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An Explanation and Defense of the Sacrament of Reconciliation
By Greg Lensing

The structure of this explanation and argument is as follows. The first part presents a

brief summary of the Catholic teaching regarding the sacrament of confession and a description

of what actually happens when a Catholic goes to confession. The second part examines the

Biblical basis for that teaching and reviews the writings of the earliest Christians to test the

objection that the Catholic teaching lacks ancient roots and was merely a medieval invention. In

the concluding part, a few other objections are addressed.

I. The nuts and bolts of confession.

A. Clarification of the Catholic teaching about confession

The question that is usually posed reflects a common misunderstanding of Catholic

beliefs. It is often asked, “Why do Catholics believe you must confess your sins to a priest?

Why do you believe the priest has the power to forgive sins? Why can’t we just pray to God

privately for forgiveness?” The answer is: Catholics do not believe you have to confess your

sins to a priest in order to obtain forgiveness of sins, and Catholics do believe that God can and

does forgive our sins if we pray to Him, through Jesus Christ, for forgiveness.1 After all, Jesus

plainly instructed us to seek God’s forgiveness in the Lord’s Prayer itself, (Mt. 6:12), and we

may trust that Jesus would not instruct us to do a vain or useless act. The Catholic Church does

not teach that we should not pray directly to God for forgiveness of our sins, using the Lord’s

Prayer and other prayers that we Catholics refer to as “acts of contrition.” So the usual form of

the question presents a false choice: we do not have to believe that God forgives us only through

the sacrament of confession or that God forgives only through private prayer and repentance.

1 See Karl Keating, What Catholics Really BelieveSetting the Record Straight 64-65 (1992)
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Catholics believe that Christians should seek God’s forgiveness often, both through private

prayer and through the sacrament of confession

Catholics do believe, however, that it pleases God for them to seek forgiveness from a

priest, that Jesus intended confession to be the normative, ordinary way for Christians to seek

divine forgiveness, and that God bestows special graces on those who make a good confession.

Thus, Catholics believe they should go to confession regularly, although strictly speaking the

minimum obligation is only “to confess serious sins at least once a year.”2 We also believe that

persons who have separated themselves entirely from God by committing especially heinous sins

(murder and adultery would qualify) must seek forgiveness through confession to put themselves

right with God and to become reintegrated into the community.3 Thus, a better way to state the

questions we will be exploring, so as to accurately state what Catholics believe about the

relationship between the forgiveness of sins and the sacrament of confession, would be this pair

of questions: (1) Why do Catholics believe that God has given priests the power to forgive sins?

(2) Even if priests have that power, why should we go to the trouble of going to confession if we

can confess directly to God any time we feel like it?

B. The mechanics and effects of confession

Before turning to the evidence, let’s clear up exactly what happens in the Catholic

sacrament of confession, which also goes by the names of “penance” and “reconciliation.”

Reconciliation is perhaps the most accurate name for the sacrament, since confession and

penance are merely parts of the sacrament, and reconciliation (between the penitent and God, and

2 Catechism of the Catholic Church ¶ 1457.

3 See Catechism ¶ 1457 (“Anyone who is aware of having committed a mortal sin must not
receive Holy Communion, even if he experiences deep contrition, without having first received
sacramental absolution, unless he has a grave reason for receiving Communion and there is no possibility
of going to confession.”).
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between the penitent and the Church) is the effect of the sacrament as a whole.4 Whatever one

may call the sacrament, the steps are always the same. Three acts are required of the penitent:

contrition, confession, and penance.5 First comes contrition, which is “sorrow of the soul and

detestation for the sin committed, together with the resolution not to sin again.”6 The penitent

must make a sincere examination of conscience, often by reflecting on the Ten Commandments

and the moral teachings of the Gospel as well as his deeds and omissions since his last

confession.7 Then he enters the confessional, which is basically as it is depicted in the movies

and on television, a tiny booth with a kneeler. The penitent tells the priest (either anonymously

behind a screen or face-to-face, as the penitent prefers) how long it has been since his or her last

confession, and he or she confesses all of the sins that he or she can remember having committed

since the previous confession. The priest may ask questions or offer advice or counseling during

the confession.

After the penitent has finished confessing, the priest will prescribe penance that the

penitent must undertake to complete the sacrament. In the old days, the penance could be quite

severe, but in modern practice it has become common for penance to amount to a small amount

of private prayer (hence the proverbial “three Our Fathers,” or what have you). Thoughtful

priests will prescribe more creative penances that bear some relation to the sins that have been

confessed; I once had a priest instruct me to take a new pro bono case after I had confessed a sin

4 See Catechism ¶ 1468 (“The whole power of the sacrament of Penance consists in restoring us
to God’s grace and joining us with him in an intimate friendship.”); Catechism ¶ 1469 (“This sacrament
reconciles us with the Church.”).

5 Catechism ¶ 1450.

6 Catechism ¶ 1451.

7 Catechism ¶ 1454.
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related to my work as a lawyer.8 After prescribing the penance, the priest will ask the penitent to

pray for God’s forgiveness, and the priest himself will recite a prayer that concludes “. . . and I

absolve you from your sins, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.”9

Then the penitent leaves and does his penance. So the sacrament as a whole basically consists of

examination of conscience, confession, penance, and absolution, although the penance is

typically completed after the absolution is pronounced.

