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Pastoral Perspective ** ' 

The Sacrament of Penance 
By Bishop Joseph L. Hogan 

ill 
The history of the Church's exercise of 

the power to forgive sin in the first four cen
turies is sketchy. The fact of its exercise is 

clear; the way it was exer
cised and the limitations 
placed on it are not quite so 
clear. One thing we do 
know: there was a tendency 
toward rigorism in the prac
tice of the forgiveness of 
sin. This was evident in the 
practice of allowing pen
ance to a person only once 
in his lifetime. It was evi
dent, too, in the attitude of 
some who claimed that 
there were certain sins that 
could n o t be forgiven. 

Eventually this excessive rigorism was to dis
appear. 

From the 4th to the 7th Century 

By the 4th century the Church's under
standing and practice of the ministry of for
giveness becomes quite clear. The general 

pattern for the administration of penance 
took on a clearly defined shape. There were 

three step's: 
(1) A person who was guilty of a major 

sin would go to the bishop or a priest dele
gated by the bishop and acknowledge his sin. 
The bishop would then enroll the sinner 
among the penitents by means of a public 
ceremony which involved the laying on of 
hands. The purpose of this public enroljgnent 
in the order of penitent was not to cause hu-
militation to the sinner, but rather to assure 
him of the intercessions of the Church and 
to make him an object of the prayerful con
cern of the whole community of the Church. 

(2) The second step was the expiation of 
his sins in the order of penitents. The pen
ances required of the penitents were very 
harsh and in some cases could continue for 
the rest of their lives. During this stage of the 
penance rite, the penitents were excluded 
from full participation in the Eucharist. They 

could be present for the Liturgy of the Word 
— though they had to remain together in a 
special place allotted to them in the church 
building — but they were required to leave 
before the Eucharistic Liturgy began. Before 

they were dismissed, special intercessions 
w e r e said for t h e m a n d a special b less ing was 

given to them by tbo bMop. 
(3) Eventually when their repentance 
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had been sufficiently tested, the^third step of 
the penitential rite took place. This was a 
solemn reconciliation of the penitents through 
the imposition of hands, by the bishop — 

which restored them to full communion with 
the Church, so that they were once again able 
to participate fully in the „ Eucharist. Often 
this solemn reconciliation "of the ^penitents 
took place on Holy Thursday and there was a 
special Mass for this purpose. 

Two significant aspects of this solemn rite 
of penance might be pointed out. First of all, 
great emphasis was placed on expiation —: 
that is, on the penance that the person did 
for his sins. Reconciliation «to the Church 

was made only after the penance had been 
performed. By contrast, in our present prac
tice of the Sacrament of Penance, the expia
tion has been considerably downgraded in; 
importance (often reduced to a few prayers 
to be said); and the expiation now takes, place 
after the reconciliation (i.e., after the absolu
tion i s given). W e perform the penance after 
the absolution; they cud* it before. 

Secondly, it should b e noted that in this ' 

solemn penance rite, reconciliation with God 
takes place in an ecclesial context. T h e rite 
is a public ceremony involving the whole 
community. The person is reconciled to God 
by first being reconciled to the community of 
his people. 

From the 7th to the 12th Century 

The 7th century saw the introduction of 
of a very different practice in the Church's 
exercise of the ministry of reconciliation. 
This new practice apparently originated with 
Irish monks and spread from Ireland to the 
continent. The sacrament of Penance took 
place in a much less solemn and public man
ner. The penitent simply told his, sins to a 
priest. The priest then imposed a satisfaction 
or "penance" on the penitent. The penance 
was to be in keeping with the particular sin 
committed. These penances were' all care
fully determined beforehand and were 
written down in so-called Penitential Books, 
which the confessor consulted. 

Two points might be noted about this 
rather drastic change in the practice of the 

Sac ramen t of P e n a n c e : (1) Penance , which. 

at one time could be received only once, now 
became a repeatable sacrament that could 

be received frequently; (2) the expiation, 
much reduced and less severe than formerly, 
followed rather than preceded the absolu
tion. * 

From the 12th Century to Vatican II 
>. 

During this period the Penitential Books 
gradually disappear and the individual priest 
becomes the judge of the "penance" to be 
given to the penitent. This marks the growth 
of a more juridical understanding of the Sac
rament of Penance. The priest takes on more 
and more the role of a judge, oftentimes 
conceived after the analogy of the judge in 
a civil court. 

