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Firstly, I want to commend you for being here and what you are about to undertake.  When 

you brought your children along for Baptism, you made an undertaking that you would “raise 

your children in the practise of the faith.”  Right at the end of the Baptism Liturgy, the celebrant 

points out that the newly baptized child is now a “child of God” – but that more remains.  “In 

Confirmation they will receive the fullness of God’s Spirit, and in Holy Communion they will share 

the banquet of Christ’s sacrifice, calling God their Father in the midst of Church community.”  So 

what you are embarking on now is the continuation of what was begun at your child’s baptism, 

and is a most crucial part in raising them in the practice of the faith. 

Just to say something about the sacraments in general.  Sacraments are an essential and 

integral part of the Christian religion.  Indeed we could say that Christianity is a sacramental 

religion.  And this starts in Jesus Christ himself.  Just recall: the Eternal Son of God, the Second 

Person of the Blessed Trinity, who had lived in heaven with God the Father and the Holy Spirit for 

all eternity, and through whom everything was made, this Son of God took flesh and became 

human in Jesus Christ.   

So, the invisible God became visible.  The love of God wasn’t just an abstract idea or 

principle, the love of God literally became flesh in Jesus … so that in Jesus we could see God’s 

mercy, his forgiveness;  we could hear the Word of God spoken through him.  The eternal and 

invisible became manifest, obvious, indeed “real” in human life.  In Jesus we could see, hear, touch 

and even taste the goodness of God.  And so in Jesus himself we see this “sacramental principle” 

– human things, we might say “ordinary” things, become the vehicle for the divine and eternal.  

Human actions, signs and people convey invisible grace, or the invisible/unseen action of God.  

So, Christianity is an incarnational religion, beginning with Jesus. 

The Sacraments of the Church, therefore, which Jesus established, are the tangible means 

through which he continues what he did during his earthly life.  They are tangible ways that we, 

today, can experience him, and through him the action of God the Blessed Trinity, just as people 

two thousand years ago experienced the action of God in Jesus. 
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Ordinary human things become rich with eternal, divine meaning: the ‘ordinary’ water of 

baptism and the simple words spoken when the water is poured wash away sin and make a 

person a son and daughter of God;  the laying on of hands by those ordained makes a man a priest 

or a bishop;  the oil blessed by the bishop when administered as an anointing of the sick also 

forgives sins and confers healing graces;  when the Sacred Chrism, consecrated by the bishop, is 

used to anoint the one being confirmed, they receive the Holy Spirit and all the Spirit’s gifts.  And 

above all, the sacrament par excellence, ordinary gifts of bread and wine, by Jesus’ own words, 

become his body and blood – a sacrament to be received as nourishment for our journey to 

heaven, and also a perpetual sacrament of his abiding presence … such that we have the great 

blessing that in all Catholic Churches, Jesus Christ is sacramentally present in the Eucharistic 

species, kept in the tabernacle. 

To be a Christian is to believe that God became one of us, that He took flesh.  God used 

ordinary human things and gestures to convey His awe-inspiring work … and God continues to 

do that, especially in the Sacraments.  We also say that the Church herself – all those baptised – 

the Church is a sacrament of God’s presence in the world.  This is a big responsibility for all of us 

who are baptized – that we contribute to the Church being that sacrament of God’s presence and 

action in the world. 

In reflecting on the centrality of the sacraments to the Christian way of life, we know that 

the Eucharist is absolutely central to being a Christian.  That’s why admission to the reception of 

Holy Communion is the highpoint of Christian initiation.  Right from the time of Jesus, his disciples 

have always gathered on the Lord’s Day – Sunday … the day of the Son of God … the day of his 

resurrection – to celebrate the eucharist.  The eucharist makes the Church – and it makes us the 

Church – the Eucharist forms us as Christ’s disciples – and as we receive Jesus in Holy 

Communion, we are challenged to be what we receive – Christ’s hands, Christ’s heart, Christ’s 

voice in the world.  I simply say: put aside excuses, and come to Christ in the Sunday Eucharist.  

There is nothing more important you can do for your faith and the faith of your children than by 

being faithful to the Sunday obligation of participating in the eucharist.  It is an obligation because 

it’s so important – but once you realise its importance, you’d never want to miss it! 

 

So, to move now to the Sacrament of Penance. 

The Sacrament of Penance has a long and interesting history.  If you read Church 

documentation you’ll hear it called various things.  The Sacrament of Penance is probably its 

proper name;  but we also call it the Sacrament of Reconciliation;  sometimes the Sacrament of 

Confession, or just ‘Confession’ for short.  All three names point to part of the reality of this special 
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sacrament: because it is about confessing, owning up to and expressing sorrow for our sins;  it is 

about reconciliation because through this sacrament we are reconciled to God and to the Church 

(and therefore to each other);  and it is about penance, about the ongoing effort of conforming 

our lives to the life of the Christ, which requires work on our part and effort … realising all the 

time that this is in fact God’s work in our hearts and souls. 

At the beginning of Christian history, Baptism was the sacrament by which you had your 

sins forgiven and you were definitively reconciled to God and to believers.  It didn’t take too long, 

however, before it was realized that baptized people sinned, and sometimes seriously.  It was 

always understood that baptism – to forgive sins – could never be repeated.  You could and can 

only ever be baptized once.  How was the church to deal with people who sinned after Baptism?  

How could they be reconciled? 

