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1. When our Lord Jesus appears to the Disciples for the first time on the day of His Resurrection from the dead, 
His greeting to them is a greeting of peace.1 As we live in the turmoil of our daily existence, we come to know 
more and more the deepest value of that peace. We pray for so many things in our lives. Many of us pray for 
things that are passing, for gifts that will decay, for opportunities that are fleeting and have no lasting value. 
Through the Sacrament of Penance we are reminded that one of the greatest gifts that God gives us is the gift of 
peace. It is so fitting then that there is a greeting of peace during the Mass and that the priest and people 
exchange that greeting during the Eucharist. This greeting finds its way into the very form of sacramental 
absolution at the end of our confession.2  

2. To be at peace with God and with our neighbor is the ultimate good. That is what we will have in heaven. It 
is there where we will be able to enjoy the peace which the world cannot give, a peace which implies 
forgiveness, acceptance, presence and love. The Sacrament of Penance is a foretaste of the coming of that 
peace. When we confess our sins and faults to the best of our ability, conscious of our sinfulness and asking 
God for the grace to sin no more, He gives us that peace, a foretaste of the peace that is eternal life. It is for all 
these reasons that the Sacrament of Penance is so very important in our lives. Especially in today's world when 
so many people seek the help of counselors and psychiatrists and psychologists to cope with life's burdens, 
Jesus is willing to give us the deepest peace of all through His pardon and His love and it is in this sacrament of 
His extraordinary forgiveness that we find the greatest avenue to peace on this earth.  

3. Ever since the publication of the pastoral letter on the Holy Eucharist, All Praise and All Thanksgiving, on 
Holy Thursday of 1994, I have been praying and reflecting on the need to write a pastoral also on the subject of 
the Sacrament of Penance. I truly believe that it is vital for our spiritual health and well-being that we Catholics 
renew our understanding of this great sacrament of healing and that we place this wondrous gift of God in the 
context of our spiritual lives and of our daily continuing journey to the Lord, that life-long pilgrimage to the 
glory of God's Kingdom.  

4. One of the most critical weaknesses of our society is that we seem to have lost the understanding of evil. It is 
all too possible to lose our sense of sin in a world like ours which seems able to rationalize everything. Like the 
little child in the comics who constantly proclaims innocence by saying "No, I didn't do it" or "Yes, but I 
couldn't help it," our society tries to escape responsibility for its actions and omissions and even at times to deny 
that there is any standard by which good or evil, truth or falsehood can be measured at all.3 For that reason, we 
must constantly go back to the Word of God, to the Scriptures where sin and evil are faced clearly and 
fearlessly and where we find an authentic measure of reality which does not hesitate to judge the good and the 
bad of our lives. Saint John in his first epistle speaks to us plainly: "If we say, we are free of the guilt of sin, we 
deceive ourselves; the truth is not to be found in us. But if we acknowledge our sins, he who is just can be 
trusted to forgive our sins and cleanse us from every wrong. If we say, we have never sinned, we make him a 
liar and his word finds no place in us."4  

5. There is a clear call to penance throughout the pages of the New Testament. Even from the very beginning of 
the proclamation of John the Baptizer, God calls His people to repent.5 It is this repentance, this turning away 
from sin, this radical reorientation of our whole life, which brings us closer to God and to that peace which 
alone He can give.  

6. People sometimes use the image of the "slippery slope" to describe at times how we can slide quickly from 
one vision of reality to another, never fully realizing the steps that we have taken and never appreciating how 



far we have come from the original perception with which we began. I am afraid that this is true with the 
question of sin in the world today. The media, print, television and radio, tend constantly to undermine the 
whole notion of the possibility of sin or evil. They excuse the sinner, they belittle the fault that is committed and 
often, by treating it with humor, they make it appear as if there is no objective morality or immorality in the 
actions of our lives.6  

7. For us Christians, the antidote for such a slippery slope is to look upon the Cross where Jesus hangs in 
reparation for our sins and where, at the Father's awesome command, He offers up His very life in atonement 
for the sins of all humanity.7 As we reflect in this pastoral letter on the question of sin, we must keep that image 
before our eyes.8 If there were no sin, there would have been no need for redemption. If there were no sin, the 
cross would have been absolute foolishness. If there were no sin, then there was no need for Jesus to come and 
teach us how to be holy. He would never have had to shed His Blood to win for us salvation.  

