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Sacraments  

“powers that come forth” from the Body of Christ through the Holy Spirit working in 
the Church – the first sacrament or outward sign that Christ instituted as a means of 
grace (see Lk 5:17, 6:19; 8:46, CCC1116) 

Catechism 
Greek – kata or down; eichen or echo 

The Catechism re-echoes or catechizes the faithful 
So do the sacraments 

Human Weakness 
We are not always who we were created by God 
We have inherited the sin of Adam and Eve 

Sin – a separation from God 
For this reason we constantly engaged in a battle within and without 

The Church Militant 
This battle is for conversion 

We need to return to a state of trust and obedience to God 
God re-echoes, catechizes, reveals himself to mankind through creation  

By word and deed 
Jesus also worked through words and deeds 

He used both to institute the sacraments 
Using the elements of creation 

Tangible, visible outward signs 
Demonstrate the invisible reality of what was taking place in 

each of the sacraments 
God Works with Us 

Gradually (CCC 53) 
To help us experience conversion of mind and heart 
To return us to the likeness of Christ we are given at Baptism 

Sins are forgiven by Baptism 
But we live “in a state of journeying (statu viae” CCC 302) 

A journey full of perils from within and without 
Perils which separate us from our potential 
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We need to be healed from the effects of those perils 
Our sins and those of others 

The sacraments of healing – Conversion or Confession and Anointing of the 
Sick  

Conversion/Confession: the opportunity to experience conversion and 
healing from sin in a visible/tangible way  

Helps us understand the invisible mystery taking place  
(See Heb 11:1-3) 

We need help to remain in the faith after our initial entry through Baptism 
To journey back to God 

Confession mimics the help we need when we get sick in natural life 
To help us lead a good spiritual life 

Lesson is entitled Conversion 
Four other names for this Sacrament 

One connotes a negative – Penance  
The others connote a positive 

What we bring to it is a negative 
What we are given is a positive 

Conversion (Confession, Penance) (1422-1470) 
Five names: all are steps or parts of the process 

(1) Conversion – to turn (from our sinful ways, toward God) 
(2) Confession: we disclose or confess our sins to a pries 
(3) Forgiveness: The priest forgives us our sins, pronouncing absolution (a 

loosening) over us 
(God forgives and forgets (Is 43:25; Jer 31:34; Ez 18:22; Heb 8:12) 

(4) Penance: a reparation for the sins confessed 
(5) Reconciliation: we are reconciled with God and others (and within ourselves) 

Through absolution, and the intention we show by our penance 
All sacraments have: 

1) a natural analogy in our physical world, 2) a past history, 3) signify a present 
mystery, 4) foreshadow a future reality, 5) have form and matter, 6) have an 
effect on us 

Past History 
Foreshadowed or seen in the Old Testament 

The narratio or story of the sacrament 
The overarching theme of the Scriptures is one of Sin and Conversion 

Adam and Eve (Gen 3) 
Cain and Abel (Gen4) 
Noah (Gen 9) 
Abram/Abraham and Sarai/Sarah (Gen 16) 
Moses (Ex 2) 
The Israelite People (Ex 32) 
David (2 Sam 11) 
Peter (Mt 26; Mk 14; Lk 22; Jn 18) 
And many others 
The Prodigal Son (Lk 15:11-24)  
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Sin and how it affects relationship with father, self and others 
Present Mystery 

The conversion we experience is prompted by God 
We are prompted to conversion, confession, penance, to seek forgiveness and 
reconciliation 

Three chief means of doing penance: fasting, prayer and almsgiving (Mt 6: 1-
18) 

Lived by Jesus 
We need to live them – not just during Lent 

They set us right within ourselves, with God and with others 
The three relationships our sins adversely affects 

Conversion experiences tend to make us want to follow Chris 
Future Reality 

What we were created for in the first place.  
Perfect harmony with God, with others and within self eternally 

Matter and Form: The Rite Itself 
The need to rise above the rupture in relationship which sin causes 

Realize that, “We are not the sum of our weaknesses and failures; we are the 
sum of the Father’s love for us and our real capacity to become the image of his 
Son.”1 

Our sin is the matter of the sacrament 
It prompts us to experience conversion, confess, and do penance 

The priest gives form to the sacrament 
Hears our sins, noting severity and regularity, forgives us, assigns a penance, 
and reconciles us with God and His Body – the Church (restoring us) 

Form and matter make real what they symbolize 
Christ forgives through the priest (in persona Christi) 

Only God can forgive sins (Mk 2:7)  
Christ is God – He has this authority 

Christ conferred this power on His apostles (the first Bishops) 
Peter – keeper of the keys – to bind and loose (Mt 16:19) 
Jesus told his apostles to 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 20:23) 

Paul affirmed this mission (2 Cor 5:18) 
The sacrament has evolved over the centuries 

With the needs and demands of times 
First practiced publicly 
Eastern monastic tradition inspired 7th century Irish priests to private confession 

All give aspects remain: conversion, confession, penance, forgiveness and 
reconciliation 

The penitent makes an act of contrition to show his sorrow and desire for 
forgiveness 

Imperfect – sorrow for our loss 
                                                
11 Pope Saint John Paul II homily, 17th World Youth Day Solemn Mass (Downsview Park, Toronto, July 28, 2002), 
https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/homilies/2002/documents/hf_jp-ii_hom_20020728_xvii-wyd.html 
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Perfect – sorrow for what we have done to offend God and others 
Both are legitimate 

The priest also prays and does penance for the penitent (CCC 1448) 
The priest is the servant of forgiveness (not its master) (CCC 1466) 

For those who have reached an age of reason 
Able to comprehend/understand right and wrong 

