
Sacraments of Healing - Spiritual Healthcare

Sacrament of ???  There are many names for this Sacrament - each describes an integral part: Conversion / Penance / Confession / Forgiveness / Reconciliation
An apology - Acknowledging the wounds and hurt that some people have 

Why we need this Sacrament:

· Like all Sacraments - part of God’s loving providence and wisdom. The Sacraments parallel the stages and needs of human growth and development.  
· Because of the reality of sin and its effects.
· We live in a fallen world, and we are part of it.  St. Paul describes our human experience in his letter to the Romans 7:19-24 
· We all need redemption: St. John’s first Letter he says – “if we say we do not have sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.”  And then St. John immediately turns us to the Good News of our situation: “But if we confess our sins, God who is faithful and just, will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”   
· CCC 1426 - The new life we have received in Baptism and the other Sacraments does not taken away the frailty and weakness of our human nature, nor its inclination to sin.
· Grace makes use of this weakness to spur us on to conversion, to build up virtue, keep us humble, and deepen our compassion for each other.  
More serious problem: Pope Pius XII - “the sin of this century (20th),” he said, “is the loss of the sense of sin.”  
· Leaves many people with unresolved sin and guilt. 
· Psychology cannot be the ‘new savior.’ 
· Sin is a real sickness of the soul, and there is only One Physician who can take away our sin and heal our soul—Jesus Christ, the Great Divine Physician.
·  J.P. II – “There is a basic, deep human need to open our soul to another . . . to share our experiences of anger, sadness, guilt and despair—otherwise they fester into serious diseases of the spirit—we need to unburden our guilt.”  Apostolic Exhortation - Reconciliation & Penance
Christ Came into the World to free us from sin.  God responds to sin with Love, in the form of Mercy - God acts as a compassionate Father - the very reason for the Incarnation.

· The Angel to Joseph: “And you will name Him Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins.”  Mt 1:21
· Jesus says of Himself: “I came not for the just, but to seek and to save the lost.”  Lk 19:10
· Jesus calls himself: “The friend of sinners.”  Mt. 11:19
· Theme of “repentance” that commences and runs throughout the preaching of the Good News: 
· first words of John the Baptist: “Repent . . .” Mt 3:2
· The first words of Christ’s public proclamation of the Gospel: “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”  Mt 4:17
· When Jesus speaks later of the gift of the Holy Spirit, he said: “And when he comes, he will convince the world of sin.” Jn 16:8
· First message of the Church at Pentecost by Peter: “Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins . . .”  Acts 2:38
How does Christ take away the sin of the world?

· SS tells us: by the shedding of His blood 
· Heb 9:22 “Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.”  
· Mt 26 “This is the cup of my blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant, it will be shed for you and for all so that sins may be forgiven.
· 1Jn “and the blood of Jesus his Son cleanses us from all sin.”
· Rev 1:5 “To him who loves us and has freed us from sin by His own blood.”
· Rev.7  “A great multitude . . . they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb”
How does our soul come into contact with the redemptive blood of Jesus?  

· The first time - at Baptism, which removes the stain of original sin, and also any personal sins in the case of adults.  In Baptism we believe that we are baptized into Christ’s death. 
· Peter’s Pentecost Homily: “Repent and be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins.” Acts 2:38
· Expressed in the Baptismal rite for children, the priest says: “God the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has freed you from sin . . .”  And then, symbolized in the clothing of the white garment: “ . . . see in this white garment the outward sign of your Christian dignity—and with your family and friends to help you by word and example, bring that dignity unstained into the everlasting life of heaven.”
· What if we lose or serious weaken our baptismal innocence and dignity, as most do?  God has provided a way for us to be forgiven after baptism and restored to communion, and this is through the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  
What support is there for this in Sacred Scripture and Tradition?  

