DIOCESAN PASTORAL PLAN  ON CONFESSION

The Sacrament of Forgiveness and Reconciliation is one of the Lord’s great gifts to us. It is a Sacrament of Resurrection by which the Risen Lord raises sinners from the death of sin and leads them forward on the path of holiness.  It is a sacrament of liberation and healing, involving a deeply personal encounter with Christ the Reconciler through the priest in the community of the Church.  

There is little doubt that Catholics in our country celebrate this sacrament much less frequently than was the custom in the past, but it is often celebrated today in a way which is more evidently a powerfully healing encounter with Christ the Good Shepherd. For many people, it is a sacrament of conversion, a vital part of our life-long journey from sin to holiness. For some, it is very much a sacrament of ‘return’ in which the Father welcomes back his prodigal sons and daughters with an embrace of love, replacing the cloak of holiness around them, putting a ring on their finger, and celebrating their return with joy.

This sacrament has many names: penance, confession, forgiveness. For all of us, whether our failings be great or small, it is a sacrament of reconciliation, making present the fruits of the great gift of Reconciliation between God and the world that Christ has achieved by his death and resurrection.  Calling the sacrament ‘Reconciliation’ also reminds us that sin and holiness are never a private affair: sin impairs our relationship with others as well as with God; forgiveness reconciles us to one another as well as to the Lord.

Our Catholic communities and our personal Christian lives are the poorer without this sacrament, and we need to put some careful thought into how we can best encourage people to return to its celebration.

(1) The diocesan focus for 2005 will be the Sacrament of Forgiveness and Reconciliation, along with a special outreach to those Catholics we often call ‘lapsed’ but many of whom are awaiting an invitation to ‘come home’.  This will include special prayers and liturgies, a pastoral letter and literature.  There will also be in ongoing formation day on the topic for priests, led by Bishop Michael.

(2) Every parish is asked to look at the way this sacrament is celebrated.  Is it at the best time for people?  Could the special place for the celebration of sacrament be made more prayerful? Is full use made of the Rite of Penance, or is our confessional practice (as priests and penitents) little different from days of old?  The emphasis should be on a joyous, welcoming and peaceful atmosphere.

(3) More positive teaching and preaching is needed in parishes on reconciliation in general and on the sacrament in particular. 

(4) Rite 2 (Communal Rite of Reconciliation with individual confessions) should be used more frequently in order to emphasise the communal nature of sin and reconciliation.  It is widely thought that Rite 2 is the most appropriate celebration for First Reconciliation: after a simple liturgy, those priests available could sit at different places in the church rather than in the Reconciliation Room, with appropriate ‘covering’ music in the background to ensure privacy (Taize music is particularly useful for this).  Children could each light a candle or votive light and place it before the altar after being reconciled. 

Similar services are appropriate before First Holy Communion, and during primary school years until they are more ready for Rite 1 (Rite of Reconciliation with individual penitents).  Such communal celebrations (perhaps organised at deanery or cluster level in order to ensure a number of priests) should be made available at high points of the liturgical year, and especially during Lent and Advent.

(5) Before celebrating Reconciliation for the first time (First Confession), children and their parents could be invited to special celebrations of God’s forgiving love, informal liturgies focusing on God’s unconditional love and readiness to forgive (e.g. using the Parable of the Prodigal son).

