
 1 

The Sacrament of Penance: 
I Will Love, Honour, and Forgive You All the Days of My Life 

 
Introduction 
 

The sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation, sometimes called Confession, is 
the area in which I am doing my PhD. My interest in this subject is twofold. First, I 
personally need the sacrament – there is a little community of 3 other people in 
Croydon, VIC, right now who could probably testify to this. Second, and this is relevant 
for our retreat, it comes from my experience in marriage ministry. 
 

Many sincere married couples came to me wanting to know how they could 
grow in holiness as married persons. That is, according to the communion of life and 
love that they were called to. It seemed to them that there was no blueprint for how 
spouses were to pursue sanctity. Most of the other spiritualities that comprise the 
spiritual life of the Church seemed more suited to celibate people, people who could, in 
the words of St Paul “be anxious to please the Lord” (c.f. 1 Cor 7:34). The married 
person on the other hand has to be in the world, doing worldly things, and negotiating 
worldly people, namely, a spouse and children. 
 

As an aside, as I said this morning, marriage in Christ in no way constitutes a 
merely natural worldly reality. I am not proposing that there are two levels of Christian 
existence – “heavenly” celibate people and “worldly” lay people. Both vocations are 
called to be in the world yet lived within the perspective of heaven. 
 

However, when St Paul says that the married person is concerned about the 
things of this world he is getting at the very real truth that there are complexities that 
the married person faces that are different to those of a celibate person. And for this 
reason, a spirituality for married persons will also be different from that a person called 
to celibacy. A conjugal spirituality, due to nature of marriage as a communion, must 
come from, lead to, and deepen this communion. 
 

With this in mind, we come to the question – how do married persons grown in 
holiness? St John Paul II’s Theology of the Body provides, in very broad terms, an answer 
to this question. John Paul referred to the sacraments of Penance and the Eucharist as 
the “means – infallible and indispensable – for forming the Christian spirituality of 
married life and family life.” Penance then is an infallible and indispensable source of 
holiness for married persons. This is what I am going to unpack now. 
 
Penance and the encounter with the Father’s mercy 
 

When the Rite of Penance was revised in 1974, the motivation for changing the 
formula for absolution was to make explicit the nature of the sacrament as both a 
Trinitarian and an ecclesial event. In other words, to draw out the notion of this 
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sacrament as an encounter with the Communion of Persons in the Blessed Trinity that 
reconciles us with God and the Church. 
 

The words of absolution begin with the invocation: “God, the Father of 
mercies…”. In this sacrament, the spouses encounter God the Father who is rich in 
mercy. 
 

What is mercy? Next year we will be celebrating a Jubilee Year of Mercy. Mercy 
is a complex word and it can be abused in the same way that we can also misuse the 
word “love”. John Paul II’s entire pontificate and especially his encyclical on God the 
Father, Dives in Misericordia (“Rich in Mercy”) provides us with a profound meditation 
on the nature of mercy. 
 
 First, the mercy of God is faithful. God is faithful to his covenant and ultimately 
to his own fatherhood. Because of God’s fidelity – that is, his mercy – God is quick to 
forgive and we can always rely on his forgiveness.1 This fidelity is a beautiful thing to 
know and to trust in. I can trust in the Father’s mercy no matter how wretched my sin or 
how frequently I sin (if I am contrite). The Father is quick to forgive. 
 
 Second, the word mercy expresses God’s free tender love that flows from the 
depths of his heart.2 I think that it is this “tender” aspect of mercy that people focus on 
when they appeal to mercy. However, it is crucial to understand that while mercy is 
indeed tender it is a faithful tenderness, at the same time it is a tender fidelity. In other 
words, to fully do justice to God’s mercy we need both. 
 

Third, the Latin word for mercy (misericordia) means to have a miserable or a 
suffering heart. While God does not “suffer” as he is perfect, nevertheless, Scripture 
speaks of the sorrow, grief, and even anger that God expresses on account of our sins. 
In his infinite goodness, and in his unchanging and steadfast love, God mercifully draws 
near to the one who is suffering.3 The “suffering” of the Father’s merciful heart is most 
deeply revealed in Christ’s pierced heart on the Cross. 
 

