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Priesthood and Confession 
 

Luke, the human author of Acts yet inspired by the Holy Spirit, begins his second volume with these words: 

all that Jesus began to do and teach.... Notice the word began. What Jesus began to do and teach, the 

Church continues. To understand the Church, focus on Jesus; to know Jesus, embrace the Church. The 

reason the Church can proclaim forgiveness of sins and the hope of eternal life is because Jesus Christ went 

ahead of us, opening the way. 
 

The Church continues what Jesus began. Jesus lays foundation for the Church in Matthew 16:13–19.... 
 

Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, "Who do 

men say that the Son of man is?" And they said, "Some say John the Baptist, others say 

Elijah, and others Jeremiah or one of the prophets." He said to them, "But who do you say 

that I am?" Simon Peter replied, "You are the Christ, the Son of the living God." And Jesus 

answered him, "Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jona! For flesh and blood has not revealed this 

to you, but my Father who is in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter (Petras), and on this 

rock (petra) I will build my church, and the powers of death shall not prevail against it. I will 

give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on earth shall be bound 

in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven."  
 

The, following his resurrection, Jesus gives the Apostles a distinctive authority in John 20: 19–23.... 
 

On the evening of that day, the first day of the week, the doors being shut where the disciples 

were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said to them, "Peace be 

with you." When he had said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples 

were glad when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, "Peace be with you. As the 

Father has sent me, even so I send you." And when he had said this, he 

breathed on them, and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit. If you 

forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, 

they are retained."  
 

Just as Jesus the Son was sent by God the Father to bring us salvation, Jesus 

has endowed and commissioned the Church to be a continuing channel of 

salvation to the whole world. In the Sacrament of Penance (also referred to 

as Reconciliation or Confession, and used interchangeably) the priest 

represents Christ and the Church. “In imparting to his apostles his own 

power to forgive sins the Lord also gives them the authority to reconcile 

sinners with the Church” (CCC 1444).



Confession is not merely to “the priest.” The priest, as an individual human being, is not the focus of the 

one hearing the confession and granting absolution. To repeat an earlier refrain: the priest is an 

alterChristus, so that the priest acts in persona Christi, i.e., the priest enacts the image of Christ. 

Through the physical presence of the priest, Jesus himself is forgiving and reconciling the sinner within 

the graces of the Church. 
 

The Catholic Church asks her members to confess their sins to a priest simply because the Church has 

always believed that sin, however private, is a community affair. Every sin, however small, wounds the 

Body of Christ, comprised of the members of the Church. When any of its members sin, they all suffer. 

Moreover, because my sins wound the community and diminish its effectiveness, reconciliation must 

include the community and not just God. In the confessional, the priest is the representative both of God 

and the community. In the confessional, the priest represents the whole Christ–– the Head, Jesus  and 

the members, i.e., the whole Church. 
 

Confession of sins to a priest requires humility, trust in God and the Church, and contrition of 

heart.  Confession of sins to a priest gives us the assurance that our sins are forgiven.  A person who 

goes directly to God for forgiveness of sin can be forgiven, but the Church teaches this is only if such a 

one is perfectly contrite and resolved to sin no more. Those who are outside the Church by birth and 

circumstance can still be saved and forgiven of sins, but only if they are penitent and do not understand 

the divine institution of the Church.  A Catholic who will not consent to the Sacramental of Confession 

grieves the Lord. Such a one has all the graces of salvation available, but is allowing something like fear 

or pride or obstinacy to hinder the life of the Spirit.  
 

Christ has given us this Sacrament of Reconciliation through which he raises us up, even when our 

sorrow is weak and imperfect. The power of the Church opens the gates of grace and mercy. Jesus 

himself said that he came not to save the self-righteous but the sinner. And we should remember that 

salvation is not only forgiveness. Salvation includes healing of the soul, a whole-life transformation so 

that we reach God’s purpose for us –– to be saints. Confession is a crucible for sainthood! 

 
 

 