The first Christians recalled Jesus words in which he spoke of the forgiveness of sins, and 

especially his words: those whose sins you forgive they are forgiven, and those whose sins you 

retain, they are retained.  This sentence is significant because if sins are either going to be forgiven 

or retained (i.e. not forgiven) then they have to be known.  And, therefore, if they’re not public, 

they have to be made known, i.e. confessed. 

One of the situations in the early church was when baptized Christians abandoned the 

faith, perhaps under persecution, but then later repented and wanted to return.  They had caused 

great scandal by their actions.  However, if their repentance was sincere, then there should be 

some way of returning.  The early church developed a system of public penance: the sinner had 

to publicly show that they were sorry, and they wanted to take their place once again as a full 

member of the Christian community.  And these public penances could go on for years.  Perhaps 

the person had to beg for alms;  or wear penitential clothing;  or abstain from certain normal 

pleasures;  they might be required to sit in a certain part of the church, and they would certainly 

not be allowed to receive Holy Communion.  In the beginning, you only got one chance after 

baptism.  So this was serious business!  At one point in history, it was the practice that all those 

who had been doing public penance were readmitted to the church and therefore to Holy 

Communion, on Holy Thursday, so that the Easter celebration would be truly a new beginning for 

them.  In fact, one of the ancient origins of the washing of the feet that we perform on Holy 

Thursday was actually part of the ritual of reconciling sinners back to the Church. 

The public penance system didn’t last too long in the grand scheme of things.  It fell by the 

way because it was difficult, and people would avoid it.  But there was another problem: public 

penance made sense if the sin was public: e.g. selling the goods of the Church for a sacrilegious 
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purpose; denying the faith.  However, if someone’s sin was hidden and unknown, it seemed unfair 

to make that sin public, if it truly was unknown to most people. 

In the early centuries of the church, with the growth of monastic life – with monks and 

nuns living in monasteries -  it became popular for people to speak particularly with the monks 

one-on-one – to ask their advice;  to speak about living the Christian life, it’s difficulties and 

challenges.  In these talks – like our modern spiritual direction – people would talk with the 

monks about their lives and also about their sins, their particular weaknesses – in order to get 

guidance and help for overcoming temptation.  In the course of these “chats” there would of 

course be prayer as well, and especially the prayer for God’s forgiveness.  This method of seeking 

God’s help, His mercy and forgiveness became very popular.  And the public penance system fell 

away and came to be replaced with the individual discussion with the monk as spiritual guide. 

Eventually, it came to be legislated that the forgiveness of sins in God’s name could be 

done only by a priest.  Part of this is because in the Sacrament of Penance we are reconciled not 

just with God (as important and central as that is) but we are also reconciled with the Church 

(with our brother and sister Christians) – and so in order to be able to express that “horizontal” 

reconciliation it needs to be done by someone who officially represents the Church. 

 In our day, we have three ways of celebrating the Sacrament of Penance, what we call 

three “rites” of Reconciliation.  The first rite is individual confession … so that’s when you simply 

arrange to meet with a priest at a mutually convenient time to celebrate the Sacrament … it might 

be anywhere, or typically its done by turning up to the church at the times when the priest has 

said that he’ll be sitting in the confessional, or the reconciliation chapel.  The second rite is more 

of a communal rite, where several penitents come together to celebrate the sacrament.  They first, 

as a group, listen to God’s word;  are led through an examination of conscience, and then each 

person individually speaks with the priest to confess their sins and receive absolution.  And this 

second rite is how your children are going to make their first Reconciliation.  The third rite is 

really an emergency rite, for use when there are more people who want to confess than there are 

priests to be able to hear those confessions in a reasonable time.  It’s an emergency rite because 

it can be used in emergency situations where individual confession is impossible: e.g. for 

servicemen and women about to go into battle.  If you are being forgiven of serious or grave or 

mortal sins in the third rite, you must have the intention of going to individual confession as soon 

as it is possible to do so.  Failing to confess those grave sins is itself a further grave sin. 

 In recent times, most priests have made attempts to have the Sacrament of Penance more 

widely available to people … and in our own parish, confessions are heard in the church on 

Monday evenings, Thursday mornings, Saturday mornings, and Sunday mornings – and indeed 



5 
 

the priests are available at any time by appointment for Confession … we have many 

opportunities to be able to receive the special graces of this sacrament to help us overcome sin;  

to be lifted up by God’s mercy and his tenderness when we fall and fail.  God never tires of giving 

us another chance, a new beginning.  Pope Francis has said, it is we who tire of coming back to 

God, not the other way round.  In the fourteen years I’ve been a priest, I’ve seen a wonderful turn 

around in the celebration of this sacrament.  When I was first ordained, you might have had one 

or two people in the parish going to confession regularly, and I could get lots of reading done or 

prayers said whilst sitting in the confessional.  But now, when I sit in the confessional, I usually 

have to start earlier in order to “get through” everyone.  And over the last few years there’s been 

a real movement of young people – young adults – who find great benefit in frequent confession 

– to get the graces they need to stay close to God – and to be able to navigate the challenging things 

they face in the world today – many things which are often not supportive of Christian virtue, and 

some things that are outright opposed to it.  And they feel the benefit of being able to come to 

Christ in the Sacrament of his mercy and forgiveness, and to be strengthened to live good lives 

according to the will of God. 

 And this is the great sacrament that you will be assisting your children to celebrate for 

the first time in the coming months. 

 

Father Adrian Sharp, PP 
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