Finally, mercy is a love that focuses on the dignity of the one who is suffering in 
order to lift him or her up.4 In other words, mercy does not see you as you are, it sees 
you as you could be. Mercy is an elevating reality that concentrates on our personal 
dignity. 

                                                        
1
 John Paul II, Dives in Misericordia (1980) (DM), footnote, 52. 

2
 Ibid. 

3
 John Paul II, Dominum et Vivificantem (1986), no. 39: “[I]n the “depths of God” there is a Father’s love 

that, faced with man’s sin, in the language of the Bible reacts so deeply as to say: “I am sorry that I have 
made him.” …But more often the Sacred Book speaks to us of a Father who feels compassion for man, as 
though sharing his pain. In a word, this inscrutable and indescribable fatherly “pain” will bring about 
above all the wonderful economy of redemptive love in Jesus Christ… 
4
 DM, no. 6 
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This description of mercy as fidelity, tenderness, God’s drawing near to us in his 

compassion, and raising us up, is definitively revealed in the life, death, and resurrection 
of Jesus Christ. When we see the Son we see his Father. Mercy therefore is not a what, 
it is not an attribute or a quality. Mercy is a who – a person. This is why John Paul II said, 
“God is mercy.”5 God is love; God is mercy. 
 

I remember right after holy Communion my 5 year old daughter asking me, 
“What is mercy?” Of course I couldn’t unpack the content of the encyclical then and 
there for her so my best efforts to express the reality of mercy was this – it is what 
God’s love looks like when we sin. As simple as that might sound think it’s a fairly 
accurate expression of the content of mercy. 
 

We encounter the Father of mercy in the sacrament of Penance. Apart from the 
fact that this encounter forgives sin – how is this important for married people? In 
particular, how is this encounter with mercy indispensable for married persons to grow 
in their communion? 
 

It has to do with the marriage vows. The pledge to love and honour the other, all 
the days of our life through all of the many joys and sorrows of married life, is the 
pledge to love as Christ loves. 
 

In essence, the very content of love that is vowed (promised) on our wedding 
day is the promise of mercy. When we say, I will love and honour you all the days of my 
life – what we are really saying is that I will be merciful to you as the heavenly Father is 
merciful (c.f. Luke 6:36). In effect, I am saying that I will be faithful, tender, 
compassionate, and lift you up when you fall. 
 

Now, to love as Christ loves, to be merciful as the Father is merciful, is plain and 
simply impossible. We can probably say with the disciples, “If such is the case of a man 
with his wife, it is better not to marry” (Matt 19:10). 
 

This is why we have to receive mercy as a gift first. We can only grant mercy if 
we have first encountered and received it. This is why the sacrament of Penance is 
indispensable for holiness in marriage. 
 

For me to be a spouse who is faithful to my vows, faithful to the call to be 
merciful to my spouse, I must first receive the mercy of the Father and make this mercy 
my own. I must allow it to penetrate my heart, my way of thinking, my way of acting. In 
simple terms I need conversion – to genuinely turn my heart of stone towards the 
Father’s heart of mercy. 
 

                                                        
5
 John Paul II, Reconciliation and Penance (1984), no. 22. 
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Conversion is my awareness that I need the mercy of the Father. Perhaps I am an 
especially sinful person but I tend to mess up more than I get things right – both as a 
spouse and as a parent. It’s not from a lack of trying though.  
 

I think too that many of us, and I include myself especially in this, are under the 
illusion that we can do it all by ourselves. We really only turn to God for help when the 
situation is miserable. The illusion however is in being under the mistaken impression 
that we do not needs God’s assistance at other times. 
 

That’s just not true. Every moment of every day we depend upon the Father’s 
sustaining love and mercy, for our health, our material and spiritual needs, for us to be 
the holy spouses and parents that we are called to. And this is why we need conversion. 
Conversion is my turning away from sin and turning towards the mercy of the Father in 
and through his Son and by the grace of the Holy Spirit. 
 
