A Penitent’s Charter

· Confession is a conversation in which you tell God what you have done wrong, that you are sorry, and that you will do your very best not to repeat that wrong-doing.  In the light of the Holy Spirit, God our loving Father sees your inner-most self and understands that you want to be the best person you can be.

· All wrong-doing is a thing.  It is something you have done, thought, or said.  It can also be something you failed to do which you could and should have done.  This thing damages you and it damages others.  It is the misuse of God’s gifts to you.  It is called sin and it has many forms.

· Sin is like a cancer.  It has a huge capacity for growth and is difficult to stop.  One sin can lead to another.  It can lead another person into sinful behaviour, feeling sinned against, or simply feeling sinful.  Sin is like mud: it sticks and it spreads. 

· Confession is about telling God your sins.  A priest has the duty of assisting you by listening to your conversation with God with a heart and mind that must reflect the mercy and the truth of God.  In this conversation you hand over your sin to God, not to the priest.  

· The priest should help you to be bravely open and honest with God about your sin.  The priest’s task is to provide you with a completely safe space for whatever you need to tell God, no matter how intimate or painful it is.  That space is ‘sealed’.  The priest can never reveal what you say, even after you have died, because you gave your sin to God, not to the priest.

· The priest is bound never to break the seal of the sacred space where you tell your sins to God, repent of them and receive God’s forgiveness.  The priest’s task is to be the voice of Jesus Christ, compassionate and forgiving.  Under no circumstances may a priest ever speak to you or anyone else about your sins or make indirect reference to them. 

· Because God’s mercy and truth set us free from our sins, and from the guilt and fear that they can create, you are free to speak about your sin and the experience of confession if you wish to do so.  You can do this in a subsequent confession or in any other context.  That is a sign of your freedom and dignity as a penitent.  

· The priest also has a responsibility to help you understand the nature of your sin.  This can include exploring evidence that you are truly sorry for your sin and sincerely intend to be free of it in the future.  It can sometimes be necessary to make amends for your sin.  All of this shows us how we gain access to God’s forgiveness through Jesus Christ.

· At the end of your confession the priest will give simple advice to encourage you in living a better life, and a penance, which is a devotional expression of joy and thanks for being forgiven.  Best of all, the words of absolution, God’s forgiveness carry this simple message: God loves you. 

