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I must begin with a necessary premise: this contribution was born as a 

reflection for a day of study among specialists regarding the canonical 

secret of confession in relation to pastoral and moral questions that may 

arise in the celebration of the fourth sacrament. The following text, while 

structured as a systematic reflection, primarily seeks to respond to the input 

received in the context of a discussion among experts in the field, and will 

require further reflection in the theological and canonical realms. 

The contribution essentially consists of two parts. In the first, I have 

sought to offer a theological foundation for the ongoing formation of 

confessors; the second is characterized by a more discursive style that seeks 

to respond to certain moral issues regarding the vulnerability of minors that 

may arise during the exercise of the sacrament of reconciliation. 

 

1. Theological Foundation 

My reflections are rooted in the merciful vision of the minsteriality of 

the confessor, emphatically reproposed by the magisterium of Pope 

Francis, particularly in Misericordiae vultus and Misericordia et misera, 

which has brought about a change in practice with regard to the sin of 

abortion (cf. also the perspectives outlined in chapter VIII of Amoris 

laetitia). This is the vision that St. Alphonsus M. de Liguori (1696-1787), 

patron of confessors and moral theologians, had summarized, adopting the 

great tradition of the Church: the task of the confessor is an «office of 

charity, instituted by the Redeemer solely for the good of souls», for which 
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«he must indeed teach the truth well, but only those truths which benefit 

the penitents, rather than bringing about their condemnation»
1
. 

Alphonsus de Liguori, strong in this theological and spiritual conviction 

confirmed by the pastoral practice of the Church, delineates the tasks of 

confessors: «Four are the offices that the good confessor must exercise: 

those of father, physician, teacher and judge»
2
. 

The teachings of de Liguori show that the action of the confessor must 

be such that the penitent experiences the preceding merciful embrace of the 

Father, maturing the uncertain initial «step» motivated by hunger into a 

true and joyous «return home» (cf. Lk 15,11-32). Only true spiritual 

fatherhood will allow the confessor to act as a physician who, rather than 

being interested in the sins themselves, seeks to understand their origin in 

order to administer saving medicine to the soul by means of the application 

of the law. In this light, for St. Alphonsus, the office of judge pertaining to 

the confessor becomes such precisely at the moment in which, after having 

heard the motives of the penitent, he emits his sentence, keeping always in 

mind the mercy of God, who heals human weakness
3
. 

The practice of the celebration of the sacrament, however, has long 

preferred the objectivistic ethical model. Up to the Vatican Council II, the 

attention of confessors was concentrated more on the acts of the penitent 

and on material content than on the intentions of the acting subject. 

In this way, confession became the denunciation of one’s own acts-sins, which 

was followed by absolution, without even a minimal consideration of the 

penitent’s disposition. This dynamic led to the definition of confession as the 

«tribunal of conscience». The theological dimension of reconciliation and 

conversion loses its original meaning
4
. 

In the second half of the 19
th
 century, a complex and articulated 

reflection on the practice of this sacrament was undertaken. Penance is a 

sacrament that has undergone a noteworthy evolution over these two 

thousand years of the Church’s history. 
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1.1  From the Vatican Council II to Pope John Paul II 

The theological reflection developed during the Vatican Council II 

placed the primary emphasis on the constitutive dimension of the minister 

of reconciliation, formed to remit sins, called to accompany consciences in 

their search for the good and for the saving truths. 

In this light, the post-Conciliar reflection witnessed a paradigm shift. If, 

previously, the role of the confessor was almost exclusively relegated to 

that of the judge and president of the «tribunal of consciences», with the 

Vatican Council II, the reflection began to favor the approach of the 

«Father» who is called to welcome, accompany, and form the penitent in 

the fullness of Gospel truth. 

This change is delineated in the Conciliar document on priestly ministry 

and life, Presbyterorum ordinis
5
. The decree urges priests to help the 

faithful to develop their own vocations, in faithfulness to the Gospel: 

Priests therefore, as educators in the faith, must see to it either by themselves 

or through others that the faithful are led individually in the Holy Spirit to a 

development of their own vocation according to the Gospel, to a sincere and 

practical charity, and to that freedom with which Christ has made us free 

(n. 6). 

The Council Fathers emphasize two aspects of the ministry of recon-

ciliation: that of witness and that of educator. Thus, the decree demands a 

coherence of life from the priest in order to exercise this ministry as a 

father. 