The most obvious effect of receiving the sacrament of reconciliation is the forgiveness of

sins,10 but it is not the only one. According to the Catechism, regular confession “helps us form

our conscience, fight against evil tendencies, let ourselves be healed by Christ, and progress to

the life of the Spirit.”11 The sacrament also reconciles us with the Church, which is after all the

Body of Christ.12 One priest I know emphasizes the role of reconciliation in developing the

virtue of humility. The root of all sin, as exemplified in the fall of Satan, is pride, and every sin

allows the devil to tighten his grasp on us. An act of humility as powerful as confessing one’s

sins to another person helps us escape the devil’s grasp because it is an act contrary to the devil’s

very nature.13 George Weigel, author of a recent biography of Pope John Paul II, describes the

confessional as “as place for spiritual discernment, for wise counsel, for a conversation about

growing in the virtues. It is a place for experiencing with one’s senses the forgiveness of Christ

8 See Catechism ¶ 1460 (“The penance the confessor imposes must take into account the
penitent’s personal situation and must seek his spiritual good. It must correspond as far as possible with
the gravity and nature of the sins committed.”).

9 Catechism ¶ 1449.

10 Catechism ¶ 1468 (“Reconciliation with God is thus the purpose and effect of this sacrament.”).

11 Catechism ¶ 1458.

12 Catechism ¶ 1469.

13 Fr. Erik Pohlmeier, letter (December 11, 2001).
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and, through that experience, being empowered to change and grow into the person one ought to

be.14

II. The argument: Biblical and historical evidence in support of the Catholic teaching
about confession.

To summarize the argument that follows: Catholics believe that Jesus explicitly bestowed

the power to forgive sins on His apostles, and that this commission is recorded in the Gospels of

Matthew and John. Catholics further believe that the apostles themselves, in turn, commissioned

others with the same ministry to spread the Good News and to wield the same spiritual

authorityboth to help the apostles during their lives and to carry on after they died. The

practices of confession and penance, we believe, existed from earliest times, and references to

them may be found in very early Christian writings.

A. Why do Catholics believe that their priests have the power to forgive sins?

The answer is twofold. First, Christ explicitly bestowed the power to forgive sins on His

apostles, as recorded in the Gospels of Matthew and John. Second, Catholics believe that Christ

founded a continuing Church with a hierarchy of leaders, direct successors of the apostles, who

possess special spiritual gifts and authority. Among those spiritual gifts is the apostolic power to

forgive sins.

1. Did the apostles have the power to forgive sins?

The question calls to mind occasions when Jesus asserted for Himself the power to

forgive sins, such as the encounter with the woman who washed His feet with her tears, (Lk.

7:48), and the story of the paralytic, (Mt. 9:1-8, Mk. 2:3-12, Lk. 5:17-26). (See also Jn. 8:1-11.)

The Pharisees were scandalized when Jesus claimed for Himself the power to forgive sins,

14 George Weigel, The Truth of Catholicism: Ten Controversies Explored 90 (2001).
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because they (correctly) believed that no one but God can forgive sins.15 Jesus did not correct

the Pharisees’ belief, and Jesus’ assertion of the power to forgive sins and His refusal to retreat

from that assertion constitute a clear claim of His own divinity.

Catholics believe that Scripture indicates that Jesus expressly bestowed the divine power

to forgive sins on His apostles. The first Scriptural references that suggest this conclusion record

events that occurred before the resurrection. Jesus said to Peter, “I will give you the keys of 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.” (Mt. 16:19.) A little later, He said the same to all the

apostles: “Truly, I say to you, whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and

whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” (Mt. 18:18.)

It may be objected that these passages from Matthew are not sufficiently clear, by

themselves or even in context, to indicate that the authority to forgive sins was being given to the

apostles. There remains the episode recounted in John 20, on the very day Jesus had risen from

the dead. That evening, He appeared to the apostles in the locked room:

Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has
sent me, even so I send you.” And when he had said this, he
breathed on them, and said to them, “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. 20:21-23.) This is a remarkable passage. Jesus expressly bestows the Holy Spirit on the

disciples, even before the miraculous events of Pentecost, fifty days later. And He expressly

endows them with the power that had previously been reserved to God alone, the power to

forgive sins. Additionally, there is the detail that Jesus “breathed on them,” seemingly a

deliberate reference to the creation story in which “the Lord God formed man of dust from the

15 Catechism ¶ 1441 (“Only God forgives sins.”).
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ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life.” (Gen. 2:7.) The suggestion is that Jesus

was creating the disciples anew, infusing the Holy Spirit into them just as God breathed life into

the first man. Catholics believe that Jesus was in fact “re-creating” them, a frightened band of

fishermen and other marginal figures, as the leaders of His Church, the church against which the

powers of death would not prevail. (Mt. 16:16.)

It would seem reasonable to assume that Jesus undertook no act idly or unnecessarily,

and even more reasonable to assume that His most significant acts were those performed during

His public ministry and after His resurrection that were recorded in the Gospels. If He publicly

forgave sins, we must believe it was an important part of His mission to do so. Indeed, in Mark’s

Gospel, Jesus is quoted to say that the very reason He healed the paralytic and sent him walking

away for all to see was so that the onlookers would know “that the Son of man has authority on

earth to forgive sins.” (Mk. 2:10.) Likewise, if He publicly authorized the apostles to forgive

sins, an act which they had witnessed Jesus Himself perform during His public ministry, it

logically follows that Jesus intended them to exercise that power. And since He bestowed this

power on them most emphatically after the resurrection, only a few weeks before He ascended

into heaven, we may reasonably conclude that the timing of the commission indicates a divine

warrant to exercise that power in Jesus’ stead even after His ascension. After all, there would

seem to be little point in Jesus’ granting this power, only for it to expire when His time on earth

ended shortly thereafter.