V . ' 
In this period of development, the expia

tion becomes less harsh and less important. 
Much greater stress is placed on. the con
fession of sins, which must be described in 
terms of their nature arid species. Indeed 
this emphasis becomes so strong that the 
entire sacrament comes to be commonly re
ferred to as "Confession." Ijhis emphasis, in , 
t u r n , l e ads "to p r e p a r e d examina t ions of con-
science and to tM careful cataloging and list
ing of sins.— which becomes for many people 
the most emphasized part of the sacrament. 

In these last two stages ^ d e v e l o p m e n t , . 
the Sacrament of Penance, for all practical 
purposes ceased to be a liturgical function 
that involved the whole community. In the • 
early centuries of the Church the penance 
rite had included the whole Church — each 
member of the community had Its own proper 
function in this liturgy. In the later develop
ments we have described, the liturgical full
ness associated with the sacrsament vanished. 
The priest* assumed, together with his own 
role, the role of the rest of the community. 
Priest and penitent met alone. 

The 17th century saw the introduction 
into general use of the confessional "box." 
Priest and penitent continued \p meet alone, 
communicating, not face to face, but through 
a grille darkly. ? 

The brief history sketched" aboye is suffi
cient to indicate that the ^hujce te -^c ia l 
ministry of reconciliation has ̂ undergone dra
matic and decisive changes in the; course of 
history. The present needs- of Goji's people 
may well point to the possibility lot equally 
decisive changes in the future. . 

(to b e continued) ; 

By Father Robert Fennessy 

Go-Go Dancers, a Book, a Hippie Medal j 
These are three things that changed my 

outlook on life, and helped me meet the 
challenge and changes of our modern world. 

Everyone will recall cer
tain people or things that 
changed their life. 

Go-Go Gir l s changed m y 

outlook on life! I, as many 
people do, take pictures on 
vacation. Later I send 
copies to the hotel or peo
ple who work there with a 

' little note. This I did when 
I returned from Miami in 
'68. 

Two months went by 
and on Easter there ar

rived two most beautiful Easter religious 
cards with long notes attached. Were they 
from the top-notch comedian? No! Prom the 
head waiter or waitress? No! Erom two Go-
Go Girls? Yes! These are the gals who are 

rejected, looked down on, or whose parents 
don't -want others t o know what they do. Yet 

tijese are- the ohes who answered. Perhaps 
because they felt the need of a friend. Two 
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weeks later I answered their notes, and from 
that day on almost every month a new one 
asked if she might write. Now there are 20-
30 who write. 

In January 1969 I was privileged to offer 
Mass in one of their homes with some 30 guys 
and gals and children in attendance. Then it 
was that I learned their motto: Sell your 
beauty, sell your charm, sell your grace, sell 
your poise, sell your art, sell your ability, 
BUT never sell yourself. This is when they 
hecame an inspiration to me and an influ
ence in my life: I am sure that their motto 
could be used by many a young girl today. 

A book is a hard thing to read today. Au
thors vie to conceal the message, express it 
in the finery, of words, confuse most minds. 
I don't read many books^ but when I do I like 
to get something out of it. 

This is what I took from a book on "Com
mitment." 

"Lord, I NEED You! (We all do at rimes.) 

Wednesday, Maifch 8, 1972 

Lord, I W A N T You! (Now I 'm r each ing a 

little.) Lord, I LOVE Ydu with all, my heart! 
(Now the door, the heart, was opened.) Then 
came-. Lord, please HELP me (anjH I poured 
out! my heart, I just talked to God) Lord, not 
my wil, but Thine be done! Lord, I'll do my 
befy You Lord do pie restr^This has been a 
tremendous help in th i s age of ^conflicting 

standards. j 
Then in '69 came My Hippie Medal — at 

leas#4hat's what I call it. Actualfy it was a 
manly heavy medal and chain Of Taurus, 
symbol of February. I liked the medal. But 
it had to mean something if I was £o keep it. 
So I studied the face of it and found two 
bulls-apparently waging a battle over a heart. 

There was its meaning for me: the battle of 
conflicts anil contrasts agoing on iii our mod
ern world. I wonderetT how Christy would 
have reacted. 

' I turned the medal over, and|there was 
my answer. Hearts at the ends of | sunburst. 
My heart must go out to all. if changed' 
my life. I know I fall far* short or my goal, 

hut I guess I must say; "Lord, '̂11 do. my 
best, and You, Lord, do the' rest!" It i s m y 

hope and prayer that one of these "mottoes" 
wUl change your life, as it changed mine. 
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