Forgiveness of sin through the Eucharist 
Only for lesser or venial sin 
Can help us to repair and overcome our sins 
Mortal sin requires the Sacrament of Conversion/Confession 

Confession is good even if only venial sins are confessed 
(1) Our conscience is better formed 
(2) we receive additional graces to fight off temptations 
(3) we are ministered to and progress in our spiritual life 
(4) grounds us in humility which allows us to be more merciful 

Conversion can be celebrated by a community 
A prescribed format: 

(1) Begins with a greeting and blessing from the priest 
(2) Followed by a reading from the Word of God 

To put the community in mind of repentance and contrition 
(3) Each is called to confess individually 
(4) The priest assigns a penance and asks for an act of contrition 
(5) The priest grants absolution 
(6) There may be a closing prayer and or hymn 

Sometimes done before individual confessions 
Individual Confession (Outside of a liturgical celebration) 

May not be any readings, prayers and hymns 
The penitent confesses his/her sins to the priest 

General Absolution: Provision for this in a communal celebration 
No need to tell sins to a priest one-on-one 
Used only in the event of a grave emergency 
Or when the number of penitents far outweighs the number of priests present 

Denying some the ability to see the priest 
Penitent must still make an individual confession if emergency survived 
When insufficient priests, follow-up individual confession for mortal sins 

Up to the Bishop of a diocese to determine if conditions warrant general 
absolution 

Intent is for each penitent to encounter Christ individually through the priest 
Effects or Grace of Penance/Reconciliation 

(1) We are reconciled with God 
(2) We are restored to the grace of God 

An attitude of peace 
(3) We are reconciled with the Body of Christ – the Church 
(4) It revitalizes the Church 
(5) We are given the graces necessary to help us fight against sin in the future 
(6) Gives us humility to recognize and admit our sins 
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Keeps us in mind of the particular judgment at the end of our lives 
Indulgences (1471-1498) 

Closely linked to the sacrament of Conversion 
Definition: “An indulgence is a remission before God of the temporal punishment due 
to sins whose guilt has already been forgiven” (Paul VI, 1967, Apostolic Constitution 
Indulgentiarum doctrina, Norm 1; 1471) 
Plenary indulgence: removes all punishment due to sin 
Partial indulgence: removes a part of the punishment due to sin 

Punishment: time in purgatory being purged or purified of the effects of our sins 
so as to be made ready to live in eternal happiness in heaven with God and 
others 

Sin results from an unhealthy attachment to something of this earth 
That attachment is a block to the purification process 

We all strive for purification as we journey 
We are not alone on this journey 

Many have already completed it 
Some in a state of purification (Church suffering) 
Others already purified (Church triumphant) in heaven 
All are members of the Body of Christ – the communion of saints 

As one Body, we have a treasury of prayers, good works stored up 
Access to this treasury is available for all  
Infinite in its depth because Christ is the head of this Body 
Mary and all the saints have followed Christ and taken up their 
cross, adding to the merits of this treasury 

“I make up what is lacking in the suffering of Christ?” (Col 
1:24) 

Lacking only our participation 
Temporal punishment, process of purification can be shortened or eliminated 
Can be accomplished by the merits of others accumulated in the treasury 

The sin for which the temporal punishment is necessary must already 
have been confessed and forgiven 

Indulgences inspire charity 
CLOSING 

Sacraments are Jesus’ way of being with us today 
As he was with the woman with the hemorrhage 

To be able to touch and be touched by Him personally 
“For such is the power of great minds, such the light of truly believing 
souls, that they put unhesitating faith in what is not seen with the bodily 
eye; they fix their desires on what is beyond sight. Such fidelity could 
never be born in our hearts, nor could anyone be justified by faith, if our 
salvation lay only in what was visible.)2 

Conversion, Confession, Forgiveness, Penance and Reconciliation: not punishment 
A cause of freedom 

Freedom to live without the shackles of sin 
                                                
2 Saint Leo the Great, Sermo 2 de Ascensione 1-4: PL 54, 397-399 (See LOH Book II, Office of Readings Friday 
Sixth week of Easter, p.937 
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Freedom to know the loving concern of the Father 
To forgive and strengthen us to avoid the pitfalls of our sin 
Freedom to live the way we were made to live 

In the image and likeness of God, conformed the Christ 
“The most important and most fruitful acts of our freedom are not those by 
which we transform the outside world as those by which we change our inner 
attitude in light of the faith that God can bring good out of everything without 
exception. Here is a never-failing source of unlimited riches. Our lives no 
longer have in them anything negative, ordinary, or indifferent. Positive things 
become a reason for gratitude and joy, negative things an opportunity for 
abandonment, faith, and offering: everything becomes a grace."3  

God’s very essence is love 
He exercises and shows that love in forgiving our sins 

God, who is all powerful, shows the height of his power in forgiving us our 
sins (CCC 270) 

Tap into that power 
Touch and be touched by Jesus in the sacraments – including the 
Sacrament of Conversion 

Closing Prayer 
“The soul that sins shall die…But if a wicked man turns away from all his sins 
which he has committed and keeps all my statutes and does what is lawful and 
right, he shall surely live; he shall not die. None of the transgressions which he 
has committed shall be remembered against him; for the righteousness he has 
done he shall live. Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord 
GOD, and not rather that he should turn from his way and live? 
 
Repent and turn from all your transgressions, lest iniquity be your ruin. Cast 
away from you all the transgressions which you have committed against me, and 
get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit!”   (Ez 18:20a, 21- 22, 30b-31) 
 

 

                                                
3 Jacques Philippe, Interior Freedom, (Scepter:  New York, 2002), 58 


