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and still keeps, does not agree with the establishment and command of Jesus Christ and it is just an
invention of the people, may that person be cursed.”

Confession, instituted by Christ, is the admission of sins committed after Baptism, before an
authorized priest in order to receive absolution for these sins. Here it must be noted that Christ did not
institute any method by which these sins should be admitted. Therefore, it is no wonder that the form
of confessing one’s sins in confession undergoes various changes.

Thus, in the first and second centuries public confession was wide-spread, meaning that
Christians confessed their sins publicly. In the third century we have a lot of evidence that there existed
both, a public confession as well as a secret confession — a confession in the ear. That the first and the
second were sacramental that often confession in the ear was first and then the public confession
followed. In the fifth century, a public confession was advised, but confession in the ear was obligatory
for all of the faithful.

In the sixth century public confession faded away in place of this, penitential books appeared
listed public penances that were suitable for the seriousness of sin.

Whom does the command to confess obligate? The obligation of making one’s confession rests
upon all the faithful from the time they reach the age of discernment. Thus the years of discernment is
called that age in which a child recognizes the difference between evil and moral good, when a child
begins to reason. This happens mostly about the seventh year of the child’s life, sometimes a little later
or alittle earlier. It is also from this time that the command to receive confession and Holy Communion
becomes obligatory.

In confession, all mortal sins must be confessed dating back to the last good and worthily-made
confession. Besides, the penitent should confess those mortal sins which he had forgotten to confess in
his past confession. One must confess all of his mortal sins according to their number and kind. It is
understood, as much as this is possible.

But, it is not enough to accuse oneself in a general way of having sinned mortally, by saying: “
have sinned mortally.” Or “l accuse myself of all of my sins.”

One must add an exact number and define closer the nature of one’s mortal sins. If the penitent,
after making a good examination of conscience, would be unable to give the exact number of times that
he committed some mortal sins, then he should determine the number that is closest with the words
more or less and about.

In confession one must mention the circumstances which change the kind of sin it is. Confession
should be secret that means that the penitent is obligated to confess his sins into the ear of the
confessor.

On the basis of that law, a deaf-mute is not obligated to confess with the use of cards; in like
manner, when the confessor does not understand the language of the penitent, the latter is not




image7.jpeg
obligated to confess through an interpreter unless these individuals that were mentioned willingly
choose the above mentioned ways of naming their sins.

Confession must be verbal, that means that the penitent should admit to his sins with words
before a confessor who is present and not through messages, whether by mail or telephone. A physical
or moral disability, for example being deaf and dumb, one who stutters, one who is deaf — these can
make their confession with the aid of writing. | repeat, they can.

Confession should be prudent. Prudence forbids the penitent from telling the confessor things
that are unnecessary, superfluous, having no connection to one’s confession. Prudence demands that a
person express himself with modesty and delicately.

Confession should be sincere, that is, the penitent should confess his sins as he recognizes them
and as he judges them. He is not permitted to exonerate himself or justify himself. A person’s confession
should be complete and exact that means that the penitent should confess everything that consists of
matter for confession.

A confession should be humble and carried out for the purpose of gaining a sacramental
forgiveness. The penitent stands at the tribunal of Penance as a sinner; as a culprit he must humble
himself before God and the confessor-judge. Therefore, in humility he must beg for grace, mercy and
forgiveness.

Many ask about a wider meaning of the mystery of confession. Therefore, the mystery of
confession is that sacred obligation, that untouchable, unmovable duty of keeping in the strictest
secrecy all of that which is known from holy confession.

The duty of keeping the secrecy of confession, a sacramental secrecy, flows from a three-fold
Jaw. In the first place from the natural laws which bind everyone everywhere to keep the entrusted
mystery, the breaking of which is branded by all as disloyalty, injustice and betrayal.

Secondly, from the law of God, which commanded confession and at the same time commanded
eternal silence concerning the things heard in confession, without which confession would be a yoke
beyond human strength.

