power bestowed by the Church.  This  all tended to establish the 
unders tand ing  of  a judic ia l  procedure.  11 

The  theology of the sacrament  of penance,  as most of us learned it, 
would not have led us to question the focus of  this in any way. We were 
accustomed to heavy emphasis  on the efficacy of the sacraments  ex opere 
operato. W e  unders tood that  they effected what  they signified because 
inst i tuted by Christ ,  and it now seems in retrospect that  we accepted the 
formula too easily without asking what it meant  and  in par t icular  without 
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asking how the sacraments were supposed to effect what they signified. The 
studies of the liturgical movement  gradually brought  us back to the 
realization that they were supposed to effect by signifying. In other words 
there was supposed to be a spontaneous and organic connection between 
the sacramentum tantum and the reset sacramentum, that is the sign simply in 
itself and that mediating reality which is already the reality to which the 
sign points but which at the same time is also a sign pointing further. 

In the case of the sacrament of reconciliation, the rite is certainly the 
sacramentum tantum, but it is a sign that should genuinely and existentially 
signify for those who participate. Tha t  means that the res et sacramentum, the 
yet visible but already spiritual reality towards which the sign draws the 
participants, must  shape the sign itself. But this reset sacramentum is on the 
one hand the reconciliation or reassertion and strengthening of the bond 
with .the Church,  the communi ty  of salvation, and on the other hand the 
personal conversion of the individual which that communi ty  of salvation 
makes possible. And this is sign in its turn, because it testifies to the 
invisible reality of  the reconciliation and progressively more intense 
intimacy with God. But this means that the sign is efficacious when what is 
signified is really the welcome and continuing invitation into the fullness of 
communi ty  and the assurance of the possibility of authentic continuing 
conversion by the offer of  support in such a conversion. The pattern of  the 
sign must be something very different from the model of the slate that is wiped 
clean, because this latter model implies that no real change is expected. 

It is with this understanding of the importance of the ecclesial dimension 
and of the dynamic character of the action that the postconciliar liturgical 
commission reintroduced a variety of approaches in the three forms of the 
new rite. Thus  the communal  penance celebration with general absolution, 
whose use is permitted so seldom and with such stringent restrictions and 
qualifications, is not simply an easy option that excuses the lax and disin- 
terested from the burden and exigence of confessing while still allowing them 
to consider themselves Church members in good standing. Rather  it is a 
form which vividly expresses individual responsibility for the sin of  society 
at large and communal  responsibility for the sins of individuals. It does this 
because the congregation meditates on scripture readings together, prays 
together, acknowledges sin and sinfulness together and receives a common 
and communal  assurance of the possibility of conversion in complex 
matters involving social structures and multiple relationships. Moreover,  
in such a communal  penance celebration, it is possible by the choice of 
readings, prayers, chants and thoughtful homilies, to invite the members  of 
the congregation to a bolder vision of the conversion in Christ that is 
necessary and possible. Individual penitents, making an individual exami- 
nation of conscience, are more likely to ask themselves how their lives 
conform to their existing understanding of the demands and promises of the 
gospel. In a communal  celebration there is a better opportunity to challenge 
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the unders tand ing  itself as to whether  it might  be too pet ty  or one-sided.  
O n  the other  hand,  the new rite does not intend to let go of these 

advantages in the form that retains individual  confession. By calling for a 
context of scripture read ing  and medi ta t ion  and of  wider ranging  
conversat ion between confessor and penitent ,  the commission tried to 
retain or recapture  the advantages  of spiri tual  direction and of personal  
accountabi l i ty  expressed in a more  specific and detai led way. Yet the intent 
is. also that the communa l  d imension should never be absent.  Indeed the 
ideal practice for devout  and seriously commit ted  Chris t ians  may  very well 
be a combinat ion  of  these two forms of  the rite, not  on the same occasion 
but  at different times. 

However ,  what  is actually available to most Catholics at present  is the 
combined rite including a brief, hasty confession, p robably  to someone who 
knows little or nothing of  the peni ten t ' s  life and circumstances,  or  the 
individual  rite with something less than the leisurely scripture reading  and 
medi ta t ion and conversat ion that is in tended in this form of the rite. W e  are 
in a t ime of  t ransi t ion which is always difficult. The  cont inued insistence on 
individual  confession as manda to ry  at least for those who are aware of  
having sinned gravely, carries the disadvantage that  the implicat ion of 
judic ia l  process continues to resonate through all celebrations of the 
sacrament  and to obscure the focus of  spiri tual  direct ion for those who 
really seek it, while vainly command ing  those who are not coming any 
longer in any case. 

Because one cannot c o m m a n d  conversions, much less dictate the manne r  
and t ime and circumstances for them, and because the risk of reducing 
sacramental  reconcil iat ion to something utterly trivial  is real and 
devastat ing in its consequences,  it would seem that a far more  impor tan t  
effort at present  is that  of recovering that ancient  celtic and  brit ish t radi t ion 
of spir i tual  direction.~2 It  is p r imar i ly  in the context of spiri tual  direction 
that the sign of the individual  rite of reconciliation can effectively signify. 
This  implies that  the form of  the r i te  is observed correctly according to the 
new directives, that  is, that there should be a broader  range of conversat ion 
between confessor and peni tent  in the context of  which a confession of  sin 
and sinfulness can be both meaningful  to the confessor and progressively 
revelatory to the penitent .  In  other  words it implies a reversal of the pa t te rn  
most of us have known; ra ther  than seeking, or giving, spiri tual  direction in 
the context of a confession of sin, it suggests the making  or hear ing of a 
confession of sin in the context of  spir i tual  direction. The  impor tance  and 
consequences of this new order ing  in the new rite appear  not to have been 
widely apprecia ted  so far. 

Perhaps  the impor tance  of the scripture reading as context for the 
conversation has not been well unders tood either. It is not jus t  an optional  
embel l ishment  to create the mood  of  p rayer  and repentance.  Its function is 
among other things to signify that  it is not sufficient to examine one ' s  
conduct  by  the light of  one 's  unders tanding  of the gospel, b u t  that  it is also 
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necessary  to e x a m i n e  o n e ' s  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of  the gospel  to seek deepe r  and  

be t te r  unde r s t and ing .  T h e  func t ion  of  the scr ip ture  r e ad ing  is also to 

signify progress ive ly  ju s t  wha t  that  deepe r  m e a n i n g  of  the gospel  is. In  

o the r  words ,  the purpose  of  the  scr ip ture  r e ad ing  and  m e d i t a t i o n  is to 

in t roduce  that  d y n a m i c  of  c o n t i n u i n g  conve r s ion  and  ecclesial  impac t  into 

ind iv idua l  confess ions  which  they  are  o therwise  l ikely to lack. In  par t icu la r ,  
the scr ip ture  r e a d i n g  is m o r e  apt  to keep  the social responsibi l i ty ,  the 

d i m e n s i o n  o f  social ju s t i ce  and  peace ,  in focus in ind iv idua l  confessions.  

I t  wou ld  seem in conclus ion ,  that  despi te  dec reas ing  n u m b e r s  of  

ind iv idua l  confessions,  o r  pe rhaps  e v e n  par t ly  because  of  the decrease ,  we 

are  at a m o m e n t  o f  s ignif icant  oppor tun i t i e s  to reshape  the pract ices  of  

sac ramen ta l  reconc i l i a t ion  so that  the signs will t ru ly  and  effect ively signify 

c o n t i n u i n g  r e d e m p t i o n  and  convers ion .  

M o n i k a  K .  H e l l w i g .  
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