From the foregoing, then, should we not conclude that it is at the very least a plausible

interpretation of Scripture that the apostles, who were mortal, sinful men like us, nevertheless

possessed the power to forgive sins with Jesus’ own authority, which is to say divine authority?

Given the clarity of Jesus’ words, is it not the most plausible interpretation? After all, Jesus
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instructed the disciples on Easter Sunday, “As the Father has sent me, even so I send you.” (Jn.

20:21.) It is not surprising, then, that Jesus would further commission his apostles to carry out

His mission just as He had carried it outincluding the commission to forgive sins.

There are also a few references in the remainder of the New Testament that give some

hint that practices of confession and reconciliation were known from the very earliest days.

Indeed, confession was not unknown even before Jesus began His public ministry: “And there

went out to [John the baptizer] all the country of Judea, and all the people of Jerusalem; and they

were baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins.” (Mk. 1:5.) In Acts it is

recorded that when Paul was in Ephesus, “Many of those who were now believers came,

confessing and divulging their practices. And a number of those who practiced magic arts

brought their books together and burned them in the sight of all[.]” (Acts 19:18-19.) Paul also

wrote to the Corinthians, “All this is from God, who through Christ reconciled us to himself and

gave us the ministry of reconciliation; that is, God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself,

not counting their trespasses against them, and entrusting to us the message of reconciliation.”

(2 Cor. 5:18-19.) And in John’s first letter, he wrote, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and

just, and will forgive our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” (1 Jn. 1:9.) Perhaps

these passages are not necessarily clear examples of confession in exactly the same form as

Catholics practice the sacrament today; indeed, Catholics will not deny that the exact form of the

sacrament evolved some in the first few centuries after Christ. These passage, however, do

illustrate at least that confession has been a part of Christian practice from the beginning. The

practice of confession is obviously consistent with the notion of the apostles forgiving and

retaining sins, since they could hardly elect between forgiving and retaining without some means

of knowing what sins they were dealing with.
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2. Did the apostolic commission extend to the apostles’ successors?

The Catholic answer to this question is yes. The Church affirms that its bishops today are

the direct successors of the apostles, while its priests and deacons receive their authority from

today’s bishops the same way that the elders and deacons received their authority from the

apostles themselves in the early Church. Of course, the issue of apostolic succession is a matter

of great controversy itself, and a thorough defense of that teaching is beyond the scope of this

essay. My purpose here is limited to demonstrating briefly that the Catholic belief in the

authority of bishops and priests to forgive sins16 is reasonable in light of Scripture and Church

history.

a. Scriptural references to the apostles’ commissioning of
successors.

First, common sense might lead us to assume that the apostles would, and would be able

to, commission their helpers and their successors to exercise their spiritual prerogatives,

including forgiving sins. Why? First, there were only twelve apostles, and they had an entire

world to evangelize. It was manifestly impossible for them personally to take their special

spiritual gifts to everyone in the entire world in their lifetimes, and yet Jesus instructed them to

“make disciples of all nations.” (Mt. 28:19.) It is not reasonable that Jesus would empower

them to forgive sins, but then effectively make that power available only to those who happened

by great good fortune to make contact with one of the apostles in his travels. Second, Jesus did

not return in the apostles’ lifetimes. It also seems unreasonable that Jesus would give this power

to these specific followers, only to have that authority die with them, and so deny the benefits of

this spiritual gift to all future generations of Christians. It is not as though the people of the first

16 Catechism ¶ 1462 (explaining that bishops principally have the power and ministry of
reconciliation, and that priests exercise that power to the extent they have been commissioned by their
bishop, religious superior, or the Pope).



10

century were more sinful and more needful of forgiveness than the rest of humanity through the

ages. Still less would we say that the men and women who lived after the apostles died have

been so good that they could do without God’s forgiveness, so that it was no great loss for the

power to forgive sins to die with the last of the apostles. Since the Fall, there has always been

sin in the world. If Jesus thought it was important that the apostles have the power to forgive

sins as part of their ministry among the first Christians, wouldn’t He want that power to be

available to all people, regardless of whether they happened to live in the same time and place as

the apostles?

Second, if Catholics are right that modern bishops and priests are the direct successors of

the apostles, there should be evidence of the apostles’ intent to commission successors. (Again,

Jesus’ command that the apostles should evangelize the whole world, (Mt. 28:19-20), in an age

some 1900 years before steamships, railroads, airplanes, and televisions, is itself some evidence

that Jesus Himself envisioned that the apostles would commission helpers and successors to

reach the places and eras that the apostles would never live to see.) The first chapter of the Acts

of the Apostles records that the apostles’ very first decision after the ascension of Jesus into

heaven was to pray for God to show them who should take the place of Judas Iscariot:

And they prayed and said, “Lord, who knowest the hearts of all
men, show which one of these two thou hast chosen to take the
place in this ministry and apostleship from which Judas turned
aside, to go to his own place.” And they cast lots for them, and the
lot fell on Matthias; and he was enrolled with the eleven apostles.

