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FIFTH SUNDAY OF LENT

TEN TIPS FOR BETTER CONFESSIONS

Usually when the season of Lent rolls around,
we begin to think about that most difficult sacrament:
confession. Studies have shown that the majority of
Catholics have either stopped going to confession or
they go only rarely. 

As someone who celebrates this
sacrament from both sides, as a penitent and
an officiating Priest, I am aware of how difficult
it is for people to accept the concept of
personal sin - especially in a social climate
that says we are not supposed to “feel bad”
about ourselves or our actions. But I am
convinced that the gift of reconciliation that the
Church offers is a much needed one and so, I
want to help you approach this sacrament 
confidently.

The ten tips that follow are based on
my experience as a pastor and as a spiritual
director to others.

1. Focus on what is important. 
The examination of conscience, sorrow for
sins committed, and the telling of sins to a
Priest are all important elements of
reconciliation. But the most important thing
about this sacrament is what Jesus does; He
forgives. So, don’t focus on how bad telling
your sins might make you feel; think about the
joy you will feel when those sins have been
forgiven.

2. Call it “Reconciliation.” 
Names are important. In the past, the Sacrament of
Reconciliation has had many names, from Penance to
Confession. But those names only tell about one part
of the sacrament, and not the most important part at
that. The name, “Sacrament of Reconciliation,”
suggests God’s forgiveness and the removal of
barriers that we place between ourselves, our
community and our God. It also suggests the deep
peace that comes from being brought back into
harmony with God and with our brothers and sisters.

3. See the advantages of communal celebration. 
This may seem strange to most Catholics. After all, we
are used to thinking of confession as something that is
done in private on a Saturday morning. Our sins may
be personal, but they are never private. Every sin, no
matter how secretive, has repercussions on the whole
human family. As sin affects the community, so too
does reconciliation affect the community. A good
celebration of the Sacrament of Reconciliation can go
a long way in healing our personal sins. As we stand
in line before the confessional, don’t be impatient and
anxious as you wait your turn. Think of the others who
are standing there with you. Pray for them as well as
yourself. In this way, we witness to the fact  that no
matter how pervasive sin may be, we believe that
God’s forgiveness is greater. 

4. Know what you want. 
There are many reasons why you might want to talk
to a Priest: you might want advice, counselling, moral
guidance, help with your marriage, spiritual direction,
or you just might want to talk to someone who does
not judge, who will listen and who cares. These are
good things to see a Priest about, but not in the

confessional. A good, silver table knife
does not make a good screwdriver, but
when there is a loose screw and the
screwdriver can’t be found, it will do the
job. 

We often reach for the handiest
thing. It’s sometimes difficult to get an
appointment with a Priest, but there he is
every Saturday sitting in that little room;
why not take advantage? The Priest
knows that there are a lot of people
waiting for the sacrament and he may cut
you short or not spend the time you think
he should discussing your problem. Many
Catholics have become dissatisfied with
reconciliation because they come to the
sacrament expecting it to do something it
was not intended to do. 

5. Don’t use the sacrament as a
substitute. 
The Sacrament of Reconciliation works
best when you have already achieved
some degree of reconciliation before
celebrating it. Confessing that you are an
alcoholic doesn’t do any good unless you
have already taken steps to improve your

situation by going to AA. Confessing that you are
always arguing with your wife is no substitute for
marriage counselling. Sooner or later, we must face
up to what is causing us to sin and deal with it or it will
wear away our faith and empty this sacrament of any
meaning.

6. Talk about sin, not about guilt.  
As children, we learned that sin was caused by not
obeying the rules. As we grew older, our list of rules
got bigger and can sometimes be overwhelming.
Whenever we break one of those rules, we feel
“guilty.” Guilt is not the same as sin. Sin is not just
breaking the rules; it is understood in terms of love
and our relationship with God. God has loved us so
much and we often fail in returning that love as we
should. Guilt is what pushes us to want to relieve 
ourselves of the burden of sin. But if we only tell the 
Priest how bad we feel about something we have
done and do not deal with the sin itself, we fail to
grow. Most adult sin centres around an unwillingness
to change.

Reconciliation is an
open, free gift from

God. It is an
opportunity to

cleanse ourselves of
all the petty hurts we
have caused others,
all the wrongs we

have caused and all
the regrets and lost
chances to help.  



7. Examine your life in the light of God’s word. 
When I was a child, we lined up for confession armed
with the exact number and kind of sins that we had
committed. We did not want to waste Father’s time by
rambling or not being sure of what we did. We might
have got an extra decade of the rosary for it! When I
hear confessions, I am not looking for a grocery list of
sins. It is good to prepare and examine your
conscience beforehand, but come to the Sacrament
with an open mind. Let the rite itself help you to see
what your sins are. Many Catholics have found that
restricting themselves to the Ten Commandments led
them to routine and boring confessions and eventually,
they became dissatisfied with the Sacrament. Use the
Beatitudes, or the Lord’s Prayer to examine your
conscience. Think about other areas like, “Father, I am
sorry for the times I have been blinded by my desire to
win the approval of others.” Or, “Father, I am sorry for
the times I have blamed others for my problems.” The
Ten Commandments are a good beginning, but if we
stop there, we will not experience the fullness of the
Christian life. Sometimes, sin can happen by things we
do not do, rather than things we do wrong.

8. Pick the right time. 
My experience is that people celebrate the sacrament
better when it is occasioned by another event in their
lives. Marriage, Baptism of a child, Christmas, Easter,
all these things can be catalysts to a good experience
of reconciliation. If you want to celebrate the
Sacrament with your community, find out the times
when Reconciliation is being offered - especially 
during the season of Lent. Don’t wait until the last
moment  and then rush through the Sacrament to “get
it in” before Easter. 

9. Prepare for the Sacrament of Reconciliation in a
variety of ways. 
Catholics say that the best way they prepare for
Reconciliation outside of a sacramental setting is by
attending Mass, by personal prayer, by making an act
of contrition, by talking with a friend, by helping
someone in need, and by reading the Bible.

10. Be open to receiving the gift. 
There is joy in heaven when a sinner repents. What is
loosed on earth is loosed in heaven and what is
celebrated in heaven is celebrated on earth. When I
first began my ministry as a Priest I worried about
whether or not I was capable of giving absolution.
What if I had to refuse it? Slowly, I began to realize
that it is not giving people absolution that I had to worry
about, it was helping them to hear it. Too few people
actually hear what Jesus is doing for them. Too few
actually believe that they can be forgiven. Although 
most can accept forgiveness from Jesus, they have 
never learned how to forgive themselves. This causes
them to return over and over again seeking
forgiveness for something that has already been
forgiven. Many people leave my confessional with the
gift of reconciliation, but have never opened it or used
it.

Please remember that reconciliation is an open,
free gift from God. It is the Father calling us back into
His arms. It is an opportunity to cleanse ourselves of
all the petty hurts we have caused others, all the
wrongs we have caused and all the regrets and lost
chances to help.  
 

PLEASE NOTE: 
The last opportunity for

confession 
will be on Holy Thursday 

from 
12:00 Noon to 2:00 p.m.

THERE WILL BE NO
CONFESSIONS 

FROM GOOD FRIDAY 
TO THE END OF THE
EASTER SERVICES 

ON Tuesday, April 18th.

This is so that the Priests
will have time for prayer

and reflection 
to properly prepare

themselves 
to celebrate the great
mysteries of Easter.
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