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GOd,S preCiOUS ift: The Sacrament Of ReCOIlCiliation
g
Fr. Hubert Thrilongchum Sangtam, OFM Cap.

Have you ever received a gift from your loved ones? I am sure we have all received gifts from our parents.
When we receive a gift on a special occasion we are so anxious and impatient to unwrap the gift. And with that
perspective, as a faithful Catholic have you ever reasoned out and realized the precious gifts that God gives
us, especially the Sacraments and in particular the Sacrament of Reconciliation also known as Confession?

My experience of being a priest in a confessional has enlightened me on several things. It is the most joyful,
humbling and inspiring place in the world. If you could glance at it from my perspective, what I could see in every
confessional you realize that, first of all, it is the costly mercy of God in action. In confession I see people who are
discouraged, people who are wounded getting healed and restored, people who are lost yet being found. And I see
people who are persevering, it doesn’t matter if it’s their third confession in a week or after a year or even if
it’s after ten years. All that matters is that I see a child of God who has not given up, who is trying to grow in
holiness.

It’s so inspiring and encouraging. It is not a place of failure or discouragement, rather a place of Victory. When
someone comes for confession I remember the ONE who loves them and I see the person who has not given up.

But in the recent past, it’s discouraging and pitiful to notice that Christians who have been faithful followers
are not making use of this precious gift. It is taken for granted and treated lightly. Some of the reasons as to why
this incredible gift of Christ given to his Church is not being practiced, could be a misunderstanding of what this
sacrament really means such as doubting the authenticity of the sacrament and on the holiness of the priest or it
could even be their own personal reasons. So I would like to shed some light on what this sacrament really is and
how authentic it 1s from a biblical perspective and from the Teachings of the Fathers of the Church.

Sacrament of Reconciliation is not reporting to a police station but it’s repairing the broken relationship to a
close friend Jesus Christ. Nobody is perfect but we know that we all try our best to grow in holiness because God
said “...be holy, for I am your God am Holy” (Lev 11:45). No one is perfect so as to climb to heaven as we are.
As St Paul said, “since all have sinned and fall short of the Glory of God (Rom 3:23), there is Good News that Jesus
came to save the world and forgive our sins. “For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son, that whoever
believes in Him should not perish but have eternal life.” (Jn 3:16). God sent His only Son to save us so that we may
not be separated from Him forever. By paying our entire debt on the cross Jesus pardoned us and healed us
completely for free. It is not that we deserved it but God loves us. All we have to do 1s to say YES. Jesus continues
to pardon us and forgive us when we confess our sins to each other. “Therefore confess your sins to one another,
and pray for one another, that you may be healed” (Jam 5:16). If Jesus forgives us when we confess or apologize
to one another then why should we confess to a Priest? We need to confess to a priest because they are the
successors of the Apostles. Jesus before departing from the Apostles and ascending to heaven breathed on them,
and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any,
they are retained” (Jn. 20:22-23).

He even authorized them to forgive the sins after having breathed on them. Wow! The Apostles could forgive
sins. Remember that when Pharisees questioned Jesus when He said that He could forgive sins” the scribes and
the Pharisees began to question, saying, “Who is this that speaks blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God
only?(Lk 5:21). They thought Jesus doesn’t have authority to forgive sins but God alone. They were mistaken
because we know Jesus can forgive sins because He is God. “Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before
Abraham was, I am.” (Jn. 8:58) So if Apostles could forgive sins, are they gods? Mediator between God and men?
Certainly not because there is only one God and there is only one mediator between God and men that is Jesus.
“For there 1s one God, and there is one mediator between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim 2:5). So
then the Apostles are the mouthpiece or the Ambassadors of Jesus. He sent them to the world with His authority.
“Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, even so I send you (Jn. 20:21). They had
the full authority from Jesus and acted on His behalf. And each of the apostles passes on this authority as ministers
and leaders appointed by Christ to other apostles. For example, the first things the Apostles did on the mission in
the world were to replace Judas. They picked Matthias so that he could take the place of leadership (Acts 1:21-26).
So the gift (Confession) that Christ handed to the Apostles is passed on to generations of apostles and priests. From
the very beginning we can see this Confessional tradition in the Church through Church documents and writings
of the Church fathers. “Confess your sins in church, and do not go up to your prayer with an evil conscience. This
1s the way of life. . . On the Lord’s Day gather together, break bread, and give thanks, after confessing your
transgressions so that your sacrifice may be pure” (Didache 4:14, 14:1 [A.D. 70]). One of the great Church fathers
Basil the great wrote in his rule, “It is necessary to confess our sins to those to whom the dispensation of God’s
mysteries 1s entrusted. Those doing penance of old are found to have done it before the saints. It is written in the
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Gospel that they confessed their sins to John the Baptist [Matt 3:6], but in Acts [19:18] they confessed to the
apostles” (Rules Briefly Treated 288 [A.D. 374]). So after the Apostles, the Bishops and Priests continue this
mission of Jesus to forgive sins. As Jesus promised, “...teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you;
and lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age.”(Matt 28:20). So, going to the Sacrament of Reconciliation
is our effort to grow in holiness and a step towards God who loves us unconditionally. All of this is possible because
God has empowered His servants- the Bishops and priests to be at His service to forgive the sins of His people who
turn to Him in contrition.

As we approach the Lenten season, it’s time to open the free gifts of Christ, grace and forgiveness. As we
confess our sins aloud to Christ’s representative, the priest, we overcome self-deception. It lifts burdens, relieves
guilt, forgives sin, and sets us on a new path of spiritual journey. The priest, who acts in the person of Christ, says
“I absolve you in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” We need to hear this to be assured of forgiveness
and love for us. As we receive His gift let us not forget to unwrap it and use it for our own salvation.
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