8. We know that there is sin in the world. It is something of which we are conscious even from our childhood. 
As they reach the age of reason, children already have a sense of right and wrong. They understand when they 
"have been bad;" they sense the need for reconciliation. From the children in our own family we learn that this 
need to say "I'm sorry" and "I was bad" is also part of the growing maturity of an individual. We know when we 
have done wrong. Sometimes, unfortunately, as we grow into adult life, we are so adept in developing 
rationalizations for our sinfulness that we can almost live our lives as if there were no sin or evil or immorality. 
It is possible for each one of us to deceive himself or herself and therefore to lose that sense of the reality of sin 
which is so important for the healthy life of our souls and for our growth towards our eternal happiness.  

9. It is important for our own psychological well-being that each one of us understand that there is sin and evil 
in the world. We must recognize that we are not perfect people, that we can hurt others and ourselves by our 
actions and our words, by what we do and by what we fail to do for others. There are some grave sins that we 
seem to recognize almost instinctively. These are the crimes against innocent life, such as murder or abortion or 
unjust war. We all recognize that it is a grave evil to take an innocent human life.9 We tend to find excuses. In 
the case of abortion, some good people convince themselves that the life which is destroyed is not human, 
although medical evidence and scientific research seem to go so clearly against that view. To lie, to cheat, to 
violate the rights of others, all these and so many more things are beneath the dignity of a man or a woman 
created for everlasting happiness in the very image and likeness of God. For that reason we must never lose our 
sense of right and wrong, our understanding that when we violate the right, we commit sin.10  

10. Thus it was because of the sin of people like us, that the Lord Jesus was sent into the world. In the strict 
etymological sense of the word, Jesus came to redeem us.11 In the Greek the word means that He came to buy 
us back. He bought us back from the evil one who had taken control of our lives because of our sins. He 
restored us to friendship with His Almighty Father; He made us one again with God. He is the one who atoned 
for our sins and renews us in grace through His suffering and death on the cross. How could we not have an 
understanding of sin if we have an understanding of Jesus' death on the cross. He died that He might conquer 
sin and death. He makes this clear so many times in the Gospels. Saint Paul speaks of this so forcefully as do 
the other writers of the epistles of the New Testament.12  

11. The gift that Jesus won on the cross is our freedom and our salvation. In the early Church there were some 
who felt that forgiveness from sin was to be a one-time gift offered at a single occasion, or that if a Christian 
fell into sin after having received Baptism, that man or woman was doomed forever. It was indeed once thought 
that just one serious sin after Baptism would break the contract which a man or woman made with God and that 
it would lead the sinner into eternal damnation. The Church in the development of its dogma began to see more 
clearly the wonderful Providence of God working through our human weakness. The history of the Sacrament 
of Penance is a fascinating one and the theological understanding which accompanies it has developed 
carefully, considering and evaluating many views and opinions besides those which have been officially 
canonized in the teaching of the Church.13  



12. The Sacrament of Penance, established by the Lord during His public ministry and confirmed at His 
Ascension and by the coming of the Holy Spirit, is given us not just for one act of merciful forgiveness but can 
be repeated whenever there is true sorrow and true repentance for our sins. We who are sinful people can 
appreciate the overwhelming generosity of our God who gives us a chance time after time to turn back to Him 
and fill our lives with His love.14 If He would forgive us only once, how many of us would have to remain 
outside the embrace of His love. When Peter, trying to understand the forgiveness of Christ, asks if He should 
forgive His enemy seven times, Jesus responded that he should do it seventy times seven times,15 by that reply 
indicating that there is no limit to God's forgiveness, as there should be no limit to our willingness to forgive our 
neighbor for anything that he or she does to us. The Sacrament of Penance is truly a wonderful instrument of 
holiness for us since it not only frees us from our own sins but challenges us to have the same kind of 
compassion and forgiveness to those who sin against us.  