(Acts 1:24-26.) The implication of this passage is unmistakable that Matthias was accepted as a

full member of the apostolate, taking Judas’ “own place” and being “enrolled with the eleven

apostles.” And if Matthias could thereby become an apostle by their acclamation, why couldn’t

the apostles have continued to replenish or even expand their number by the same process,

indefinitely into the future? It even seems necessary that they should do so, since Jesus clearly
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told them, “I am with you always, to the close of the age,” (Mt. 28:20), but the apostles have

themselves all died since then. In any event, the New Testament itself is replete with references

to those who assisted the apostles, including Paul, in spreading the good news, and to “elders”

separate from the apostles who exercised authority within the local churches. (E.g., Acts 15:6,

20:28; Tit. 1:5.) And these elders themselves passed on their spiritual gifts to still others. (E.g.,

1 Tim. 4:14.)

b. Historical evidence that the early Christians believed that they
should confess, and that their priests had the power to forgive
sins.

Finally, if the apostles and their successors possessed the power to forgive sins (and

required confession as part of the sacrament), we would expect to find historical evidence of

confession and forgiveness in the documents of the early church. To be clear, I do not rely on

the teachings of those described below as primary evidence; i.e., I am not arguing that the

Catholic teaching on confession is correct because St. Augustine said x or St. Jerome said y.

Rather, I am arguing that if the Catholic teaching about confession is correct, then we should

expect to find references to it dating back to the very earliest days of the Church. I believe the

record bears this out.

Working backwards, we find that the practice of confession must have predated 1215,

when the Fourth Lateran Council of the Church established the norm (still in effect) that all

Christians should avail themselves of confession at least once a year if they were conscious of

having committed a serious sin.17 But this was not the beginning of confession; it was merely a

codification regarding an already-existing practice. For instance, the practice of confession is

also a part of the Greek Orthodox religion, which parted with the Roman Church in the 800’s,

17 Alan Schreck, Catholic and Christian: An Explanation of Commonly Misunderstood Catholic
Beliefs 213-14, n.11 (1984).
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showing that the sacrament must have pre-existed that time.18 In fact, the current practice of

private confession to a priest as the standard form of the sacrament dates to the sixth and seventh

centuries when it became the norm first in the Irish and Celtic churches and then spread to the

European continent.19 But indications and suggestions of the practices of confession and

penance appear in Christian sources much earlier even than that.

First, there is the teaching of Jerome, the great translator of the Bible into Latin, who

lived from 374 to 419 or 420. In his commentary on the Book of Ecclesiastes, Jerome wrote, “If

the serpent, the devil, bites someone secretly, he infects that person with the venom of sin. And

if the one who has been bitten keeps silence and does not do penance, and does not want to

confess his wound to his brother and master, then his brother and master, who have the word that

will cure him, cannot very well assist him. For if the sick man is ashamed to confess his wound

to the physician, medicine will not cure that to which it is not applied.”20 Since God can, of

course, read our thoughts, He has no need of oral confession, so Jerome must be referring to a

flesh-and-blood master who has “the word will cure.” In his commentary on Matthew, Jerome

goes on to write, “Just as in the Old Testament the priest makes the leper clean or unclean, so in

the New Testament the bishop and presbyter binds or looses not those who are innocent or

guilty, but by reason of their office, when they have heard the various kinds of sins, they know

who is to be bound and who loosed.”21 Jerome’s analysis echoes the Gospel of John, as well as

18 James Cardinal Gibbons, The Faith of Our Fathers 287 (1980).

19 Schreck, supra note 1, at 213-14, n.11.

20 2 William A. Jurgens, The Faith of the Early Fathers 196-97 (1979).

21 2 William A. Jurgens, The Faith of the Early Fathers 202 (1979). This passage is, undeniably,
rather difficult. According to Jurgens, Jerome’s comparison is often taken to mean that in the Old
Testament, the priests did not actually cause the leper to be clean or unclean, but only decreed what they
perceived him to be. By contrast, the New Testament priest does not merely decree that a person is
forgiven or is not forgiven, but actually effects the forgiveness itself by his words. Id. at 203 n.4.
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has obvious roots in the text of the Gospel of Matthew, and his description of what the bishops

and presbyters (i.e., priests) do bears unmistakable similarity even to the current practice of

confession.

Another early leader of the Church was John Chrysostom, who lived from 347 to 407 and

led the Church in Constantinople. In his writings he was very explicit about the priestly power to

forgive:

Priests have a power which God has given neither to angels nor to
archangels. It was said to them, “Whatsoever you bind upon earth
shall be bound in heaven; and whatsoever you shall loose, shall be
loosed.” Temporal rulers have indeed the power of binding; but
they can bind only the body. Priests, however, can bind with a
bond which pertains to the soul itself, and transcends the very
heavens. Whatever priests do here on earth, God will confirm in
heaven, just as the master ratifies the decisions of his servants. Did
He not give them all the powers of heaven? “Whose sins you shall
forgive,” He says, “they are forgiven them: whose sins you shall
retain, they are retained.” What greater power is there than this?
The Father has given all the judgment to the Son. And now I see
the Son placing all this power in the hands of men. They are raised
to this dignity as if they were already gathered up to heaven,
elevated above human nature, and freed of its limitations.22

And in his commentary on the Gospel of John, written about 391, Chrysostom wrote the

following:

Great is the dignity of priests. “Whose sins are forgiven,”
He says, “they are forgiven them.” . . . The things that are placed
in the hands of the priest, it belongs to God alone to give. . . .
Neither angel nor archangel is able to do anything in respect to
what is given by God; rather, Father and Son and Holy Spirit
manage it all; but the priests lends his own tongue and presents his
own hand.23

Thus, with great clarity, less than 400 years after Christ, we see that the leaders of the early

Church are interpreting Matthew and John the same way the Catholic Church does today.