John Paul II, in his 1984 apostolic exhortation Reconciliatio et 

pænitentia
6
, outlines a collective vision of reconciliation and penance «in 

the mission of the Church today». From a reading of this text, we may 

highlight three aspects that every priest must cultivate in the exercise of 

this ministry. 

The first obligation of the priest is that of welcoming the penitent, who 

often opens his heart with difficulty and trepidation (cf. n. 29). The second 

obligation of the confessor is that of placing himself at the service of this 

sacrament, which brings so many souls back to God. In light of these two 

obligations, the Pontiff reminds us that, in order to properly exercise this 

ministry, the presbyter must cultivate three dimensions: in primis he «must 
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necessarily have human qualities of prudence, discretion, discernment and 

a firmness tempered by gentleness and kindness». He then adds that, in 

secundis, the priest must have 

a serious and careful preparation, not fragmentary but complete and har-

monious, in the different branches of theology, pedagogy and psychology, in 

the methodology of dialogue and above all in a living and communicable 

knowledge of the word of God. 

Finally, though of no less importance, the minister of this sacrament 

must possess 

an intense and genuine spiritual life. In order to lead others along the path of 

Christian perfection the minister of penance himself must first travel this path. 

More by actions than by long speeches he must give proof of real experience 

of lived prayer, the practice of the theological and moral virtues of the Gospel, 

faithful obedience to the will of God, love of the church and docility to her 

magisterium (n. 29). 

The ongoing formation of the minister of reconciliation must always be 

able to unite scientific formation, continuing education on human issues, 

and a life of prayer. Indeed, the confessor is not just a judge summoned to 

apply a law, but also a mediator of the grace of God, who listens to the 

weakness of man. 

 

1.2  From Pope Benedict XVI to Pope Francis 

The formation of confessors once again occupied a central position 

among the pastoral concerns of the pontificate of Pope Benedict XVI. 

In 2011, the Congregation for Clergy published an aid for confessors and 

spiritual directors
7
. This document, too, emphasizes the centrality of the 

spiritual life and cultural formation of priests, in order to then give some 

pastoral indications on how the priest should help the penitent to set off on 

the path of evangelical perfection. There is a central phrase referencing the 

disconcerting situation of today. The confessor has 

a compelling obligation to know the spiritual maladies of his flock and also to 

be close to the penitent. He has a duty of fidelity to the Church’s Magisterium 

in matters pertaining to Christian morality and perfection, to living an au-

thentic life of prayer, to be prudent in listening to penitents and in putting 

questions to them. He should also be available to those who reasonably 

request the sacrament and to follow the promptings of the Holy Spirit (n. 55). 
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This aid reminded confessors of their task of knowing how to understand 

and interpret the new problems posed by society. Regarding issues 

concerning minors and the vulnerability connected to this, it unfortunately 

offers few pastoral indications; although the problem exploded to the full 

extent of its gravity thanks to the investigation of journalists, it had not yet 

been addressed with parrhesia in the ecclesial sector. 

The first to denounce the plague of «filth» in the Church was the then-

Cardinal Ratzinger, on the occasion of the via crucis at the Colosseum in 

2005. Pope Francis, by means of his motu propri and ordinary magis-

terium, is openly addressing this issue with courage
8
. 

With Pope Francis, the topic of priestly formation has made its way back 

to the center of our reflection, precisely on account of the character that his 

Pontificate has impressed with the constitutive dimension of mercy. 

Alongside the topic of mercy, and thereby of formation of ministers for the 

exercise of this sacrament, the Pope has addressed the plague of violence 

against minors in the Church, with all that it entails. 

Let us quickly recall a few points that, in my opinion, can be considered 

the cornerstone of the Pontiff’s magisterium on the general formation of 

confessors. 

A first general indication may be found in the programmatic document 

of his pontificate, Evangelii gaudium
9
. Speaking of the ministry of recon-

ciliation, he reminds us that 

the confessional must not be a torture chamber but rather an encounter with 

the Lord’s mercy which spurs us on to do our best. A small step, in the midst 

of great human limitations, can be more pleasing to God than a life which 

appears outwardly in order but moves through the day without confronting 

great difficulties. Everyone needs to be touched by the comfort and attraction 

of God’s saving love, which is mysteriously at work in each person, above and 

beyond their faults and failings (n. 44). 