13. The National Catechetical Directory puts it clearly: ". . . (I)n a world where alienation and loneliness seem 
to be the norm, it is an expression of one's Christian faith to forgive others and seek forgiveness when 
necessary."16In the Lord's Prayer itself, we place a condition on our request for Divine Mercy by making it 
contingent on our own gift of forgiveness to those who may have offended us, for do we not say, following the 
words of Jesus, "forgive us our sins as we forgive those who sin against us?" That surely conditions our asking 
God to forgive us by making it clear that His forgiveness may be measured by our own forgiveness of our 
neighbor. The Directory reminds us: "Everyone needs this Sacrament, for we are all sinners, not just those 
seriously estranged from God and the Church, and we all find here an opportunity to confront our sinfulness, 
acknowledge our need for conversion, seek pardon and peace, and celebrate our union with the healing, 
merciful Christ and His Church."17   

14. All this should make it evident that sin and forgiveness are elements on the journey through this world to the 
next. There is sin in the world. It is the result of our weakened human nature but it happens through our own 
free will. When we sin, we offend against the covenant that each of us has with Almighty God and we need to 
ask God's forgiveness. Just as the little child who has been disobedient comes to his parent and begs another 
chance, so we must be humble enough to become like children and come to our Heavenly Father and ask Him 
for that second chance at grace. From the teaching of the Church and from the wonderful lessons of the 
Scriptures, we know that a second chance is always there as long as we recognize our sinfulness and are 
determined with God's help to avoid sin in the future.  

15. I have a great devotion to the Divine Mercy. This devotion has been given new visibility in the Church 
through the revelation to a Polish Nun, recently beatified, in the first half of this century. The revelations of the 
Lord to Blessed Faustina Kowalska, while obviously only private revelations, are offered as a special grace for 
the good of the people of this special time and age. The story of the life of Blessed Faustina underlines the 
wonderful desire of Jesus to be present in His mercy to all the human race. It is His mercy that we receive in the 
Sacrament of Penance, this mercy which brings us peace and which helps us to live as good and holy men and 
women, realizing our responsibilities and yet empowered to accept them and to carry them out in a difficult 
world. Every one of the sacraments is in a special way a presentation of the mercy of Jesus, but the Sacrament 
of Mercy itself must be the Sacrament of Penance.18  

16. It is through this Sacrament that we are reconciled to the Father through the Son by the power of the Holy 
Spirit as our sins are washed away and we are made new again in the fullness of grace to enjoy the peace and 
calm of God's grace. We cannot live without God. This we know from reflecting on our life, as every fiber of 
our being calls out to God to be our loving Father and our constant friend. Our world is so crowded with 
challenges and problems and difficulties -- and with our sins and weaknesses -- that we need to find the 
embrace of a loving God Who will bring us from the evils that surround us into the safe haven of everlasting 
life. If we have turned away from Him by sin, as alas we so often do, we need once again to be reconciled with 
Him. This reconciliation takes place in the Sacrament of Penance in a most personal and powerful way to give 
us the grace to start anew and to live our lives over again in the love and the power of our Almighty God.  



17. There is great value in calling on the Lord's mercy and forgiveness frequently during our day. The short 
prayers and aspirations we learned as children, "My Jesus, Mercy," "Lord have mercy" and the like, are healthy 
reminders to us that we are a people who need God's loving care. Even at the beginning of every Mass we find a 
penitential rite. It is not part of the Sacrament of Penance nor does it forgive us from our serious sin, but like 
every act of goodness and grace, it helps to pardon the minor faults, the venial sins of our lives.  