22 2 William A. Jurgens, The Faith of the Early Fathers 89 (1979).
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One of the greatest saints, Augustine (354-430), also preached the importance of

confession and penance. In about 397, he preached, “Confession of sins is familiar to us all and

well known, and there’s no need to prove it, simply to advise it.”24 In a sermon preserved from

about 419, he again emphasized the importance of confession:

So these are the stratagems with which he [the devil] leads souls
astray and turns them from the remedy of confession. He either
persuades them to make excuses and look for others to blame; or
else he persuades them, because they have already sinned, to
despair and not even consider the possibility that they may be able
to obtain pardon; or else again he persuades them that God is quick
to forgive everything even if we fail to correct ourselves.25

And like John Chrysostom after him, Augustine relied on the Gospel of Matthew for his

teaching, in a sermon preached about 420:

Those of you that have defiled yourselves with unlawful sexual
relations apart from your wives, if besides your wives you have
slept with another woman; do penance, as is done in the Church, so
that the Church may pray for you. Nobody should say to himself,
“I do it privately, I deal with God privately. God knows, and he
will forgive me, because I do penance in my heart.” So was there
no point in the Lord saying What you lose on earth shall be loosed
in heaven? So were the keys given to the Church of God for
nothing? Are we to nullify the gospel, nullify the words of
Christ?26

Again, what does this indicate if not that some sort of formal confession and penance was

already an established part of the Church less than four centuries after Christ lived?

23 2 William A. Jurgens, The Faith of the Early Fathers 109 (1979).

24 Sermon 29B, The Works of Saint Augustine, Part IIISermons, Vol. 11 at 64 (Edmund Hill,
trans. 1997).

25 Sermon 20, The Works of Saint Augustine, Part IIISermons, Vol. 2 at 17 (Edmund Hill, trans.
1990).

26 Sermon 392, The Works of Saint Augustine, Part IIISermons, Vol. 10 at 422 (Edmund Hill,
trans. 1995).
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Basil the Great lived from 329 to 379 and was the leader of the Church at Caesarea. He

wrote a treatise called Rules Briefly Treated, a collection of questions and answers regarding the

conduct of the ascetic and monastic life. He wrote quite plainly, “It is necessary to confess our

sins to those to whom the dispensation of God’s mysteries is entrusted. Those doing penance of

old are found to have done it before the saints. It is written in the Gospel that they confessed

their sins to John the Baptist; but in Acts they confessed to the Apostles, by whom also all were

baptized.”27 He obviously speaks of a current practice of confession, only some 300 years after

Christ, and he justifies the practice by reference to the earliest days of the Church. In another

place, he wrote, “The same rationale is observed in the declaring of one’s sins as in the detection

of physical diseases. Just as the diseases of the body are not divulged to all, nor haphazardly, but

to those who are skilled in curing them, so too our declarations of our sins should be made to

those empowered to cure them, even as it is written, ‘You that are strong, bear the infirmities of

the weak’; that is, carry them by means of your diligent care.”28

Cyprian of Carthage was born between 200 and 210 and was martyred in 258. He

became bishop of Carthage in 248 or 249, and in the year 251 he took pen in hand to write a

treatise called The Lapsed. The treatise was needed because many Christians had recanted their

faith in various ways during the persecution under the Emperor Decius, and it was not settled

how easily they should be welcomed back into the flock.29 In that treatise, Cyprian wrote, “I

beseech you, brethren, let everyone who has sinned confess his sin while he is still in this world,

while his confession is still admissible, while satisfaction and remission made through the priests

27 2 William A. Jurgens, The Faith of the Early Fathers 26 (1979).

28 2 William A. Jurgens, The Faith of the Early Fathers 25 (1979).

29 1 William A. Jurgens, The Faith of the Early Fathers 216-17 (1970).
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are pleasing before the Lord.”30 In that same treatise, he also warned those who had sinned not

to receive Communion without first confessing their sins to a priest: “But they spurn and despise

all these warnings; and before their sins are expiated, before they have made a confession of their

crime, before their conscience has been purged in the ceremony and at the hand of the priest,

before the offense against an angry and threatening Lord has been appeased, they do violence to

His Body and Blood; and with their hands and mouth they sin against the Lord more than when

they denied Him.”31

Another early theologian, famous for the volume of his writings, was Origen, who lived

from about 185 to 253 or 254. He wrote a series of Homilies on the Book of Leviticus that

included a discussion of the ways in which the forgiveness of sins could be obtained under the

Gospel. “In addition to these there is also a seventh [way to obtain forgiveness], albeit hard and

laborious: the remission of sins through penance, when the sinner washes his pillow in tears,

when his tears are day and night his nourishment, and when he does not shrink from declaring

his sin to a priest of the Lord and from seeking medicine, after the manner of him who says, ‘I

said, “To the Lord I will accuse myself of my iniquity,” and you forgave the disloyalty of my

heart.’”32 Of course, the Church later moved away from the practice of requiring very onerous

and public penances; the point is that a bare two centuries after Christ it was apparently accepted

that the priests could forgive sins and impose penance.