· In St. John’s Gospel (20:19-23):  “Whose sins you forgive, they are forgiven, whose sins you retain, they are retained.”   
· St. Paul: “God has entrusted the message of reconciliation to us.  This makes us ambassadors for Christ, God as it were appealing through us.  We implore you then, in Christ’s name: be reconciled to God” (2Cor 5:18,19).
· As God, Jesus, alone with His Father, has the power to forgive sins, but gives this power to the Church, to the Apostles, and they to their successors.  
· Foreshadowed in Christ’s words to Peter Mt. 16:19 – “I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven - whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven . . .”
· ‘The keys’ - authority of Peter and his successors to forgive sins.
· Practice of the Church from the beginning—though it took different forms
· Dialogue of St. Catherine of Siena - (13th century): “Knowing the weakness and fragility of human beings, who through their weakness and frailty fall into mortal sin, thereby losing the grace they received in baptism, it was necessary to leave a continual baptism of blood.  Divine Love provided this in the sacrament of holy confession—where the soul receives this baptism of blood with contrition of heart, confessing, when able to my ministers, who hold the keys of the blood, sprinkling it in absolution upon the soul.
Further reasons for the Sacrament of Reconciliation:

· Confession of sins is not anything new—God asked this of his people in the OT when they broke their covenant bond with Him—it’s not a ‘Catholic invention.’ 
· Lev 5:5-10  “If a man is guilty of any of these (offenses), he shall confess the sin he has committed, and he shall bring his guilt offering to the Lord for the sin which he has committed . . .”
· Num 5:7  “And the Lord said to Moses, ‘say to the people of Israel, when a man or woman commits any of the sins that men commit by breaking faith with the Lord, and that person is guilty, he shall confess his sin which he has committed; and he shall make full restitution for his wrong.”
· Mt. 3:16 “Then all went out to him (John the Baptist) to be baptized by him, confessing their sins.”
· It is part of God’s revealed will for us. 
· Sacramental Nature of the Church
· Archbishop Timothy Dolan (of NY): “If I do not need the sacrament, if I do not need a precise, personal, individual moment of confession, contrition, and absolution, if I can go directly to God without any interaction, without a sign, symbol, or the mediation of another person, where will that ultimately take us?  Why would I need the water of baptism to wash me clean? Why do I need bread and wine transformed into His Body and Blood to nourish my soul? Why do I need an exchange of vows for marriage? Why do I need the church? Why, for that matter, do I need the incarnation? . . . we profess our faith that the Lord still gently and powerfully comes to us in tender signs such as water, words, anointing, bread and wine ... and the confession of sins and words of mercy.”
· As we accept, that we need the Church for Baptism (“Go, make disciples of all nations, baptizing them . . .”); as we accept that we need the Church for the Eucharist (“Do this in memory of me . . .”); God is asking us to accept that He also wishes to work through the Church to forgive our sins (“Whose sins you forgive . . .”).
· God is asking us to make an act of faith
· As we believe that Christ, in the power of Holy Spirit, acts through the priest in the visible pouring of water to take away original sin and give New Life; as we believe that Christ is acting through the priest at Mass in the consecration of the bread and wine, which become His body and blood to nourish our life in Christ; so we are asked to believe that Christ is acting through the priest to forgive our sins in confession.
· Reconciliation helps us to understand the “why” of the Incarnation – the way that God bends toward us and meets us as human beings.  We are not pure spirits, along w/ our soul, we also have bodies.  And so God relates with us through the signs and language of our human condition: a human face, a human voice, by human touch and gestures.
· In the confessional, the Priest acts in “persona Christi” – it is Christ who forgives in this sacrament—as His human body became a sacrament of mercy at the moments he forgave sinners, so now His mystical body, through the priest, continues to mediate his Divine mercy in a human way.
·  St. Leo the Great: “that which was visible in Christ has now passed over into the sacraments.”
· Sacraments: external, visible signs of invisible, spiritual things.
· In both the Old & New testament, God works through a “mystery of “mediation” 
· The sacraments are not ‘self-administered,’ but mediated to us through one who represents God and the Church.  
· As human beings we need personal contact.  “The priest lends Christ his own face and voice.  The need for personal contact is fulfilled by bringing the penitent into contact with the merciful heart of God through the friendly face of a brother.” – J.P. II
· This is why General Absolution is not the norm - only for emergencies. 
· Communal nature of sin: Not only an offense against God and ourselves, our sin will always have a negative effect in our relationship with others because of how we are bonded together spiritually in the Body of Christ.  The public nature of confession acknowledges that our sin effects the health of the faith community and shows our desire to heal and mend our relationship with the Church.
3 Steps to an integral Confession

