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Confession

Last week I promised to talk with you about Confession and to share some 
of the good things Fr. Peter and I received from our meeting with Metropolitan 
Kallistos Ware last month. The subject of his talk was “Confession and Spiritual 
Direction”. Let me begin by noting that there is a great deal of variation and some 
confusion about both of these related subjects. Within the broader Orthodox 
community there are many mixed messages and apparently conflicting 
understandings and practices. Metropolitan Kallistos urged us, however, to avoid 
the temptation of trying to determine which version is right and thus label the 
others wrong. His idea seemed to be that in Orthodoxy what we have is a richness 
that just needs a bit of sorting out. He told us “why not have all of it?”

Interestingly this is somewhat like we have been doing here at Holy 
Transfiguration for some time now. Fr. Peter and I hear confessions using 
elements of both Russian and Greek practice. We will often utilize the Russian 
practice of hearing brief confessions at the Vigil or Matins service for those whose 
preparation for Communion urges them to unburden themselves closely before 
the Divine Liturgy. This form of Confession is usually only a few minutes in 
duration, what one Russian Hieromonk called “a dusting”, and takes place 
standing at the foot of the icon of Christ’s crucifixion for obvious reasons. It is His 
sacrifice that opens the door to reconciliation. We also hear confessions in the 
Greek manner for those who seek an opportunity for a somewhat less pressured 
environment not only for confession but often for spiritual direction as well. 
Usually this takes place sitting, requires an appointment and can take thirty 
minutes or even an hour.

As I mentioned last week, here at Holy Transfiguration we tend to approach 
Confession and spiritual council with the emphasis more on a therapeutic than a 
legalistic frame of reference. Metropolitan Anthony of Sourozh, who was himself 
a physician, always taught that sin is a sickness and that if you learn that evil, 
negligence or judgment is also sickness, you will take it differently. But this is 
difficult to learn, both for the Pastor and for the parisoner.



Both metaphors, the legal and the therapeutic, seek to address the 
problem of sin – which is really the great human problem, the problem of evil 
inclinations and passions in every human heart. The legalistic metaphor describes 
sin as transgression of God’s laws. God is imaged as a king or ruler who makes 
laws for his subjects and as judge, rewarding the law-abiding and punishing law-
breakers. Repentance and confession are thus stressed as the way to access God’s 
mercy and forgiveness and thus avoid (or at least diminish) these punishments 
both in the world and in whatever life is yet to come. The terms forgiveness and 
absolution (or pardon) have an inescapably judicial character.

Thinking from the therapeutic standpoint, however sin, the tendency 
towards evil in the human heart, is seen more in terms of disease or sickness. 
Modern psychiatry has recognized that many human problems arise from a 
disorder of their ‘inner world’. Christians have known about this from quite a long 
time. Jesus himself speaks about how it is “out of man’s heart” that the worst 
evils spring into the world and “defile” him. Considered therapeutically, 
confession is a vital first step – that of recognizing the fact of a problem or disease 
in ourselves but is not in any way a final cure or an end in itself. Forgiveness and 
absolution do not annihilate our sickness, physical or spiritual. Their role 
therapeutically is to help restore the personal relationships that are so deeply 
wounded by evil thoughts, emotions and behavior - especially our relationship 
with God Himself. The restoration of loving relationship then creates the 
opportunity for help and healing to occur. For it is the nature of the illness that 
afflicts us; pride, vanity, self-love etc, to isolate us from God and other people. 
This turning inward of our natural capacity to love creates our self-isolation which 
cannot heal itself. God then is the physician and the medicine but we need the 
nursing care of the hospital staff – His ministers and our brothers and sisters in 
our Parish Communities.

Speaking specifically about Confession itself as an antidote for this illness, 
Metropolitan Kallistos made numerous useful observations. He pointed out that 
there are three persons present in the rite of Confession – God in the person of 
Jesus Christ, the parishioner and the priest. Of these three, he observed, the 
priest is the least important. Yet being least important does not mean 



unimportant. The priest is there for several reasons: first, as Christ’s minister – as 
such his loving welcome, patient listening (confession must never be an 
interrogation) and fervent prayer of absolution are not “of himself” any more 
than the grace of Baptism or of Holy Communion are “of himself”. He possesses 
no personal spiritual power of his own to accomplish or withhold the desired 
reconciliation, Christ’s willingness is a given. The only other determining power is 
that of the penitent’s free will. His Eminence recognized that not all priests are 
automatically good confessors and that an inexperienced or insensitive clergyman 
can do much harm.

A second function of the priest is as a witness (not to God who needs no 
witness) but to the community. Awareness of this function has diminished due to 
many factors, especially in the Christian west, which have resulted in the popular 
misconception that communion with God, whether sacramental or not, is 
primarily a matter of individual sanctification, in other words about a private, 
personal relationship with Jesus. In the ancient church this was not so. The 
Eucharistic gathering was the ultimate sign and sacrament of the Church’s unity in 
faith, love and life. According to scripture confession of sin was a rather public 
matter, of concern to the entire community. The Orthodox Church retains this 
vision of the church as a mystical but concrete reality, the new Israel. To be a 
member of this reality is not because we are individually holy – we are not. Rather 
it is because we recognize that we are sinners, in various stages of recovery, 
practicing the therapy of the Church and struggling to make ourselves regularly 
accessible to the Grace of God that is our medicine. The priest at the confessional 
is thus a witness to the congregation that the penitent is indeed a doer of the 
word, a repenting repenter who repents and not just a philosopher who hears but 
does not do. If there arises any question about this it is the priest’s duty to deal 
with it. This spares the congregation the burden of being judgmental of each 
other – we hope.

I am out of time but not out of topic. We will continue this discussion next 
week. In the mean-time I would ask you this – do you love one another as Jesus 
tells us in today’s Gospel? I do not think any of us can really answer yes to this 
question. I know that I cannot. Why? I don’t think it’s because we don’t want to 



be like that. The Christian answer to that is because we are still sick with sin, 
every one of us. It is too late this morning for sacramental Confession but our 
worship in the Divine Liturgy is yet full of opportunities to nourish the spirit of 
repentance that makes confession genuine, so also it is always repentance that is 
the real requirement for the proper unworthy worthiness that allows us to 
receive Holy Communion for the healing of soul and body. May God grant us all 
this repentance (this awareness of our soul sickness, our isolation from God and 
each other and rather than despair, a hopeful yearning for healing from God) 
today and every day of our life. 

Amen