An interesting case is that of Quintus Septimius Florens Tertullian, who lived from

around 155 or 160 to about 240 or 250. In the course of his long life, he converted from

paganism to Christianity in about 193, but then gradually fell into a heresy called Montanism.

30 Id. at 219.

31 Id. at 218.

32 Id. at 207 (the internal quotation references Ps. 32:5).
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For present purposes, of course, we are interested in his writings only to see they give evidence

that the early Church believed its ministers had the power to forgive sins. In his work called

Repentance, from about 203 or 204, he makes extensive reference to a “second repentance” after

the first repentance of baptism, and he states most plainly, “If you are inclined to draw back from

confession, consider in your heart the hell which confession extinguishes for you, and imagine

first the magnitude of the penalty, so that you will not hesitate about making use of the

remedy.”33 And in the same treatise he deals with an obvious objection: “ ‘But it is a miserable

thing thus to come to confession!’ Yes, evil leads to misery. But where there is repentance

misery ceases, because it is thereby turned to salvation.”34

Going back still further, we come to Irenaeus, who lived from about 140 to about 202,

and became bishop of what is now Lyons, France. He is noteworthy because he was a disciple of

St. Polycarp, who was himself a disciple of the Apostle John.35 Irenaeus wrote a well-known

treatise against the heresy known as Gnosticism; the treatise itself is commonly known as

Against Heresies. Although he did not engage in an extensive discussion of confession or

penance, Irenaeus did refer to the practice in passing:

When after much effort the brethren had converted her, she
persevered for a long time in confession, weeping and lamenting
over the defilement which she had suffered from this magician.

[The gnostic disciples of Marcus] have deluded many
women in our own district of the Rhone, by saying and doing such
things. Their consciences branded as with a hot iron, some of
these women make a public confession; but others are ashamed to
do this, and in silence, as if withdrawing from themselves the hope

33 Id. at 131.

34 Id.; cf. Catechism ¶ 1468 (“For those who receive the sacrament of Penance with contrite heart
and religious disposition, reconciliation is usually followed by peace and serenity of conscience with
strong spiritual consolation.”).

35 1 William A. Jurgens, The Faith of the Early Fathers 28, 84 (1970)
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of the life of God, they either apostatize entirely or hesitate
between two courses.36

Of course, public confession is no longer the Catholic practice, but the importance of making a

confession of some sort seems evident.

In about the year 80, one of the Apostle Peter’s earliest successors as Bishop of Rome, St.

Clement, undertook to write a letter to the church in Corinth, which had fallen into some sort of

discord among its leaders. After exhorting the church, Clement calls for confession and

repentance: “For whatever our transgressions, and whatever we have done through the attacks of

the adversary, let us pray that we may be forgiven. . . . For it is good for a man to confess his

failings rather than to harden his heart. . . . You, therefore, who laid the foundation of the

rebellion, submit to the presbyters and be chastened to repentance, bending your knees in a spirit

of humility.”37 Another early treatise (called the “Letter of Barnabas,” even though its author is

unknown, and even its date is uncertain, ranging from 70 or 79 to 117 or 132) states firmly, “You

shall not make a schism; but you shall pacify and bring together those who are quarreling. You

shall confess your sins. You shall not go up to pray in the consciousness of having done evil.

This is the way of light.”38 Finally, in the very ancient prayer called the Didache, we find the

directive, “Confess your offenses in church, and do not go up to your prayer with an evil

conscience. This is the way of life,” and again, “Let no one who has a quarrel with his neighbor

join you until he is reconciled, lest your sacrifice be defiled.”39

The historical record is thus at least consistent with the Catholic claim that the Church,

through the bishops and priests, has possessed and exercised the power to forgive sins from the

36 Id. at 85-86.

37 Id. at 12.

38 Id. at 16.

39 Id. at 2, 4.
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beginning. It is also consistent with a very early practice of the confession of sins as part and

parcel of the forgiveness process. Other writings of the early Fathers of the Church addressing

the question of the authority of bishops and priests more generally could be cited,40 but I have

limited myself to references I could find relating more or less explicitly to the forgiveness of

sins.

3. Conclusion.

Thus, the Catholic teaching on confession is consistent with Scripture, and the historical

record shows that the practice is not a medieval invention, but appears to extend back to the

earliest days of the Church, or at least to the earliest sources we have extant today.

B. Responses to a few objections

1. Even if the priests have the power to forgive sins, why can’t or
shouldn’t we just go directly to God for forgiveness?

First, Catholics do not see a sharp distinction between confessing to a priest and

confessing “directly to God.” Why not say instead that the person confessing is confessing

simultaneously to both? After all, God, who knows all things, is certainly aware when we are

confessing, and that our confessing and contrition and thirst for forgiveness are ultimately

directed to Him. The priest is God’s agent, and the only reason we confess to a priest is that he

is God’s agent. We are not interested in obtaining the priest’s personal forgiveness, after all; the

only reason we go to him is to receive God’s forgiveness. Remember too that a personal act of

contrition prayed by the penitent is an integral part of the sacrament, and the prayer is itself

addressed to God, typically beginning “O my God, I am heartily sorry for having offended Thee .

. . .”