18. In this penitential rite we prepare our minds to hear the Word of God in the readings of the liturgy and 
prepare our hearts to accept His Living Word in the Eucharist at the Communion.19There is a great fittingness 
in this act of penance beginning the Eucharistic celebration. Like the sign of using the holy water as we enter 
the Church, it is a sign of purification to make us aware that we should not enter God's house carrying the marks 
of our own sinfulness. At the very beginning of Mass, then, we celebrate this brief penitential rite recognizing 
the reality of sin in our lives and asking God's forgiveness.  

19. In the Catechism of the Catholic Church, a volume which I have urged every Catholic home to possess and 
to use as a document of faith, there is a beautiful treatment of the great Sacrament of Penance and 
Reconciliation. The Catechism describes how the new life received at Baptism has not abolished the frailty and 
weakness of human nature. It reminds us that the concupiscence which remains in each one of us may lead us to 
use that precious gift of freedom which God has given us to move away from His Loving Will and commit 
sin.20  

20. We know that only God can forgive sin. But by virtue of His divine authority, Jesus Christ our Lord has 
given this power to men to exercise in His Name. The Catechism of the Catholic Church goes on to teach us 
that reconciliation with Christ and reconciliation with the Church, with God's people, with our brothers and 
sisters who are fellow journeyers on the way to the Lord, are the two roads which we must walk in a parallel 
way. From the solemn words of Christ to Simon Peter, "I will give you the keys to the Kingdom of Heaven and 
whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in 
heaven,"21 it is clear that God will welcome back those whom the Church welcomes into this communion of 
reconciliation. As the Catechism points out: "Reconciliation with the Church is inseparable from reconciliation 
with God."22  

21. The Sacrament of Penance is God's gift to all of us. Every man and woman who has fallen into grave sin 
after Baptism has lost the birthright to heaven and at the same time they have offended against the communion 
that should exist among the members of the Church.23 The Sacrament of Penance gives them the opportunity to 
repent and to recover the grace of justification. As the words of the absolution indicate, it is through the 
ministry of the Church that God is asked to grant us pardon and peace, counting on the merits of the 
Resurrection of His Son, Jesus Christ Who reconciled the world to Himself and sent the Holy Spirit among us 
for the forgiveness of sins.24   

22. The Greeks used the word metanoia to symbolize the kind of contrition and turning away from sin which the 
Lord asks us to bring to this Sacrament. Metanoia describes a profound change in the whole person by which 
one begins to consider, judge and arrange one's life according to the holiness and love of God, made manifest in 
His Son in the last days and given to us in abundance. The genuineness of our penance depends on this heartfelt 
contrition, since conversion should affect a person from within so that it might progressively enlighten him or 
her and render them continually more like Christ.25 This is so often presented to us in the New Testament, 
especially in Hebrews 1:2 and Colossians 1:19.  

23. In the Sacrament of Penance each of us sinners is asked to place ourselves in God's presence, to 
acknowledge our sinfulness, and to confess our sins. This confession of sins is an essential part of the 
Sacrament of Penance.26 It is clear and has been so for centuries that the Church requires that all mortal sins of 
which we are conscious must be recounted by us in confession, even if they are just the thoughts of our heart 
such as hatred or envy or things of that nature. These latter sins, the psychologists tell us, can be even more 



damaging to the sinner since they can turn his heart into a dark and loathing cancer which may cause more pain 
to the soul then actions committed openly.  

24. The essential elements of the Sacrament of Penance are contrition, confession, absolution 27 and 
satisfaction.28 The National Catechetical Directory outlines these steps toward peace and forgiveness.29 It must 
always begin, of course, with that heart-felt sorrow and turning from sin as an offense against God, with a firm 
intention of sinning no more. Without this, confession is merely an empty procedure, a going through the 
motions without reality, and even worse, a "playing games" with God. Our contrition must express "a profound 
change of the whole person by which one begins to consider, judge and arrange one's whole life to conform 
more with Christ's values."30  

25. It may be good for us to go over briefly what is required for a good confession, since for some, if not for 
many, the practice of confession has fallen into a lack of use which can be harmful to our spiritual lives and to 
our quest for peace. The confession should begin with a word of welcome and encouragement from the priest 
followed by our acknowledgement of God's goodness and our sinfulness.31 There are many formulas that may 
be used to express this plea of our heart and the priest-confessor will be helpful. After that, the priest may read 
some Scripture so that we may be reminded of God's goodness, His forgiveness and His power to heal. Our sins 
are then confessed, as far as we remember them, making sure that any grave sin is placed openly on the table so 
that it may be judged and that we may receive some good counsel and advice from the confessor.  

