Essentially, God doesn’t need
a priest and confession
to forgive our sins, we do!

By Dr. Randall Smith

W My friend Danny O’Boyle was telling me
a story about going to confession the other
day. “When I got there,” he said, “there was
this big long line for confession. So when the
door of the confessional opened up, I jumped
in front of everybody else, knelt down, and
said: ‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.
I just jumped in front of everybody in line to
come to confession.” And you know what?
The priest went ahead and gave me abso-
lution.” “That doesn’t seem quite right,” I
told him. “Nah,” said Danny. “Father still
got me in the end. After the absolution, he
said: ‘Now, my son, for your penance, go to
the end of the line and say Hail Marys until
everyone else is finished with confession.””
Confession is an odd thing. Not only do
you go into a little room and actually say, out
loud, all your deepest, darkest sins. But from
a voice inside that little room, you hear words
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On Penance, Absolution,
and the Forgiveness of Sins

of forgiveness, even before you’ve done your
penance. How does that work? Shouldn’t
you have to do the penance first, and then
get absolution? The answer, of course, is
no. Why not? Because doing penance isn’t
a way of earning God’s forgiveness, nor, for
that matter, is going to confession itself. No,
that forgiveness has already been won for
us, by Christ. It was achieved by means of
Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross, ratified
by His resurrection from the dead and glori-
ous ascension into heaven, and made present
as areality to this very day by the work of his
Holy Spirit. So what’s the penance for? It’s
not for earning the forgiveness of our sins.
Making reparations for our gross rebellion
from the God who has done nothing but love
us infinitely is simply not within our power.
What we can do, however, is say “yes” to
God’s forgiveness—the forgiveness He com-
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municated to us through the sacrifice of His
Son, and which He continues to communi-
cate to us even now through grace and the
Holy Spirit. And how do we say that “yes”?
Well that’s where confession comes in.
People ask me all the time: Why does
God need a priest and confession to forgive
our sins? My answer is: God doesn’t need
a priest and confession to forgive our sins.
He’s already forgiven our sins. We need
the priest and the confessional. We are the
ones who need to reflect deeply on our lives,
becoming aware of the ways in which we
have gone astray. We are the ones who need
to get up the courage to pronounce our sins,
out loud, in words, to an actual person, so
that the sound will ring, meaningfully, in our
ears, and in our hearts. And we are the ones
who need to hear the words of forgiveness,
so that we will know, in the moment of our
shame and humility, that God has forgiven
us. Sacraments make present, in an embod-

ied way, God’s love for us. Asking why we
“need” the sacraments is like young men ask-
ing me whether they really “need” to send a
card and some flowers to their girlfriends on
Valentine’s Day. “But she knows I love her,
doesn’t she?” they insist. “Does she really
need these material things?” “Well,” I tell
them, “from years of being an idiot myself,
let me give you this advice: she may indeed
know that you love her, but here’s the thing,
you still need to send the card and the flow-
ers! In fact, you’re going to need to embody
your love in concrete acts of love every day.”
Asking whether you really “need” the sac-
raments is a little like asking whether you
really “need” to kiss your spouse? You could
just love her from a distance, I suppose —
“spiritually” — but it sort of takes all the
fun out of it. And as embodied humans, a
lot of people seem to think the kissing part
is pretty important. I am an adult convert to
Catholicism who used to think confession
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was just about as crazy a thing as a human
being could do, but I’ve found that the physi-
cal act of confession is pretty important. It’s
like the kiss of God.

But if God has already forgiven us, and
if confession makes that forgiveness pres-
ent to us in concrete, visible, audible ways,
then what’s the penance for? Well, even if
someone forgives you, that doesn’t mean you
are yet, in yourself, forgiven. “Forgiving” is
something the other person does; “being for-
given” is a change-of-being that has to hap-
pen in you. So yes, Jesus’ sacrificial death
on the cross and resurrection from the dead
shows that God has forgiven us, but the ques-
tion is: Have we internalized that forgive-
ness? Have we yet become forgiven? Has
the forgiveness offered to us by God changed
us? Have we yet truly said “yes” to his trans-
forming love?

Have you ever done something wrong, and
even after the person you’ve harmed has said,
“I forgive you,” you just couldn’t accept it?

So you continued to walk around with your -

head hung down like a guilty dog, who has
done something he knows he shouldn’t have.
What’s the problem? Don’t you think you’re
good enough to be forgiven? Or is it that
you don’t believe the other person is good
enough to forgive you? Poor God, what does
he have to do to show us that we are truly
forgiven? Die on a cross? Even then, some
people refuse to believe it. Perhaps they just
prefer to remain miserable.

Or perhaps it’s just that we like to keep
our options open. Because, of course, that’s
the other reason someone might not have
truly “accepted” forgiveness: because deep
down, they know they want to do it again.
And that’s what they don’t want to let go of.

Let’s say I steal something from you.
In stealing, what I have done is that I have
made myself into a thief. Now let’s say that,
because you love me, and because you want
nothing more than to reconcile with me,
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make me your friend once again, and see me

move forward and flourish, you forgive me.

The act of stealing is done and in the past.
You have forgiven me. The question for me
now is: Am I still a thief? It would be a mis-
take, would it not, for me to think that the
forgiveness was the final step in the process.
Rather, the forgiveness is the first step: it
opens the door to a changed relationship and
anew life. Butit’s my “being-a-thief” which
needs to change. What needs to change is
my heart. Accepting the love and forgive-
ness of another is the first step. The next step
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is for that love to change my heart and set me
on a new course in life. No one, who truly
loves you and forgives you, wants to leave
you in your sin, any more than people who
love and forgive alcoholics, really want them
to remain enslaved to alcohol.

Doing penance after confession, is about
making those first few steps in a new direc-
tion. It’s about realizing that Christ’s for-
giveness isn’t just something out there,
somewhere in the disembodied void — a
forgiveness that may come in handy some
day when I’m facing either heaven or hell, so
Il keep it in my back pocket until then, like
an ace up my sleeve in poker. No, God’s love
and forgiveness are meant to transform me
now. God’s transforming love doesn’t leave
me in my sin. The grace of the sacrament
works by changing my heart. And if my
heart is truly changed, then I need to begin
to live differently, as well. God’s grace will
change me, but also I need to cooperate with
it. So, after confession, I take those first few
“baby steps” in a new direction by doing my
penance, fully and faithfully.
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Not because by doing these things I mis-
takenly imagine that I’'m “earning” God’s
love and forgiveness. No, we love, as 1 John
4 tells us, “because God has loved us first.”
Thus, it is only by accepting God’s love and
forgiveness, that I can be changed. When I
go to confession, it is precisely the change
in me that I most want. I know from looking
at the crucifix, before I go in, that God loves
and forgives me. What I need to do now is
“become” that forgiveness, and embody
that love in my life by “putting on Christ.”
Going to confession can be humiliating. It
can make you feel very small. Infact, it often
enough feels like a kind of death. And itis:
a death to self. But that “death to self” is
necessary if we are to “live in Christ.”

With regard to my friend Danny O’Boyle,
we might say that, if he had done his pen-
ance that day, then if nothing else, he would
have been placed in a position to learn a valu-
able lesson about what Christ meant when he
said: “The first shall be last and the last shall
be first.” It’s a small step, perhaps, but not
an unimportant one. n
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