To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor, Catholic Times
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Credo for Seventh Sunday after Easter, 12th May 2002,

Misericordia Dei – The Mercy of God


As a young priest, Fr Karol Wojtyla spent long hours hearing confessions and giving spiritual guidance, so much so that he was often late for his next appointment. His friends joked that Wojtyla Standard Time ran two hours behind Central European Time.

On the Feast of Divine Mercy, as Pope John Paul II, he signed a new Apostolic Letter about the Sacrament of Penance, published on 2nd May. 


“Salvation is, above all, redemption from sin, which hinders friendship with God, a liberation from the state of slavery in which man finds himself ever since he succumbed to the temptation of the Evil One and lost the freedom of the children of God.” 


This corrects any idea that salvation and liberation can be viewed in merely secular terms as physical and mental well-being, or social and economic justice.


On Easter Sunday evening, as the apostolic mission was about to begin, Jesus granted His apostles the authority to reconcile repentant sinners with God and the Church. That ministry of reconciliation, by the two sacraments of Baptism and Penance, has continued ever since. It is an essential and highly esteemed duty of priests.


However, we presently face a crisis in which modern man has lost the “sense of sin.” Even more, souls need to rediscover Jesus as “mysterium pietatis, the one in whom God shows us His compassionate heart and reconciles us fully with Himself. It is this face of Christ which must be rediscovered through the Sacrament of Penance.” 
Is private confession necessary?

“Individual and integral confession and absolution are the sole ordinary means by which the faithful, conscious of grave sin, are reconciled with God and the Church; only physical or moral impossibility excuses from such confession, in which case reconciliation can be obtained in other ways.” (Canon 960)

Eighteen years ago the Pope wrote: “In the school of faith we learn that the same Saviour desired and provided that the simple and precious sacraments of faith would ordinarily be the effective means through which his redemptive power passes and operates. It would therefore be foolish, as well as presumptuous, to wish arbitrarily to disregard the means of grace and salvation which the Lord has provided and, in the specific case, to claim to receive forgiveness while doing without the sacrament which was instituted by Christ precisely for forgiveness. The renewal of the rites carried out after the council [Vatican II] does not sanction any illusion or alteration in this direction.” (Reconciliatio et Paenitentia 1984)

What is necessary in order to make a good Confession?


“It is necessary that the faithful, as well as being aware of their sins they have committed, of being sorry for them and resolved not to fall into them again, should also confess their sins. . . . the Council of Trent declared that it is necessary “by divine decree to confess each and every mortal sin.” . . . Since the integral confession of serious sins is by divine decree a constitutive part of the Sacrament, it is in no way subject to the discretion of pastors.”


This is a restatement of the standard teaching that mortal sins must be confessed in number and species: What have you done, and how many times? Neither an individual priest nor any bishop may waive this requirement.


“It is clear that penitents living in a habitual state of serious sin and who do not intend to change their situation cannot validly receive absolution.”

Why is this confession of one’s serious sins so important?

In order that the minister of the Sacrament “may know the dispositions of penitents with a view to granting or withholding absolution and imposing a suitable penance.” This accords with Jesus’ words: “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven, if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” (John 20:22-23)


If a confessor doesn’t know what a penitent’s sins are, how can he decide whether or not the person is penitent, or what is a suitable medicinal penance? Our sins wound other people and the Church: the penance is supposed to help repair this damage.


Perhaps I might add a spiritual reflection. Is it not a question of honesty before God and before ourselves, that we should not hide or use euphemisms about our sinful acts and desires, but speak them out, so that Jesus, the Lamb of God, may bear our sins away. 

Hiding guilt in our hearts allows it to fester. The devil plays upon our fears. In contrast, by voicing our sins within the context of the tribunal of mercy, and hearing those blessed words: “I absolve you from your sins . .” we know that God has forgiven us. No power in heaven or on earth can thereafter condemn us in opposition to the Divine Mercy.

Every sacrament has a specific form and matter. The form is the sacramental words used, the matter is the necessary material. For the Eucharist, the matter is wheaten bread and fermented juice of the grape; the words are “This is my body etc., This is my blood . .”  The use of, for example, rye or barley bread, rice wine or blackcurrant juice, would be invalid. There would be no transformation of the elements into the Body and Blood of Christ.

In the Sacrament of Penance, the matter is the confession of sins by the penitent, excepting only the case of “moral or physical impossibility” e.g. a dying person who can understand but not speak. The form of the Sacrament is the formula of absolution pronounced by the priest: “I absolve you from your sins in the name of the Father etc.” If either of these is missing, the Sacrament is invalid. The penitent is not reconciled to God and His Church. 

Is general absolution a licit alternative to individual confession?


Only very rarely. General absolution, says John Paul II, is “exceptional in character” and only to be used when the danger of death is imminent and there is no time to hear confessions, or in case of grave necessity (see below). “In some places there has been a tendency to abandon individual confession and wrongly to resort to “general” or “communal” absolution. . . . in practice there is a lessening of fidelity to the divine configuration of the Sacrament.”

Pastors should have set days and times for hearing individual confessions, but should also be “wholeheartedly disposed to administer [the Sacrament] whenever the faithful make a reasonable request.” Confessionals should have a “fixed grille” and be “in an open area,” so that the faithful may freely use them. 

What situations of grave necessity would allow for general absolution?


When “in the light of the number of penitents a supply of confessors is not readily available to hear the confessions of individuals in an appropriate way within an appropriate time, so that the penitents would be deprived of sacramental grace or Holy Communion for a long time through no fault of their own.”



This does not, however, include occasions of “some great feast or pilgrimage” when because of the great number of penitents there are insufficient confessors available.

General absolution is possible only in “situations which are objectively exceptional, such as can occur in mission territories or in isolated communities of the faithful, where the priest can visit only once or very few times a year, or when war or weather conditions or similar factors permit.” In short, not conditions that we find anywhere in Britain or Ireland.

Some writers have suggested that “deprivation of sacramental grace or Holy Communion for a long time” might mean only a few days. According to the Pope, it must be more than a month at least.

Will it no longer be possible to have general absolution services in Lent and Advent?


These were already irregular. According to the new Motu Proprio each national Bishops’ Conference must draw up criteria for “grave necessity” which might justify General Absolution in their territory, and send these norms to the Congregation for Divine Worship, who will ensure that such criteria harmonise worldwide. 

Diocesan bishops should henceforth inform their Episcopal Conferences whether or not cases of “grave necessity” have occurred in their jurisdictions, and the Conference must then inform the Congregation about the situation in their region and any changes.


“It is not acceptable to contrive or to allow the contrivance of situations of apparent “grave necessity”, resulting from not administering the Sacrament in the ordinary way through a failure to implement the norms, and still less because of penitents’ preference for general absolution, as if this were a normal option equivalent to the two ordinary forms set out in the Ritual.”


In countries – one thinks of parts of Africa, Latin America, and Asia, - where General Absolution is at times genuinely necessary, for the faithful to receive it validly, “it is required that they not only be suitably disposed but also at the same time intend to confess individually the serious sins which at present cannot be so confessed.” 

In all cases, even in danger of immanent death, the faithful should be exhorted “that each person take care to make an act of contrition.”