 Now, a word of caution here. In saying that spouses must be merciful, I am not 
saying that we should be doormats. Mercy is not permissiveness; that is a caricature of 
mercy. We cannot say, “Well, my spouse treated me poorly but I am being merciful so I 
will just let that one go” or avoid addressing the issue because we do not like 
confrontation. That is not mercy – to let an injustice go is never merciful because it is 
not faithful and it is not respectful of your dignity or the dignity of your spouse. At the 
same time however we can address the fault in a just, tender, and compassionate way. 
 
 I have one more point to make about this encounter with the Father of mercy. 
God the Father is always involved in our marriages. He is not some distant Father 
watching us from the sidelines. We are responsible to him because this woman who I 
have received as my wife is his daughter in baptism and I am his son. 
 
 We see the implication of the Father in the life of husband and wife in a limited 
way when we look at the relationship of a parent-child. When my children fight, which 
on some days seems to have the regularity of an atomic clock, we parents are always 
implicated. We are always affected by what our children do to each other. 
 

However, it also works the other way. When a child’s relationship with one or 
both parents has been severely wounded/severed this devastates so many of her 
relationships, including those of her siblings. How many spouses struggle in their 
marriages precisely because of a prior wound from their relationship with their parents. 
As spouses we need the healing of the Father’s mercy, we need a genuine relationship 
with the Father. 
 

What this means most simply for our marriage is that in the sacrament of 
Penance, by encountering the Father, my communion with my spouse is healed (or 
deepened) from within a filial dynamic, as children of the Father. And I receive the gift 
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of mercy and am fully expected to grant this gift to my spouse and my children, in 
fidelity to my vows. 
 
Penance and the Son 
“…through the death and resurrection of his Son has reconciled the world to himself…” 
 

The Son has reconciled us through his death and resurrection – through his free 
gift of self to his Father and his Bride, the Church. As I mentioned in the previous talk – 
spouses are taken up into this exchange. They are drawn up into Christ’s self-gift on the 
Cross and they become sign of it. 
 

In the sacrament of Penance, the Church efficaciously makes present the effects 
of Christ’s gift of self. In other words, the fruit of reconciliation which was won with the 
Cross and resurrection is bestowed on the spouses. Spouses participate in this drama 
and they receive the effects of Christ’s gift of self, namely reconciliation. 
 

Now, in receiving this reconciliation the spouses receive personal healing and in 
this they have their communion healed and strengthened. I will first say what is going 
on in theological terms and then express what is going on in our hearts. 
 

The personal and marital healing occurs in two ways. First, marriage is a 
communion of persons. If one person is wounded or has turned away from the 
communion then the whole marriage has been damaged. You cannot have a marriage 
work if only one person is putting in the effort. 
 

On the other hand, if both spouses come back to God for healing, or if we are 
dealing with a confession of venial sins and therefore a deepening of my conversion to 
the Lord, then the communion of marriage is restored or, in the latter case, 
strengthened. Thus, we see that the communion of the spouses is healed or deepened 
through this personal healing. 
 

Secondly, the sacrament of Penance restores and enriches my communion with 
the Church. Now, marriage and family is a domestic church – we see in the family a 
church in miniature, a real and effective participation in the very being of the Church. 
 

So, insofar as spouses live this communion with the Church in a more profound 
way the greater will be their participation in their own domestic church. They place their 
spousal communion right at the heart of the communion of Christ and the Church and 
draw richly from this communion. 
 

Now, what is happening within the hearts of the spouses when they participate 
in that reconciliation which is the fruit of Christ’s gift of himself? 
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Let us look at sin. Sin has two related effects on us. First, when I sin over time I 
become enslaved to sin. The bible speaks constantly of sin as a kind of slavery. The Latin 
word for sin in the Our Father – debita; debitoribus – means debt, what I owe. Of 
course, without Jesus Christ this debt would be crushing, it cannot be paid. 
 

