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Confession pt 2

This morning, with God’s blessing, let us continue our contemplation of the 
‘sacrament’ or more properly ‘mystery’ of Confession. I pointed out last week the 
misconception, popular even among many Orthodox, that the Sacraments of the 
Church were there to serve the needs of personal, individual piety and 
sanctification; an almost entirely subjective perspective prevails – that of “my” 
spirituality, “my” needs, “my” private relationship with God. This highly 
individualized and self-centered spirituality is quite simply, not Orthodox. From 
the beginning of Christianity the emphasis has always been on our ability and 
willingness to stand in the congregation of the New Israel, the Church. It is Christ’s 
presence in the Church that makes it holy, not any personal holiness of ours. It is 
His Holiness that makes us holy. This holiness is imparted to us in what are called 
the mysteries of the Church – her sacred rites and practices.

Unlike the Latins, the Orthodox Church does not limit her mysteries to 
seven “Sacraments” but regards the Church itself as the great mystery and all of 
her doings as sacred. Sacraments have been defined as “visible signs of an 
invisible grace”. If so, then the Church herself is a sacrament. For the Orthodox
then, life in Christ is life in the mystery of the Church. With this in mind, and kept 
in mind let’s then continue our contemplation of the mystery of Confession.

From earliest times, Confession, or Penance was and still is the means to 
return to participation in the Church’s life for those whose behavior had excluded 
them from the Eucharistic gathering – who had been excommunicated. If we look 
at the service books of the Church this is exactly what we find. The language of 
quite clear – this is a ritual for those who, after baptism have suffered a serious 
spiritual fall requiring a supervised program of spiritual therapy (called penance). 
Having fulfilled their penance and shown genuine repentance, this mystery (also 
called the second Baptism) permits them to rejoin the community as a 
communicant. The prayer of absolution, in this rite, is a prayer of forgiveness and 
restoration of penitents.



The Church, then as now, only penances its members for very serious falls, 
sometimes called mortal sins: murder, (including abortion), faction, apostasy, 
adultery, theft and other criminal behavior etc. Many priests refer such cases to 
their Bishop and rightly so. This does not mean that the faithful who commune 
regularly are considered to be sinless, “there is no man that lives and sins not”, 
these sins however – the general spiritual weakness of our whole life, also need 
repentance but are not considered by the Church to be impediments to receiving 
Communion, the ultimate sign of membership in the Church. Thinking 
therapeutically, expecting people to be sinless as a requirement for Communion 
with Christ would be like requiring sick people to get well before they can see the 
physician or receive the medicine. The whole spiritual life of an Orthodox 
Christian is a continual repentance, confession and cry for forgiveness, especially 
in the communal worship and the Holy Communion that we receive, “for the 
forgiveness of sins and for the healing of soul and body.

Although the Mystery of Penance was and is the rite for receiving 
excommunicated penitents into the Communion of the Church, it has also, for a 
variety of reasons become, in an abbreviated form, a rite that is also offered for 
the benefit of those Christians that are not excommunicated. This is the 
‘Confession’ that most of us participate in as Orthodox Christians today.

Once again I am going to stress the importance of thinking therapeutically 
rather than legalistically here. The Church as a hospital offers us medicines and 
therapy for the healing of our souls. Experienced Christians have learned first 
hand the value and effectiveness of the Church’s therapy and the wonderful 
power of her medicines.

Personally, I try to go to Confession at least three or four times a year. I 
have not committed any mortal sins, yet, over time I begin to feel a heaviness and 
a longing for a somehow purer air. Recently I was changing the filter on our 
furnace and discovered that it was so completely blocked up that I couldn’t see 
light through it when I held it up. It was full of tiny dust or other particles, each 
one unnoticeable and insignificant by itself. But over time they add up and begin 
to put a strain on the system. I think our daily failings, (which we many times 



don’t even notice), begin to add up rather like the dust in the filter. I’m not at all 
sure how changing the filter happens for the soul. I rather like the Church’s name 
for it  -  mystery. A mystery that works. After my Confession I feel light as a 
feather. Joy just bobbles up. It is so easy to be happy, to love God and to love 
other people.

Metropolitan Kallistos made a very wise and insightful comment towards 
the end of his talk on Confession. He said that given the wonderful opportunity of 
blessing that Confession holds out to us, who would not want to acquire it?

Sadly, many Orthodox people have not taken advantage of this opportunity 
or have only done so superficially or even superstitiously. It must also be admitted 
that in some situations a legalistic clericalism has obscured and even hidden the 
more Orthodox therapeutic understanding of the Church and its mysteries. Many 
of our leading teachers, theologians and elders point to a period of what has been 
called a Western captivity of the Church as a major cause of this problem.

Happily, a strong movement of Orthodox liberation from such captivity is 
beginning to make its presence felt in our Churches. Here at Holy Transfiguration 
we are very much in support of this movement. It is not a reform but a return to 
the living Church of the Gospels, a Church that, “never ages but always 
rejuvenates herself”.

Next week we will look a bit at the related subject of spiritual counsel and 
its necessary role and value for the development of a balanced and fruitful 
Christian life. May it be blessed. 