Thirdly, from Church law which places the heaviest punishments on confessors in the matter of
the abuse of the secrecy of holy confession. The obligation of maintaining the sacramental secrecy is so
strict that it cannot be violated neither directly nor indirectly unless it involved the saving of one’s life.

It is understood that the obligation of maintaining secrecy flows only from a sacramental
confession, that is such a confession from which the penitent wants to receive absolution, regardless of
whether the penitent is well-disposed or whether he is making a sacrilegious confession; regardless of
whether the penitent received absolution or not.

Except for the incident when the penitent authorizes the confession to use something from his
confession, the confessor always and everywhere and regardless of all people is obligated to strictly
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maintain the secrecy of confession. Neither the fear of death nor the fear of imprisonment, nor the fear
of the loss of one’s reputation do not free the confessor from his sacred obligation of keeping the
secrecy of the sacrament.

To miracles we must add this historical fact that despite the fact that we read in history about
unworthy priests, of priests who were corrupt, self-conceited or proud, who cast aside their priesthood
and renounced their faith, yet none of them betrayed the secrecy of sacramental confession.

The enemies of the Church did not spare outrage and insults in this regard, but all of the stories
of so-called betrayals of the secrecy of confession, after a thorough examination proved to be false, lies
and slander. This also is one more proof that confession is a Divine Institution.

One of the loudest, most often repeated objections against the divinity of confession is — “There
are so many Catholics who go to confession, but their lives do not change for the better. Whatever they
were like before confession they still remain the same after confession.” The fact that it is sometimes
like that is true but not always. The fact is that without comparison the greater majority of Catholics,
carry off untold benefits from confession and turn their like for the better.

This improvement is not always visible to people who scarcely ever notice virtue and goodness,
but they always see and watch for the faults and deficiencies of their neighbors.

Who is able to number how much peace, love and fidelity between married coup-les is
introduced through confession? Or to what degree low tendencies subjugate man? Or how does it
restrain man from acts of retaliation and revenge? Or how many does it incline to make amends for
harm and damage done to a neighbor? There are so many who, after a good confession, make some
smaller or greater restitution. And how many others remain hidden?

The fact that some people do not seem any better than before, that does not defame the
divinity of one’s origin nor does it deny its efficacy and usage. How many times the very best physician,
the most skillful physician cannot help a person with an inveterate sickness, or the most clever and most
eloguent lawyer cannot win the case he is defending? How many times even through the most diligent
upbringing one cannot straighten out and correct the evil tendencies of spoiled human nature and in its
place graft and develop good ones?

Is it because medicine, the legal profession and professional teaching are all worthless and
doctors, lawyers and teachers are people without any value? What an illogical, senseless argument. It is
no less illogical, no less senseless and shallow argument against the value of confession because some
people do not improve after confession, but return to their former iniquities. It is not fitting to blame
confession, but the fault must be attributed to weak, changeable, human nature which often changes
the healthiest and most useful food into poison.

Just a few months ago, | read the declaration of a judge who stated that a very inconspicuous
number of Catholics go to jail because Catholics go to confession.

Furthermore, there are three facts which no one can deny —
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First: He who confesses declares that he has a sincere intention and a strong determination to
lead a decent life and to become a better person.

Second: He who wants to surrender himself to some vice without any restraint, such a person
stops going to confession.

Third: He who after serious falls, breaks with his past and returns to the narrow path of an
honorable life, such a person always begins that new life with confession.

Let us always remember that confession is a tribunal of the mercy and love of God. It is a Divine
Institution!




image1.jpeg
March 6, 1955
| greet all of you my fellow country-men with the greeting, “Praised be Jesus Christ.”

On Sunday, January 23, | spoke about confession. | explained that confession is the work of
Christ the Savior and not the discovery of Popes or priests. During the week that followed that talk |
received several letters containing many questions. Some of the questions do not deserve an answer.
Those that are important, | incorporated into today’s talk. Please listen carefully and patiently.