                                                             
8
 With three different motu proprio, Pope Francis has addressed the plague of 

pedophilia. The first intervention, Like a loving mother, dates to June 4, 2016. In this 

document, the Pontiff addresses the juridical responsibility of the ecclesiastical au-

thority in cases of abuse. The second motu proprio, on the protection of minors and 

vulnerable persons in the Roman Curia and the Vatican City State, dates to March 19, 

2019. Finally, the last motu proprio Vos estis lux mundi, also about sexual abuses, 

regarding the responsibility of bishops placed by God in positions of pastoral guidance, 

is from May 7, 2019. 
9
 Cf. FRANCIS, Apostolic exhortation Evangelii gaudium, 24.11.2013, AAS 105 

(2013) 1019-1137. 
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A second indication is found in the apostolic letter Misericordia et 

misera
10

. The pope renews the invitation to priests «to prepare carefully for 

the ministry of Confession, which is a true priestly mission», to then ask 

that they 

be welcoming to all, witnesses of fatherly tenderness whatever the gravity of 

the sin involved, attentive in helping penitents to reflect on the wrong they 

have done, clear in presenting moral principles, willing to walk patiently 

beside the faithful on their penitential journey, far-sighted in discerning 

individual cases and generous in dispensing God’s forgiveness (n. 10). 

The Pontiff concretely indicates certain attitudes that every confessor 

must cultivate in the exercise of the ministry of reconciliation: sincere 

welcoming, fatherly witness, solicitude in discussion, doctrinal clarity, 

availability to walk with penitents, prudent discernment and, finally, 

extending the mercy of forgiveness, which the priest facilitates but does not 

control. 

Listening to and reading the Pontiff’s ordinary magisterium, it is possible 

to gleam a continual push for the formation of confessors. From the 

addresses that the Pope offers each year to participants at the Course on the 

Internal Forum promoted by the Apostolic Penitentiary, we may take away 

many points of reflection for an ongoing formation with the celebration of 

the sacrament in view. 

For example, during the XXVIII course on the internal forum (2017), 

Pope Francis presented three essential aspects for every confessor. Every 

good confessor, he recalled, is in primis a friend of Jesus, then, a man of 

the Spirit capable of evangelical discernment, and finally, he underlined 

that the confessional is a place for evangelization. 

During the XXIX course on the internal forum (2018), the Holy Father 

asked participants to reflect on the instrumental dimension of the minister 

of reconciliation. In a quick passage, he reminded them that 

the confessor priest is neither the source of Mercy nor of Grace; he is certainly 

an indispensable instrument of them, but always only an instrument! And 

when the priest holds onto them, he prevents God from taking action within 

hearts. This awareness must favor careful vigilance over the risk of becoming 

«masters of consciences», above all in the relationship with young people, 
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 Cf. FRANCIS, Apostolic letter Misericordia et misera, 20.11.2016, AAS 108 (2016) 

1311-1327. 
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whose character is still developing and therefore much more easily 

influenced
11

. 

He then added that the confessor must «be able to listen to questions, 

before offering answers»
12

. 

Listening and respect for consciences are indicated as necessary steps in 

order that mercy may act in the lives of penitents. 

Finally, I would like to focus my attention on the words that the Pontiff 

pronounced during the XXX annual course for confessors, where he 

emphasized the sacrality of the sacrament of reconciliation and the bond of 

secrecy: 

Reconciliation itself is a benefit that the wisdom of the Church has always 

safeguarded with all her moral and legal might, with the sacramental seal. 

Although it is not always understood by the modern mentality, it is 

indispensable for the sanctity of the sacrament and for the freedom of con-

science of the penitent, who must be certain, at any time, that the sacramental 

conversation will remain within the secrecy of the confessional, between one’s 

conscience that opens to grace, and God, with the necessary mediation of the 

priest. The sacramental seal is indispensable and no human power has 

jurisdiction over it, nor can lay any claim to it
13

. 

In this address, the Pontiff’s position on the inviolability of the 

confessional secret is of fundamental importance. 

From this brief excursus, it is clear how the theme of the formation of 

confessors, connected to the wound of pedophilia and the vulnerability of 

minors in general, has only recently been systematically addressed. 