I think all us have a sense of the heaviness that comes from the debt of sin. Or, if 
we don’t really feel it in itself – there are many people who are unaware of the burden 
that so many of us carry in our hearts – I hope that we feel the lightness of being 
forgiven. We feel a tremendous weight has been removed from our shoulders and our 
hearts. There is a real relief that comes from being released from this debt and slavery. 
 

With the slavery of sin my freedom is harmed – we are enslaved. We are not 
free. We find it harder to do the right thing, even to think as we should – we have these 
oppressive thoughts of anger, lust, and envy that weigh on us. 
 

Confession of our sins and absolution sets us free from this slavery. With regular 
confession, I find that I recover this freedom more and more. Saying no to sin becomes 
easier and more importantly so does saying yes to God. Not immediately but over time. 
 

St Paul: “For you were called to freedom, brethren…use your freedom…through 
love be servants of one another” (c.f. Gal 5:13). In recovering that more profound 
freedom of grace, through love, I am better able to serve my spouse and children. I am 
set free to love as Christ loves in an act of self-gift. 
 

Secondly, sin leads to a hardness of heart; towards God, my spouse and my 
children. With this hardness of heart I withdraw from these relationships. I seek to often 
justify myself (It’s not my fault, it’s their fault); I seek to protect myself (well, if that’s 
how they are going to treat me then I will withdraw myself from them); and we tend to 
pity ourselves (it was my upbringing; I was unloved and never affirmed). Sin leads us to 
all of this – self-justification, self-protection, self-pity – and more. Of course in many 
ways our hardness of heart is impenetrable if we decide that it is going to be. Therein 
lies the mystery of human freedom. 
 

Yet, if we genuinely seek to encounter Christ in the sacrament, he can heal our 
hearts through his gift of reconciliation. What happens is that over time, his whole-
hearted yes that we receive in the sacrament of Penance can become my yes. His tender 
and forgiving heart can become my tender-forgiving heart. Through entering into 
Christ’s self-gift, his yes, my heart can be healed – I am given the grace daily to respond 
more generously in saying yes to my wife and children and to turn my heart more fully 
towards them. 
 
Penance and the Holy Spirit 
“…and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins…” 
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To have our sins forgiven we need to know we have sinned. St John Paul said 
that we live in an era that has lost our sense of sin because we have lost our sense of 
God and each other. That is obviously true on the macroscopic level and it is also true in 
our hearts. 
 

So much of marriage and family life has become so secularised that we do not 
think in categories of holiness and sin, absolution and contrition. Rather we think in 
secular categories – productivity, busyness – families are always engaged in constant 
activities – the technological mediation of relationships, and debt-levels and 
consumption that only recently could have been used to start a small business. In effect, 
rather than the Christian home converting society – as was the hope of the Second 
Vatican Council – the culture has undomesticated the Christian home. 
 

What we need now, and really what we have always needed, is genuine 
conversion – to turn our hearts back to the Lord, to turn our hearts back to our spouses 
and our children, and to live in an authentic communion of persons.  
 

This is the role of the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit reveals the true nature of sin. 
Only with the gift of the Holy Spirit can we come to know the reality of sin. It is only 
from the perspective of the Father’s love and the depth of this love as manifested on 
the Cross of Jesus Christ that we can have some glimpse into the essence of sin. John 
Paul II wrote of the inscrutable and indescribable pain in the Father’s heart that is the 
response to our sin. This same fatherly pain responds with the gift of redemption. 
 

Who else can make known the pain of the Father’s heart than he who is the love 
of the Father and the Son? Who else can make known the reality of redemption that is 
the Father’s response to sin than the one who is poured out in this act of redemption? It 
is through the gift of the Holy Spirit alone that we can come to see the mystery of sin as 
a power that cuts us off from God, from each other, and harms communion. 
 

For spouses this is especially true. The Holy Spirit is the communion of the 
spouses and sins in marriage – both sins of omission and commission; what we have 
done and failed to do – offend this communion. As such, the Holy Spirit can illuminate 
our consciences to see how sin harms our communion with our spouse and with our 
children. 
 