In 1912 | was the assistant at St. Josephat Parish in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. One morning in
March | was summoned to the jail where the prisoners who were awaiting their court trial were held.
Among them was a desperado who had participated in the robbery of a mail train.

Right from the start the head guard warned me that this prisoner is a very dangerous person
and therefore he will assign two guards to stand outside of his cell who will watch to make sure that he
does me no harm.

| protested. | had been called to hear this prisoner’s confession. | am carrying Holy Communion
on my person. | must have privacy. The head guard listened, shrugged his shoulders and said, “Very well.
| will not be responsible if there is an incident.”

Two sheriffs led me through the main gate. We entered a very long corridor; there were cells on
each side of the corridor and in those cells prisoners. We stopped before a cell at the end of the
corridor. A guard opened the door; | entered. The door slammed shut; the guard left; | remained alone
with the prisoner; he sat on a sofa bed and was in deep thought.

When | sat down beside him, he got down on his knees and made his confession and | gave him
Holy Communion. Since none of the guards showed up, | again sat beside him and he said: “Father,
sincere thanks for coming here. | already feel better. During these past few days, | had lost control of my
nerves. | was in despair. | was afraid that | would either go crazy, or that | would do something either to
myself or to a guard.

Then | remembered about confession. | asked for a priest. When you entered this cell this
morning and they left you alone with me and you seated yourself so peacefully next to me, who in the
eyes of others am a bandit and a plunderer, an outcast, something changed within me. Like never
before, | understood that confession is something holy;” that it is a blessing for a person; that it is
medicine for the nerves and for the mind. Therefore, now | feel peaceful regardless of what my
sentence will be.”

When he ended, | heard the measured steps of the guards. Again there were two of them. | gave
my hand to the prisoner. He squeezed it sincerely. | recognized and felt that he had been moved - | was
too. The guards looked at us and were puzzled
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When we stood in the office of the head warden, he looked at me and probably wanted to teach
me a lesson, but then he changed his mind and said: “Father, be a little more careful with such
prisoners. They are dangerous people. The one whom you just visited is a possible murderer.” | thanked
him for the warning and the advice.

After a few days the trial started, which wasn’t any trial at all for the accusesd admitted his fault
and was sentenced to life in prison.

From here to today’s talk entitled:
CONFESSION IS A DIVINE INSTITUTION

Confession — An Institution, equal in origin and esteem to everything that is held in greatest
esteem by people; an institution producing in the minds and hearts fertile beginnings of rebirth of a new
life and of every virtue which adds dignity and nobility to the life of man.

A charitable institution for individuals, families and societies, it has a right to our admiration, to
our homage. Everyone should know it thoroughly; nations should respect it and preserve it. But, since
everything here on earth, at least everything that is constant and good in the things of people and even
of divine things, is an object of attack. Therefore, in the midst of this battle of opinions and views, we
cannot and we are not allowed to stand by, deaf and speechless, when people who are disposed as
enemies to religion, attack the institution which most efficaciously affect the good of people, both the
spiritual good as well as the material good.

The famous De Maistre writes: “There is not even one Catholic dogma which by its very nature
would not have deep ties with the human nature, which we especially notice in the dogma of
confession. Actually, for confession, humanly speaking is the opening up of oneself; telling someone
something in confidence. Is there anything more natural than telling another person something in
confidence? The need to confide in someone is inborn in the human heart. Everyone experiences this
equally in worry and in happiness, but especially in difficulties, problems or adversities which sadden
and worry us.

Everyone looks for some soul near us that would deign to become involved with that which
hurts us. If we don’t find any sympathy among those near to us, we sometimes unburden ourselves
before strangers who are completely unknown to us.

Somebody has rightfully said that the most unfortunate persons are those who most need a
confidant, a trustworthy friend and not having found such they must swallow their tears in silence.