One example are the words that Pope Francis expressed in his strong 

address upon the conclusion of the summit on the «Protection of Minors in 

the Church», pronounced on February 24, 2019. In one passage, the Pontiff 

declared that 

The Church’s aim will thus be to hear, watch over, protect and care for 

abused, exploited and forgotten children, wherever they are. To achieve that 

                                                             
11

 Cf. http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2018/march/documents/

papa-francesco_20180309_penitenzieria-apostolica.html [the most recent consultation: 

13.01.2021]. 
12

 Cf. http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2018/march/documents/

papa-francesco_20180309_penitenzieria-apostolica.html [the most recent consultation: 

13.01.2021]. 
13

 Cf. http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2019/march/documents/

papa-francesco_20190329_penitenzieria-apostolica.html [the most recent consultation: 

11.04.2020]. 
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goal, the Church must rise above the ideological disputes and journalistic 

practices that often exploit, for various interests, the very tragedy experienced 

by the little ones
14

. 

These words require no commentary. 

 

2. Some Indications in the Light of the Magisterium 

From these few references to post-Conciliar magisterium, where 

pedophilia is seldom discussed, it is still possible to take away some 

important indications for the formation of confessors to the exercise of the 

ministry of mercy in truth. 

In the formation of confessors, as the Pontiff has reminded us in his 

address of February 24, 2019 on the protection of minors in the Church, it 

is necessary to reiterate the absolute respect for the consequences of the 

sacramental secret as a fundamental condition because: 

– this is the way in which the sacrament is seen and lived out by the 

penitent, not as a «tribunal» that judges faults, but as a «tribunal» that 

administers grace, such that the penitent may effectively welcome the 

merciful embrace of the Father and come to bear fruit on a trusting path of 

conversion; 

– at the same time, the confessor must see the penitent more as «sick» than 

«guilty»: not with the inquisitor’s gaze of Simon the Pharisee, but with the 

welcoming and merciful gaze of Christ, echoing his words to the sinful 

woman: «Your sins are forgiven […] Your faith has saved you. Go in 

peace!» (cf. Lk 7,36-50). 

From this fundamental and essential merciful value of the sacrament 

derive certain demands or criteria that cannot be neglected by pastoral 

efforts, above all as regards the formation of confessors. I will recall them 

systematically before concretely analyzing them in the cases that have been 

proposed to me: 

– while they are serious and urgent, the problems that we are addressing 

cannot lead to a pastoral practice that somehow obscures the end of the 

sacrament. Confessing one’s sins is directed not toward punishment, but 

conversion; it is opening oneself and welcoming the forgiveness that God 

freely gives, from which flows a path of conversion that is certainly 

demanding but, above all, joyous and trusting on account of its possibility 
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 Cf. http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2019/february/documents

/papa-francesco_20190224_incontro-protezioneminori-chiusura.html [the most recent 

consultation: 11.04.2020]. 
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of liberation from sin and growth in the sequela Christi that God reveals to 

us; 

– it cannot be denied that there is a temptation to see the penitent not so 

much as a sinner to help but as a guilty person to condemn. This tension, 

fruit of the internal history of the fourth sacrament, has become evident 

with the pastoral practice established after the Council of Trent, when the 

confessional was also referred to as the tribunal of consciences or the 

motive for how the moral law was applied; 

– in the celebration of the sacrament of penance, the pedophile should be 

regarded first of all as a sinner rather than a guilty person. It pertains to 

canonical and civil judges to ascertain the facts, establish a means to help, 

and impose sanctions. The relationship between the sacrament of penance 

and the canonical process would merit, in my opinion, a separate study. It 

is not possible to simply transport the sinful material from the sacramental 

forum to the judicial forum. The dynamic of the sacramental forum is 

different from that of the judicial forum; 

– the objects of confession as a sacrament and of the civil or penal process 

are essentially different. A process has the aim of applying the law to a 

concrete case, to a crime committed. The sacrament of penance bestows the 

mercy of God. We could summarize by saying that the sacrament of 

reconciliation looks to conversio in order to return to the way of perfection 

by means of sacramental absolution, which gives the mercy of God. A 

canonical or civil process exercises the jurisdictional function, and 

concludes with a sentence of absolution or conviction; 

– certainly, the confessor is called to ask himself if the sin of the penitent is 

a habit, an addiction that generates violence, and how he can help the 

penitent to break it. In the case of a dependency that the confessor cannot 

constructively address, he has the obligation to push the penitent to seek 

specialized accompaniment. This consideration opens up yet another 

question: what relationship ought to exist between therapeutic accom-

paniment and that which is specific to the sacrament of reconciliation? The 

relationship between these two areas merits its own separate consideration. 