· Contrition: sorrow of the soul / detestation of the sin committed / firm resolve not to sin again.
· Perfect - when it arises from the love of God, whom we should love above all things
· Remits venial sins
· Forgives Mortal sins if it includes the firm resolve to have recourse to the sacrament of confession ASAP
· Abbot Marmion: Perfect contrition “being perfect in motive, effaces the mortal sin at the moment the soul makes this act.”  Christ the Life of the Soul p.185
· Imperfect (attrition) - out of shame, fear of punishment and the loss of heaven.
· Confession
· Mortal sin / venial sin - St. John 1 letter 5:16, 17: “There is sin which is deadly . . .”
· 3 conditions of a mortal sin: Grave matter / full knowledge / freely chose it
· Kills charity, and therefore breaks our relationship to God, and deprives us of Heaven.
· We are obligated to confess all mortal sins
· E.g. From USCCB - On Receiving the Eucharist Worthily
· The Eucharist presupposes that we are already in communion
· Eucharist is for the Living, you don’t give food to a dead body
· Venial sin - leaves the soul sick, weak--can lead to more serious sins if not dealt with.
· Why regular confession is recommended
· Keeps our conscious sharp and well formed
· Helps fight again inclinations to sin
· Heals the soul of weaknesses and attachments
· Helps us make better and quicker progress
· Penance / satisfaction - “Bearing about in our body the dying of Jesus, that the life of Jesus may be made manifest in our bodies” (St. Paul, 2Cor. 4:10).  Our cooperation and part in the healing.  Not just to be forgiven, but to recover our full spiritual health (CCC), to help repair any damage: return stolen property, repair the reputation of those we have slandered
· Human freedom - St. Augustine: God made us without ourselves, but will not save us with out ourselves.
· Penance as a Virtue
· Virtue - to extend the grace of the Sacrament into the whole of our life, bearing fruits of freedom, generosity, a great peace and joy of life.
· Helps destroy the attachment to sin, strengthens the will to chose good and avoid evil, works with grace for the transformation of the heart.
· Forms: prayer, fasting and almsgiving.  Anything that helps to change our hearts and heal / correct the effects of sin.
· St. Francis de Sales - the best penances are those that come from the hands of God’s good providence.
Indulgences - Understood in the light of our communion with the Saints.  Does not obtain forgiveness of sins, but helps to take care of the temporal punishment due to sin.  The treasure of grace from the infinite merits of Christ, along with the lives of the Saints, help to pay the debt of the temporal punishment due to sin, like a friend paying the debt of a friend.

Effects of the Sacrament (along with the spirit and life of penance)

· The beauty of a soul in the state of grace (Jeff C. - “Jesus is not just interested in our transportation to heaven, but our transformation into heavenly creatures.”
· Restores us to friendship w/ God and communion w/ the Church
· Prepares us for the final Judgement
Dealing with the common fears and obstacles with regard to this Sacrament