And if it is true that our most painful worries are those which come from those individuals who
are closest to our heart then we must admit that they are the most difficult to cure, because their
authors are those before whom one should have been able to confide in.

Besides, there are worries that are not expressed, we hide them in the depths of the heart; we
nurse them as holiness; we are afraid so that someone’s ear would not dirty them; we hide with them
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even before our closest friends; we only open our hearts then when we find a reliable person, worthy of
confidence who has earned our respect.

Thus confession answers wonderfully answers this great, huge need of the human heart. We
have a great many people to choose from people worthy of our confidence, people whose friendship
and acquaintance could bring credit to every person. Out of the obligation of their calling, priests await
penitents and are always ready to serve. They attentively listen to the disclosure of a restless
conscience, of shattered hearts, of pain-filled souls. They show mercy to those who humble themselves;
they point out ways and means to help them and they strongly, but kindly insist that the penitent use
these means. With what does this confidant confessor prevail over others, it is this secret to which he is
bound under the most severe punishments.

We had in the past and we even have in our times, priests who unfortunately forgot about the
duties of their vocation, who joined the most extreme movements and did everything to make faith and
the priestly state repugnant, but they never betrayed the mystery of confession, the secret of that
sacrament.

History is unable to point out to us even one single priest who betrayed the secret of holy
confession. On the other hand, we can cite many examples which prove that priests suffered the
greatest punishments for keeping the secret of confession. There are various brochures that accuses
priests of having bet rayed confession, but after a critical examination they were always found to be
false and slanderous.

But confession not only has the purpose of having a sinner unburden himself of his sins, but it
also has as its purpose direction and care of a sinner and under this regard, it answers the need of the
human heart.

It is forbidden to affirm that confession is a salutary institution, but only for those who are
weak-minded, for the simpletons for these need encouragement and moral support, enlightenment and
direction and they find this in an enlightened and knowledgeable confessor.

The most skillful doctors have this custom that when they themselves grow weak, or their wife
or child becomes very ill, they call in another doctor, keeping to the principle that is as old as the world -
“...that no one is a judge concerning his own case.”

Confession is not only an unburdening of oneself, a direction, but it mainly is a confession that is
a humble admission of offenses joined with sorrow for them. It is exactly from this point that the
Sacrament of Penance deserves the greatest honor.

We must admit that man, from his inborn natural inclination, in his confession seeks the
cleansing from all of his faults. The general conscience recognizes this principle to that degree that just
the very confession was at one time considered as sufficiently making up, and always as a stimulus to
diminish the penance for the sin.
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Parents hold this rule as regards their children, teachers as regards their students, judges as
regards the guilty ones. In every person this instinct is so strong that very often the guilty person
himself, even though he knows that he would avoid punishment if he hid this fault, prefers to admit it,
prefers to bear the punishment, rather than to not satisfy this inclination.

At one time, society was, as it were, nailed when an evil-doer denied his crime and society and
proof of his irrefutable guild; it used every possible means to make it easy for him to admit it, listens to
him in religious silence and as soon as the words “I’'m guilty” escapes his lips, in that moment the
criminal becomes a human being and even wins their sympathy.

We were created for the Truth hence the trouble that we feel when they praise us for virtues
which we do not possess. One would want to shout, to protest and even to make a public confession. In
the face of this, it is difficult to deny that confession is not based on human nature. Therefore, do not be
amazed that it was on this natural base that Christ based His supernatural theory of Sacramental
confession.

He did this after His resurrection. The Apostles, fearing their enemies, locked themselves in the
Last Supper Room, that same room where Christ the Savior ate the Last Supper with them.

Despite the tightly closed door and windows, He stood in the midst of them and said: “Peace be
to you! As the Father sent Me, now | send you.” Having said this, He breathed on them and said:
“Receive the Holy Spirit! Whose sins you shall forgive they are forgiven; and whose sins you shall retain,
they are retained!”

Please notice for this is very important — here Christ is stepping out as Savior, the Founder of the
Church, the Highest Judge and Law Giver.