40 E.g., the writings of St. Ignatius of Antioch, a follower of the Apostle John, who wrote about
110 A.D., “You must all follow the bishop as Jesus Christ follows the Father, and the prebytery as you
would the Apostles.” Id. at 25 (letter to the Smyrnaeans).
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Second, refusing to make use of confession as the font of divine forgiveness is, in a

sense, rejecting a part of God’s plan for His people. After all, as shown above, Jesus took the

trouble to bestow the power to forgive sins on the apostles “on the record,” so to speak, in the

Gospels, and there is no obvious reason that power should have died out in the first generation of

the Church. If He took the trouble to give the leaders of the Church the power to forgive sins,

how can it possibly be that He did not intend Christians to avail themselves of this power, this

opportunity to obtain sure absolution (and, Catholics believe, special graces to avoid future sin)?

To use an analogy: the Attorney General has the power, by law, to grant political asylum

in this country to people who have fled persecution abroad. He has exercised his power to set up

a large immigration bureaucracy within the Justice Department, so that asylum petitioners in

practicality seek asylum from his agentsfirst, individual immigration judges, and failing that,

from the board of immigration appeals. Of course, the law still authorizes the Attorney General

himself to exercise his discretion personally rather than through his delegates. But would he not

raise his eyebrows if he were to go to work and find a petitioner sitting outside the door, who

then explains that he preferred not to work through the Attorney General’s delegates and

preferred to go straight to the ultimate source of the gift of asylum?

Or suppose a tremendously wealthy man were to call you and say that he wants to give

you a gift of a million dollars. He gives you a list of his bankers and says that you should go to

any of them at any time, present proof of identification, and the money is yours. What would he

say if you instead drove straightaway to his house, rang the doorbell, and said you were ready to

receive the money? Is there not a touch of ingratitude in ignoring the gift-giver’s instructions?

Again, there is no Catholic prohibition against praying privately to God for forgiveness;

we are urged to do that very thing. We do it every time we pray the Lord’s prayer. But if He
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also empowered human ministers to confer divine forgiveness, it seems only reasonable than He

intends for us to avail ourselves of that ministry.

2. Doesn’t the sacrament encourage Catholics to think they can sin as
much as they want and just go to confession afterwards?

This is an objection I have heard recently. It seems to boil down to: confession is too

easy; it’s so easy that Catholics have no reason to avoid sinning because they know in the back

of their minds that they can just go to confession and get forgiven. In fact, by making

forgiveness so easy, the objection goes, the Catholic Church is actually making its members

more corrupt and sinful rather than less.

First, let it be said that some Catholics probably do think this way and commit sins with a

simultaneous intention of confessing later, and that this is not the proper attitude towards the

sacrament. To be properly disposed to receive forgiveness, whether in the sacrament or in

private prayer, Catholics believe that the person seeking forgiveness must feel sincere contrition

for his sins.41 How likely is the person to feel contrition for a sin that he deliberately committed,

with the specific intention of “wiping the slate clean” through confession? Nevertheless, the fact

that some people may approach the sacrament without sincere contrition does not mean the

sacrament itself is a bad thing, any more than the fact that some people may commit welfare

fraud or may fall into welfare dependence means that a welfare program itself is a bad thing.

But a more serious problem with the objection is its basic premise that confession lets

Catholics off too easily and makes them morally lax. Is the objector really internally lamenting,

“I sure wish I believed that I could get forgiven by going and telling all my sins to a priest; it’s so

41 “Penance requires . . . the sinner to endure all things willingly, be contrite of heart, confess with
the lips, and practice complete humility and fruitful satisfaction.” Catechism ¶ 1450. “Contrition is
‘sorrow of the soul and detestation for the sin committed, together with the resolution not to sin again.’”
Catechism ¶ 1451.
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easy!”? This seems unlikely. Let’s consider the alternative views of the mechanism of divine

forgiveness. If the objector is a Protestant Christian, he probably believes either (1) God will

forgive him all his sins if he prays privately for forgiveness, or (2) once saved, always saved, so

praying for forgiveness after one has accepted Jesus as his personal Lord and Savior is more or

less redundant. Compare these beliefs to the Catholic belief that all serious sins must be

absolved through confession, and that confession should be received frequently simply as a

matter of spiritual health. Which of these beliefs is more likely to facilitate a casual sin-now-get-

forgiven-later sort of attitude? Isn’t a belief that forgiveness properly should be sought through

confession and penance more of a discouragement to sin than a belief than private repentance is

all that is necessary?

Also, the logic of the objection suggests that Catholics who make frequent resort to

confession should be the most likely to become more and more sinful. Isn’t this

counterintuitive? Isn’t it rather more likely that Catholics who have not been to confession in

twenty years and have no intention of ever going again are cut off from the Church in more ways

than just this one? And that the elderly people who in fact make up a high percentage of the

people you’ll see in line at the confessional actually live with greater consciousness of sin and

temptation than Catholics whose shadows seldom if ever darken the confessional door?

The bottom line is that all Christians believe that God will forgive their sins. The

opposite belief would be cause for nothing but despair. Does a belief that God will forgive one’s

sins carry a danger that the believer will relax his vigilance against sin? I say certainly, given

human weakness, regardless of one’s beliefs as to how we are to approach God to ask for

forgiveness. But we are all obliged to fight this temptation to laxity, perhaps with the aid of
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frequent meditation on God’s infinite goodness, our lack of any merit deserving of His

forgiveness, and the agonies of Christ crucified.