26. When we have completed our confession, the priest will give us some advice, depending on what we have 
said to him and how he sees our need at that moment. He should never become annoyed or angry with us 
because our offense is not against him but against God, Who is loving and forgiving and full of joy at our return 
to grace. The priest might ask us some questions to make sure that he understands the state of our soul. Once he 
has completed his words of counsel, he will ask us to express our sorrow 32 and then he will impose a penance 
upon us. The penance can vary from a certain number of prayers that he will ask us to offer or some action that 
might be more specifically aimed at our own needs at the moment.33 We accept the penance and we should 
strive to fulfill it within a reasonable time. At the end of all this, the priest will give us the absolution and we 
can give thanks and praise to God's mercy in a short invocation. After that the priest will let us go in peace and 
we will be free.34   

27. I have described an individual penance service in the paragraph above but, of course, it is much desired that 
when possible we might also celebrate communal penance services, joining with our neighbors and friends in 
asking God's forgiveness.35 This service, which should be offered from time to time in all our parishes, gives a 
clear example of our repairing the breach of love not only between ourselves and God but between ourselves 
and our neighbors. This common penance service must always have an opportunity for individual confession so 
that we may receive advice and the absolution of the priest, but it may include a common examination of 
conscience and other prayers. These will strengthen and fortify us at the moment of receiving the Sacrament and 
will put us more in the frame of mind that we need to gain the most grace and the most peace from this special 
moment.  

28. What a great blessing the Sacrament of Penance is for the priest confessor! I so much regret that there are 
less opportunities for priests to hear confessions in the Church of today. I am convinced that one of the reasons 
that priests have difficulties with their vocations in our present society is that they no longer hear as many 
confessions as they did in the past. Hearing confessions gives a priest the enormous blessing of learning the 
courage, the faithfulness and the goodness of people. As the priest listens to the struggles of men and women 
his own age and both older and younger, as he becomes more aware of their faith and courage in facing the 
hardships and difficulties of life, he has to become more convinced of his own vocation and more ready to 
accept the crosses that are part of his own life. I have never come out of a confessional or a room of 
reconciliation when I did not emerge more conscious of the presence of God in the world and more aware of 
His love and His grace and His wondrous power which makes itself so evident in the lives of His people. May 
the Lord give the grace of more frequent confession to all our people so that our priests may once again have 



this special gift of learning the deepest needs and longings of their flock as they see the powerful mercy of God 
making itself present in their daily struggles.    

29. In the spring of 1989, our Holy Father, Pope John Paul II, wrote to the priests of the world in his usual Holy 
Thursday letter.36 At this time he celebrated with us the anniversary of the death of Saint John Vianney and 
reminded us of the wonderful devotion to the confessional that this great patron saint of parish priests 
manifested so well. The Holy Father found the secret of the holiness of John Vianney in his devotion to the 
Sacrament of Penance. What a challenge that is for us priests, what a great opportunity for growth in holiness as 
we serve our people in this most excellent and necessary manner, bringing them back to the grace of the Lord 
and guiding them more deeply into the mystery of His Passion and His Love.  

30. We have spoken about the Sacrament of Penance as a necessity for those in serious sin and such it is. There 
is also great value in confession by those who are living a life of holiness and grace. No one safely can be his or 
her own guide in the ways of the Spirit. We all face the danger of deceiving ourselves about our progress or our 
lack of it. The great saints have spoken so wisely about the need of a spiritual director. Saint Teresa of Avila, 
herself so wise in the matters of the spirit, always sought a wise confessor for the guidance of her own progress 
toward grace. And so it is for all of us, on our way to the fulfillment of God's Will for our journey through this 
vale of tears, that we be wise and prudent enough to choose someone who may help us on the journey and guide 
us along the road.    