· Healing of our Image of God - Parables of Mercy in St. Luke’s Gospel
· Importance of the role of parents in our upbringing - our 1st image of God.
· Can foster a spirit of scrupulosity.
· Pride & Shame 
· What will the priest think?
· It has been awhile and I have forgotten how to do it.
· But I’m always confessing the same sins--what’s the use?
· I always start crying and it’s embarrassing.
USCCB “On Receiving the Eucharist Worthily” - Objectively, certain thoughts, actions, and omissions entail grave sinful matter. As Catholics, we are obliged to form our consciences regarding what constitutes grave matter in accordance with the Church’s teaching. While it is not possible to make a complete list of thoughts and actions that involve grave matter, they would all be serious violations of the law of love of God and of neighbor. If we follow the order of the Ten Commandments, some examples of such thoughts and actions would be:
· Believing in or honoring as divine anyone or anything other than the God of the Holy Scriptures
· Swearing a false oath while invoking God as a witness
· Failing to worship God by missing Mass on Sundays and holy days of obligation without a serious reason, such as sickness or the absence of a priest.
· Acting in serious disobedience against proper authority; dishonoring one’s parents by neglecting them in their need and infirmity
· Committing murder, including abortion and euthanasia; harboring deliberate hatred of others; sexual abuse of another, especially of a minor or vulnerable adult; physical or verbal abuse of others that causes grave physical or psychological harm
· Engaging in sexual activity outside the bonds of a valid marriage 
· Stealing in a gravely injurious way, such as robbery, burglary, serious fraud, or other immoral business practices
· Speaking maliciously or slandering people in a way that seriously undermines their good name
· Producing, marketing, or indulging in pornography
· Engaging in envy that leads one to wish grave harm to someone else
Why must we confess our sins to a priest, who is a man?  

     First of all, because this Sacrament was instituted for us by Christ Himself.  When Jesus first appeared to His Apostles after the resurrection, Scripture says that “He breathed on them, saying: ‘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).  Jesus commissions and empowers the Apostles by the Holy Spirit to continue His mission of Mercy: to liberate and free sinners by this Sacrament of forgiveness.

     Another reason is because of the nature of what a Sacrament is.  By using Sacraments God respects the way He made us—we are human beings that come to know, receive and express things through the physical, visible world.  By sacraments God uses visible, sensible signs of things we are familiar with to share with us the gift and mystery of His own Divine Life.  In Jesus, God’s infinite Mercy is communicated through a visible, human nature like ours: With His eyes Jesus looked with loving mercy and compassion upon poor, weak sinners; He touched them and laid His healing hands on them; with His mouth He spoke the comforting words of God’s forgiveness, releasing the sinner from his burden and guilt.  Through Jesus the man-God, the Father’s Mercy is communicated through / with a human face, a human voice, and a human touch.  Through the Sacrament of ordination, Jesus Christ asks every priest to be His eyes of compassion and mercy, to be His healing hands, to be His loving voice that pronounces those freeing, life giving words of forgiveness: “I absolve you from all your sins, go in peace.” 

     A third reason is because of the nature of the Church as one, mystical Body.  We are all intimately connected to one another in such a way that what we do or fail to do will have a good or bad affect on others.  No sin is ever against ourselves or God alone—our sins always have an affect on others and our relations with them.  Our actions are never neutral—they either tear down or build up, they either weaken or strengthen others.  Since our sins wound the whole Body of Christ (having this public, community affect), and because our healing from sin is also an occasion of joy and blessing for the whole Church, it is fitting that our repentance and return to God be openly and publicly  celebrated in this Sacrament. 

     A fourth reason is because of our basic, human need to tell another about the burdens and struggles with sin we carry inside of us.  There is “healing in the telling.”  When we hide and bury a sin in our hearts it leaves behind feelings of guilt and regret, sadness, emptiness, loneliness, self-hatred, and sometimes even hopelessness and despair.  Until the sin is dealt with, these feelings can become like a spiritual cancer—causing all kinds of affects upon all areas of our life.  God knows us much better than we do, and He knows how healing and helpful it is to unburden our soul by telling another about our problems and struggles with sin.  
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