 If we genuinely turn to this Spirit for guidance and open ourselves to his 
promptings he can make our hearts more sensitive to sin. This is where the Holy Spirit 
purifies our conscience and makes us more able to intuit the good that I should do and 
to avoid the evil that I must. This is also where frequent reception of the sacrament is so 
powerful. 
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The Catechism says: 
“Without being strictly necessary, confession of everyday faults (venial sins) is 
nevertheless strongly recommended by the Church. Indeed the regular confession of 
our venial sins helps us form our conscience, fight against evil tendencies, let ourselves 
be healed by Christ and progress in the life of the Spirit. By receiving more frequently 
through this sacrament the gift of the Father’s mercy, we are spurred to be merciful as 
he is merciful” (no 1458). 
 
Married Love – Communion that witnesses to mercy 
 

Let me now draw all of this together. And I am really hoping at this stage that 
none of you are thinking – this guy really needs to lighten up! All this talk of sin, death, 
sacrifice – I bet you it’s a laugh a minute being married to him! I really do not want to 
come across as some sort of sour-faced Christian who has taken all the fun out of life. In 
no way do I want to imply that the Christian married life is all about drudgery and 
penance. It’s not – at the heart of Christian marriage is to be found joy. Yes, there is 
indeed sacrifice but the sacrifices that form the existential bone marrow of love are 
often the most joyous. 
 

The encounter with the Father of mercy heals us as children. This encounter also 
makes it possible to live our marriage vows – to mediate the Father’s mercy to each 
other and our children. Conjugal communion becomes perfected as a communion of 
mercy. 
 

Christ the Son heals us as spouses, especially in our capacity to make a gift of self 
and in healing our hearts. There too is a conversion here although within a spousal 
dynamic, whereas with the Father it occurs in a filial dynamic. 
 

The Holy Spirit heals us within a generative dynamic, that is, in the area of 
fruitfulness. This comes about through purifying our consciences so that we may be 
more attune to the call of holiness. Holiness is authentic fruitfulness. 
 

What we see then is that the encounter with the Communion of the Trinity 
within the communion of the Church transforms and intensifies spousal and familial 
communion. Marriage is a communion of life and love that comes from God, 
participates in God, and hopefully leads to God. In the sacrament of Penance, the 
communion of God changes the couple as children of the Father, as spouses, and as 
parents – in other words in the constitutive aspects of familial communion. 
 

Hopefully, we realise that a “successful” marriage is more than just getting along 
with each other or having a companion so I am not lonely. Marriage is about holiness, 
that is, participation in the very life and love of God. Marriages are meant to be holy, to 
radiate the very being of God. 
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Secondly, marriage is about the work of sacrifice that can become an offering to 
the Father through the Son in the Communion of the Holy Spirit. In other words these 
sacrifices that we undertake become a liturgy that gives glory to God and sanctifies us. 
These works of cleaning, making meals, being patient, forgiving each other, teaching 
children, can be offered as continual prayers to God – this why it is possible to pray 
unceasingly as St Paul instructs us (c.f. 1 Thess 5:17). 
 

Finally, marriage is about mission and witness – to each other, to our children, to 
the Church, and to the world – of the mercy of God. In the parable of the Last 
Judgement, Jesus speaks of us ministering to the hungry, naked, the estranged and so 
on (c.f. Matt 25:31ff). We often think this applies strictly to material poverty. 
 

Yet there are people in our communities, and in our families, who are truly poor. 
They hunger for personal affirmation, they thirst for human contact, they are estranged 
from personal relationships. The authentically Christian home that lives its communion 
of life and love with great fidelity can truly feed, clothe, and comfort those in need, 
those within our own walls and those without. 
 

Marriage and family then – in being about holiness, sacrifice, and witness – truly 
exists as a domestic church for these are the three missions of Christ’s Church. 
Specifically, however, marriage lives this holiness, sacrifice, and witness in, through, and 
for a communion of life, love, and mercy that is in dialogue with the Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit. And they radiate this life, love, and mercy to each other, to the Church, and 
through the Church to the world. 
 

May this communion of life, love, and mercy sing forever of the mercies of the 
Lord. Amen. 