3. Isn’t confession so unpleasant that even Catholics don’t use it very
often? Why would God make it so difficult to obtain forgiveness?

This is virtually the opposite of the previous objection. And it is certainly true that

Catholics don’t go to confession nearly as often as they used to, or as often as they should. But

this objection doesn’t really undermine the evidence of the doctrine’s truth, any more than

Americans’ tendency to obesity undermines the evidence that exercise and good diet will help us

stay fit and healthy.

There are several reasons Catholics think the sacrament of confession makes sense on

practical and theological levels. First, as a matter of “spiritual hygiene,” Catholics believe it is

healthy to examine one’s conscience often and meditate on one’s failings with an eye towards

doing better in the future. But anyone, Catholic or not, should recognize that it is only human to

avoid all sorts of criticism, even self-criticism. It is painful and unpleasant to be confronted with

one’s sins. Even if one is only accusing oneself, it can still be so painful to face up to what we

have done that we avoid doing it at all costs. We put it off. When we do happen to think about

some embarrassing fault, or some occasion when we have hurt someone we care about, we are

tempted to try to put the painful thought out of our minds, or we come up with a rationalization

for what we did and try to move on. The sacrament of confession does not let us off that easily.

We have to confront what we have done, confront our guilt, and “own” our sins before we can

(or should) expect God’s forgiveness. Augustine preached on this very problem over 1700 years

ago:

Perhaps you are saying to yourself, “Why does God want me to
confess what he already knows? When a man, after all, requires
this of another man, it’s because he doesn’t know.” Why else do
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you suppose, except that God wants you to punish your sin by
looking hard at it, so that he can undo it by overlooking it? How,
after all, can you expect him to overlook something that you
yourself are not prepared to look at?42

Second, the involvement of the priest in confession and the forgiveness of sins is

consistent with God’s “incarnational” way of relating to mankind under both the Old and New

Covenants. For instance, God did not simply intervene directly and personally to lead them out

of Egypt, but He used His servant Moses to lead the people, to part the sea, etc. He didn’t write

a warning in the sky to the city of Nineveh; he sent the reluctant messenger, Jonah. Most

obviously, God became man in the person of Jesus in order to redeem the world and to bring it

the Good News of redemption. God could simply have willed our salvation, we have to suppose,

but instead He chose to accomplish redemption by becoming a flesh-and-blood human being

Himself. Jesus, in turn, interacted with thousands of people in Roman-occupied Palestine, but

entered into a special personal relationship with only twelve, (Luke 9:1-3), who in turn picked up

the work of evangelization and ordained their own assistants with special authority of their own.

(See, e.g., 1 Thes. 5:12-13.) But their exercise of authority is always undertaken in the name of

Jesus, who in turn sought to glorify the Father, not Himself. Since God the Father chose to relate

to us through a person, it is not altogether surprising that Jesus, God the Son, would have us

experience His mercy and forgiveness through another person, His priest.43

Third, the involvement of the Church in the forgiveness process reflects the belief that the

Church is the Body of Christ, so a sin against Christ is also a sin against the Church and all its

42 Sermon 29A, The Works of Saint Augustine, Part IIISermons, Vol. 2 at 122 (Edmund Hill,
trans. 1990).

43 As a Catholic archbishop described the relationship, “Christ is the treasure; we [priests] are but
the pack-horses that carry it. . . . Our words sounding in the confessional are but the feeble echo of the
voice of the Spirit of God that purified the Apostles in the cenacle of Jerusalem.” James Cardinal
Gibbons, The Faith of Our Fathers 280 (1980).
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members. As Jesus said, “As the branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine,

neither can you, unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the branches.” (Jn. 15:4-5.) If a

branch of a vine becomes sick or separated from the vine, it does not suffer by itself; the entire

vine and all its branches are affected. Thus, when a branch is healed or rejoined to the vine, all

the branches are also benefited. Confession reminds the penitent of his bond to the whole

community of the Church, and the priest stands in not only for Christ but also for the whole

Church when he pronounces absolution and welcomes the penitent back into full communion

with the Church.

Fourth, as already mentioned, confession also affords an opportunity for personal

counseling and instruction from the priest (even if not all priests are adept at offering or

providing such counseling in real life). As one Catholic bishop once wrote, a sermon preached

to a congregation is fired somewhat at random, but in confession it is a dead shot.44 Also, there

are the benefit and consolation of actually hearing the words of absolution, and the confidence in

God’s forgiveness that accompanies those words and the working out of one’s penance.

III. Conclusion

Hopefully, the foregoing has clarified what Catholics actually believe about the

sacrament of confession and convinced the reader at least that the Catholic doctrine of confession

is not a fanciful invention lacking any warrant in the Bible or in early Christian history. As far as

I am concerned, the Catholic belief makes very good sense of Matthew 16:19 and 18:18, and

especially John 21:23, and those passages are very difficult or impossible to square with a belief

that the apostles did not have the power to forgive (and deny forgiveness of) sins. And if Jesus

gave that power to the apostles, it would seem strange for Him to want that gift to be available

44 James Cardinal Gibbons, The Faith of Our Fathers 300 (1980).
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only until the last of the apostles had died. For all the reasons presented above, the Catholic

teaching about confession strikes me as reasonable and firmly grounded in the evidence.


