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Pastoral Perspective

The Sacrament of Penance - Part I ¥

The Sacramenf of- l’enunce in Crisis

PART I

The theme that wﬂl be emphasized in our
diocesan Lenten program this year centers
around the Sacrament of Penance, The topic
is timely for our reflection,
', since there is considerabe’
t - evidence from all sides that
¢~ we are facing a ‘crisis’ with

- regard to this Sacrament.
% Catholics simply are not fre-
. quenting the Sacrament of
Penance today as they did
W - in the past. The long lines
iy that used to be seen outside
of almost any confessional

non-existent. There was a
" time when the priest in the
confessional thought him-
self foa'tunate to get a few minutes between
confessions to read a bit of his Breviary; to-
day the confessional offers him the opportun-
ity of becoming the best read professional
man in town. For there simply are not very
many ‘clients’ in the confessional any more.
We might well ask the question: “Where-
have all the penitents gone?” Why is it that
the Sacrament of Penance seems to have been
pushed to a marginal place in the lives of so
many Catholics? How can we account for the
decline of the Sacrament of Penance in the -
Catholic Church?

I would like ta suggest a number of con-
tributing factors: First of all, our present
practice with regard to the Sacrament of
Penance has been largely untouched by the
liturgical renewal that hag so strongly affect-
ed our celebration of the Mass and the Sacra-
ment of Baptism. The sense .of community
involvement, so conspicuous now in the Mass
Liturgy and in Baptism, appears to be prac-
ucally non-existent in the liturgical form in

which the Sacrament of Penance is presently
practiced.

The Sacrament of Penance is a liturgical
action. Lmn‘gy involves not simply an individ-
ual and a priest, but the community of God’s

people. Yet in the past the penitepts who
came to church for confession did not form any
kind of living community, as they stood in
line waiting to go into the ‘box.’ In fact, prob-
ably the only thought that a penitent gave to
the community when he went to confession
was the hope that the community would not
be there, so that there would be no long con-
fessional lines.

In an age of social consciousness and com-
mitment to social responsibility, the apparent
lack of any social dimension to our present
form of the Sacrament of Penance has made
the Sacrament seem unreal and even irrele-
vant to many people. This has been particu-

larly distressing to young people, who not

on Satnrday are practically -

infrequently will say: “If.I hurt another per-
son, it seems t0 me to maké much more sense
to go to that person and ask his pardon
rather than to go into the darkness of the
confessional and ask forgiveness 6f a priest I
do not even know.’

Another reason for the dlsenchantment ,

about the Sacrament. of Penance especiaily
among the young is thé fact of the anonymity
of the whole confessional procedure. The
darkness of the confessional, the facelessness
of the priest — aspects of the sacrament so

. comforting to an earlier generation — make
little sense to young. people who have been

brought up on the ideal of personal communi-
cation and personal relationship. Many stu-
dents in our high schools and colleges would
much: prefer to meet the priest in his office,
talk over their problems and, perhaps, in such
a context ask for absolution.

It also seems true to say that today fewer
and fewer people feel the compulsion — that
they once experienced — to go to confession
regularly simply chause they have the vague
feeling that they may be in the “state of sin”
and want to make sure that they are in the

“state of grace.” A renewed understanding of -

the Christian life as a life of grace lived in
the Spirit and a deeper insight into the mean-
ing of mortal sin as man’s deliberate “No” to
God reversing the basic direction of his
Christian life have helped people to see that
it is a distortion of the Christian life to think
of it as a constant swinging back and forth
from grace to sin and from sin to grace. Many
people are beginning' to experience in their
lives what many theologians are saying today,
namely, that for a Christian who is sincerely
trying to live the Christian life mortal sin

- would seem to be a relatively rare occurrence.

Hence, they no longer have-the uncomfort-
able feeling they once experienced in receiv-

ing Communion if an interval of some time-

had elapsed since their last confession.