31. A spiritual director will not make decisions for us. We have to do that ourselves. And yet such a person who 
is trained in spiritual direction may challenge us to reflect on what God is saying to us in our lives or call us to 
reflect more deeply on our strengths and weaknesses and on how we are responding to the moments of grace 
that God sends into our lives. A good spiritual director is an enormous grace. For some the roles of spiritual 
director and confessor can be united in one individual. Others prefer a spiritual director who is not one's regular 
confessor. I thank God that many people in this local Church, priests, religious and lay, have been trained in the 
work of spiritual direction.  

32. I want to come back to the question of frequent confession here. The law of the Church insists that we are 
bound faithfully to confess serious sins at least once a year after we have attained the age of discretion.37 
Therefore, we satisfy our "legal" obligation by confessing our sins only once a year. However, to remain in 
serious sin and away from the ability to receive the blessed Eucharist must be a difficult burden in anyone's life. 
Therefore, it is earnestly recommended that every man and woman develop the practice of receiving the 
Sacrament of Penance frequently during the year so that he or she may be freed from serious sin and be able 
thus to receive the Sacrament of the Holy Eucharist.  

33. We know that anyone who is aware of having committed a grave sin may not receive Holy Communion, 
even if he or she experiences deep contrition, without having first received absolution in the Sacrament of 
Penance.38 This is true unless the person has a grave reason for receiving Communion and there is no 
possibility of going to confession, a situation which does not apply in the area of the Archdiocese of Newark.  

34. There is no need to receive the Sacrament of Penance for lesser sins or venial sins. On the other hand, as 
was said above, frequent confession even for venial sins, is also a graced exercise in humility and in the desire 
to grow in holiness.39 It also gives a regular confessor an opportunity to help the penitent reflect on his or her 
life and to make recommendations with regard to an even more profound conversion in our lives. How I would 
love to see every Catholic going to confession several times a year at the very least and indeed whenever the 
presence of grave sin in their lives impeded their reception of the Eucharist at Mass. The Lord has given us this 
great Sacrament of Penance not that it may be a barrier to our growth and holiness, but, on the contrary, that it 
might be the door through which we make our peace with God and through that become more settled on our 
road to everlasting life. Saint Augustine tells us that the beginning of good works is the confession of evil 
works. It is this which gives us the grace to grow in grace itself.  



35. The decline in the use of the Sacrament of Penance seems often to be matched by the increase in the use of 
therapy, professional counselling and tranquilizing drugs in our society. These latter obviously have their proper 
place in the treatment and alleviation of mental problems and the management of stressful situations or even 
occupations. They can never give us the peace of the Lord's forgiveness and the grace to live our lives, even 
courageously, in His Love. That is the gift which God offers freely, readily and abundantly through the great 
sacrament through which we are reconciled to Himself and given the gift of the Holy Spirit for the forgiveness 
of our sins. How much I pray that this wonderful gift of God's merciful love might be a constant friend on our 
journey through life and an ever present source of joy and strength. We are all sinners and all have need of 
God's mercy. Let us pray for each other so we may appreciate the gift of God through which time and time 
again He offers us another chance at holiness.  

+Theodore E. McCarrick 
Archbishop of Newark   

Sacred Heart Cathedral 
The Solemnity of Pentecost, 1995  
  

Pastoral Guidelines 

As has been customary at the conclusion of our reflection, I should like to add a number of practical pastoral 
instructions or to reiterate some which have clearly been part of the normative practice of this local Church.  