“Peace be to you, as the Father has sent Me, so | send you!” This means, with that fullness of
power with which the Father had sent Me, | now send you and | give you all authority. As a sign of
pouring this authority upon the Apostles — “He breathed on them and in a sacramental manner said,
“Receive the Holy Spirit!”

Then in words that allow no doubt, no metaphorical explanation, in words that were clear and
emphatic, He passes on to them His highest lawful authority — “Whose sins you shall forgive, they are
forgiven and whose sins you shall retain they are retained.” This general, universal verdict, applies to
everyone, regardless of their state in life and therefore to simple people, women and children, but also
to the learned and powerful of this world.

He removes every other manner and possibility of forgiving sins. “Whose sins you shall forgiver,
they are forgiven.” Therefore, who does not come to you to have his sins forgiven and whose sins you
do not forgive, that person does not receive forgiveness.

This command was given to the Apostles as Apostles, not just as to individuals. This follows from
the words spoken by the Savior, just before His Ascension into heaven: “And | am with you always until
the end of the world.”
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With this sentence, the power of forgiving sins is attached to the rank or position of an Apostle,
and not to the individuals of Peter, Paul, John, etc. For this reason, just as the Apostolic office exists until
this present day in the Church and the successors of the Apostles in this office are Popes, bishops and
priests, so too , does the power of forgiving sins pass down from the Apostles to the Pope, bishops and
priests. Christ Himself forgives the sins, but the instruments of this forgiveness are the Apostles and
their successors in the Apostolic office.

From these clear words of Christ is traced the holy, Catholic confession or confession in the ear.
Actually, if Christ had said to the Apostles: “. . . whose sins you shall forgive, they are forgiven,” that is,
given them the power to forgive sins then the priest would have a very easy task. Those people who
would want to receive priestly forgiveness, would gather together at the square or some other place,
and the priest would come out onto some elevated position, and making a great Sign of the Cross over
the assembled crowd, would call out in a loud voice, “I forgive you” and the matter would be finished.

But, the Lord Jesus, at the same time, gave the Apostles another power namely, to withhold
absolution: “. .. and whose sins you shall retain, they are retained.” These words rightfully foresee that
there will always be found sinners who are unworthy of forgiveness. In this way Christ made the
Apostles and their successors judges of the conscience of people.

A judge must diagnose the entire affair, must introduce a certain amount of inquiry, write up a
report, weigh the matter, study the circumstances that exonerate or aggravate the guilt and only then
after a proper discussion of the matter, does he give a verdict.

The Lord Jesus, during His life here on earth, did not forgive all of the sinners. He forgave the
sins of Mary Magdalen, of the paralytic, of Peter and of the second thief on the cross. He did not forgive
the sins of the pharisees because in the former He read sorrow, but in the hearts of the others he read
perversity and hard ness of heart.

But the Apostles and their successors do not have that gift of clairvoyance and the ability to read
the hearts of people, yet, being the judges of the conscience of people, they must know what goes on in
those hearts, what is the state of that sinner’s soul and its disposition. Therefore, they must open their
hearts before him. This demands the necessity of naming all of their sins or “Confession of the Ear.”

Although it is not written in the Gospels “to confess your sins to a priest,” nevertheless, from the
authority given to the Apostles to forgive and withhold forgiveness for sins and the words of the Savior,
it clearly shows that fundamental truth of the Catholic Church, that confession “in the ear of the priest”
was instituted by Christ.

It is in this way, and no other way that the Popes and all the Fathers of the Church understood
and taught the words: “Whose sins you shall forgive, shall be forgiven, but whose sins you retain, shall
be retained.” The Council of Trent summarized this faith and teaching of the entire Church into a few
rules. | am adding only the most important which says: “If anyone denies that sacramental confession
has not been instituted or is not needed for salvation from the law of God; or if anyone maintained that
the manner of confessing secretly just to a priest as the Catholic Church from its beginning always kept