Again, many people are no longer acting
on the conviction, once deeply rooted in their
thinking, that if you go to confession regu-
larly, you will “‘get more grace.” They are no
longer sure What this really means. A deeper
understanding of grace has helped them to
see that grace is not a kind of spiritual “stuff”
that exists in us in measurable quantities.
Grace is rather a relationship — a relation-
ship of friendship and love with God. Routine,
unreflective confessions made every two
weeks or even every month seem to have
little effect, one way-or another, on that re-
lationship. As a consequence, an increasing
number of people have found the routine of
regular devotional confession, at least as they
have been accustomed to practlce it, becom-
mg less and less meaningful in their total
spiritual growth.
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These, I believe, are some of ﬁle factors
that have contributed to the serio drop in
the frequency with which people 1

are valid reasons for less frequentiuse of the
Sacrament is a question that _may well be
discussed, but that they exist is q fact that
no one can dispute. The existende of these
factors does not mean that we should elim-
inate the Sacrament of Penance; it does not
mean that we have to face the task of inte-
gratmg this Sacrament more fully into the

picture of this new understanding of
{Christian life. We have to ask some seri-

ous questions about our present practices with
regard to Penance. The fact that the present
crisis has occurred will force us to re-examine
the whole purpose and meaning of this sacra-
ment and the effects it should be -achieving
in the life of today’s Christian. Ultimately this
can result in great good for the whole Chris--
tian community, Perhaps our dissatisfaction
with the present forms of the Sactament will

~help us to find new forms or perliaps return

in modified forms to some of the élder prac-
tices of this sacrament that have Sallen into

disuse.

It is interesting in this regard t4 note that
the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy of
Vatican I directed that “the rite anid formula
for the Sacrament of Penance are to be re-
vised so that they give more I ous ex-
pression to both the value and thg effect of
the Sacrament.” (art. 72) &

This directive of the Council is; quite sig-
nificant, for the problems about $he Sacra-
ment which I have suggested are Toncerned
precisely with these two points, némely, the
value and the effect of the Sacrament It is
precisely the value of the Sacrameﬂt as pres-
ently practiced in their lives, that ?eople are
asking questions about. It is the $ffect that
the Sacrament is intended to praduce that
people are not sure of. Obviousl{ a search

“for new forms will be meaningles ; until we

have a clear notion of the value purpose

of the Sacrament. Until we understand clear-

ly what is supposed to happen, will not
know what to do to make it happen.

" For this reason I should like to ffer some
suggestions as to the changes in thinking wé
need to undergo and possible &hang% in
practice that we need to reﬂect , so that
the rite and formula of the Sa ent may
give “more luminous expression 1@ both' the
value and effect of the Sacramentg’

Before offering these suggesti&- — and

as a background for them — I shoiild like to

give a brief history of the Sacramébt of Pen-
ance, starting with its roots in Sacred Scrip-
ture and seeing how it has devel through
the centuries. (to be co tinued)

EdHorial

In recent years, Americans have had

as well as from within, that we constitute
a violent society.

The assassinations of President John
F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King and Rob-
ert F. Kennedy were the particular in-
stances sparking such critique, with the
long-lasting Vietnam war a kind of sup-
portive foundation,

Whether or not 2 whole people can be
classed as violent or as any other single

careful psychologieal and soemloglcal re-
search,

“There are, hovmver, aome dlsturbmg
trendsandominmmhappenmgsthatshould
leadtoconcem,ifnot ashgation. :
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to:bear the stinging criticism, from abroad

characteristic i a matter for serious and

- In a ‘beutal display recently, aeveral g
;membexsofmomosmbuketbaumm

were subject to beatings not only by the
opposing Minnesota team but also by fren-
zied spectators pouring onto the floor.

This may seem an isolated instance but
it isn’t. Violence and its first cousin, crud-
ity, too often mesquerade under the guise
of exuberance at sports events. Players,
generally not the instigators of such folly,
often are fearful of it. \

And young players in so-called kiddy
games are subjected to the same boorish-

" ness. What makes it worse, these players

are still developing emotionally, and the
silliness, lmllyness and downright vulgarity
displayed by ‘grownups at many »of these
games is-bound to leave scars. ,

A blt afield from sports are our mowes

and- telemxon.

The National’ Commxsswn on the Causes
and Pmenhon of Violence estabjuhed in

No Room for Vlolence in Fllms or in Sporfs

films making the rounds of movie houses.

the wa.ke of Robm‘t Kennedy’s as3assina-

eral “Television and Growing Up,
pact on Televised Violence” indicat
violence on television can have-
effects on large groups of normal cHildren.

Add to.television a spate of ultra iolent

Kicking, stomping, rape, knifing, sthutila-
tion, shooting, bone~cmshing, decapitation,
all are presented vividly in curnent films.
Granted children supposedly are Ebarred
from such vulgarity, but what. abOut the

effect on childish adults. '}
If violence is indeed a sickness §Lf our
soclety then we must begin the p g

task of ending it. And we must 3

watch the guy s:ttmg to the left

ive the
Sacrament of Penance. Whether these factors

man at your-right.
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