A. I would like to reaffirm the instruction which I gave several years ago to the parishes of the Archdiocese of 
Newark with regard to the scheduling of the Sacrament of Penance and Holy Eucharist. It is the norm in this 
Archdiocese that children should receive the Sacrament of Penance before they receive their First 
Communion.40 As I indicated above, youngsters develop a sense of right and wrong very early in their lives 
and it is that sense which we must understand and foster so that they may form a good and solid conscience in 
the living of their lives. To the objection that young children might not yet understand the notion of sin and evil, 
I would respond that in that case they are even less likely to understand the more difficult notion of the true 
presence of Jesus in the blessed Eucharist under the form of bread and wine. I appreciate the fact that parents 
sometimes are unwilling to have their children receive the Sacrament of Penance in the first or second grade of 
elementary school but prefer that they wait until a later age. In those circumstances, the reception of First Holy 
Communion should also be delayed until that later age after the reception of the Sacrament of Penance. This is 
to be the normative practice in the Archdiocese of Newark and exceptions from it should be sought from the 
Regional Bishop in each area.  

B. On a number of occasions I have communicated with the pastors of the archdiocese concerning the question 
of general absolution. There is surely a place for the exercise of general absolution in the Church and I can 
conceive of special moments when in a situation of dire emergency it could be fittingly given in this country. 
However, because of the availability of priest confessors and the relatively small area of this Archdiocese, there 
is no justification for the granting of general absolution in any of the parishes of this local Church. Any 
exceptions to this general rule should be sought directly from the Archbishop.41 It is good also that the faithful 
be reminded that if ever they do receive general absolution, they are required to confess any grave sins at the 
next opportunity of receiving sacramental penance through ordinary individual confession.42  

C. It is important that the options be preserved for the freedom of our people in this most personal of 
sacramental encounters. There are many reasons to recommend the opportunity of face to face confession, and I 
trust that this is being made possible in all of our parishes. At the same time, the ability of our people to choose 
either this kind of encounter or one where their privacy and confidentiality is totally preserved must always be 
guaranteed.43 The opportunity both for face to face confession and for confession through a more anonymous 
instrumentality is mandated in this local Church as it is in the Universal Church.44 The opportunity to choose 



should also be granted to children as they are prepared for their first confession. They, too, are to be offered the 
opportunity to confess either face to face or in the total anonymity of a screen.  

D. In light of recent court decisions here in New Jersey, I want to affirm again the absolute confidentiality of the 
Sacrament of Penance. As I wrote at the time of the legislative hearings on this subject, the priest confessor is 
always bound by the seal of confession never to reveal anything that is told to him by the penitent in the 
sacrament.45 This is a most grave responsibility and holy priests over the centuries have even offered up their 
lives rather than violate their obligation. As the National Catechetical Directory reminds us: "secrecy is 
essential for safeguarding the Sacrament; both penitent and sacrament are protected by the priest's obligation to 
maintain secrecy. The penitent ought to exercise prudent care in speaking about his or her own confession."46  

E. As the shortages in priestly vocations often limit the numbers of priests assigned in each parish and as the 
need to serve in a growing multitude of responsibilities is faced by all our priests in pastoral ministry, there may 
be a temptation to cut down on the ordinary times in which the faithful are invited to approach the Sacrament of 
Penance. I would call on all our priests to resist that temptation. I would rather that a pastor would share other 
responsibilities with dedicated lay and religious leaders in the parish and always guarantee sufficient access to 
this sacrament on the part of the people of God.47  

F. Obviously any Catholic has the right to have his or her confession heard whenever they would reasonably 
request this, but it is not pastorally proper to insist that the faithful make such an individual request. Times for 
confessions should be published and faithfully adhered to by the priests of the parish and those times must be 
adequate and chosen with an eye to the best convenience of the parishioner.48 There will be periods when a 
priest confessor will sit alone in a confessional, practicing a difficult patience as he waits for penitents to come, 
but the grace the Lord will give such a confessor who dedicates time to be available for this wondrous work will 
more than recompense his inconvenience. As he waits in the seat of God's Mercy, that mercy will be ever more 
abundant to him personally and the grace of such constancy may well be used by God to bring the faithful more 
often to the use of this great sacrament.  
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penitents may be located near the baptismal area (when that is at the entrance) or in another place . . . offering 
the penitent a choice between face to face encounter or the anonymity provided by a screen, with nothing 
superfluous beyond a simple cross, table and bible."  
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