Both address these issues with different ends, though sharing the horizon of 

the common good. In fact, it is not possible to mistake the object and 

dynamic of the fourth sacrament for a specialized type of human 

accompaniment; 

– the suggestion of any other judicial-type consideration or professional 

help to be offered must always be made according to a merciful 

perspective. The priest who exercises the ministry of confession is neither a 
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judge nor a specialist in psychological accompaniment; he bestows mercy 

in the name of God. This is why the confessor, beginning with the language 

that he employs, must always allow the salvific nature of the sacrament to 

be perceived. The confessor must be formed for this fatherly responsibility, 

to welcome without reserve, in order that the penitent may once again take 

up the path of salvation; 

– consequently, although it recognizes the fundamental positive inten-

tionality and shares in the concerns of justice, sacramental practice cannot 

be determined by the juridical practice in force in different States or by 

international declarations
15

. Formation of confessors must insist on the 

importance of and faithfulness to the specific characteristics of the 

sacramental «forum» with respect to any other type of «forum». To avoid 

all ambiguity, I believe it is also opportune to deepen the distinction 

between the internal and external forum. In any event, it must be reiterated 

that the sacramental forum cannot be reduced to only the internal forum, 

but that it has its own specificity; 

– the confessor must be formed to propose the common good as an 

essential demand of conversion itself. Reiterating the centrality of the 

penitent’s conversion does not mean ignoring or putting aside the pre-

occupation for the common good; rather, it implies bringing the common 

good to the center of conversion, as one of its essential demands. The 

continual references made in current magisterium to the common good 

(Evangelii gaudium, Laudato si’, to cite only a few recent documents) 

demand that we overcome not only every sort of individualistic ethic, but 

also any sort of pastoral approach that does not clearly evidence the 

responsibility we have for the consequences of our decisions on others and 

on society. All of this must be clearly proposed in the sacramental 

dialogue, underlining that it is not possible to speak of true conversion 

where this is lacking. 

The confessor called to sacramental accompaniment, particularly with 

regard to the problems that we are addressing, must be concerned with 

helping the person to free himself from an individualistic rights perspective 

                                                             
15

 In July 2019, the Apostolic Penitentiary published a detailed note on the topic of 

the sacramental seal, which discusses: the relationship between the extra-sacramental 

internal forum and spiritual direction, and secrets and other limits proper to 

communication. This is apt to provide an orientation on the question at hand. Cf. 

http://www.penitenzieria.va/content/dam/penitenzieriaapostolica/magistero-e-biblioteca

-di-testi/NOTA/Note%20of%20the%20Apostolic%20Penitentiary%20on%20the%20Im

portance%20of%20the%20Internal%20Forum%20and%20The%20Inviolability%20of

%20the%20Sacramental%20Seal.pdf [the most recent consultation: 11.12.2020]. 
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and to open himself to a co-responsible reciprocity. Only in this dimension 

may there be personal growth in view of the common good. This is the 

vision that St. Paul points to when he speaks of freedom finding its 

realization in the reciprocal growth of all; 

– the paschal perspective must always open us up to hope. The confessor 

must remember: 

* that whoever has committed an evil can be forgiven and enabled to 

assume, with trust, the path of liberation and rehabilitation of the con-

sequences brought about by his action; 

* that a victim of abuse must be accompanied in reading their own 

suffering in light of the mystery of the paschal cross, and helped to put 

aside any sort of vindictive perspective, persevering in overcoming evil 

and following the demands of the common good according to what the 

Lord Jesus taught us in the Pater noster: «Forgive us our trespasses, as 

we forgive those who trespass against us» (Mt 6,12); 

* that the person who has suffered an abuse must be accompanied along 

the path of self-reconciliation and gospel forgiveness. In light of the 

Rescript of the Holy Father Francis to promulgate the Instruction on the 

confidentiality of legal proceedings
16

 of late December 2019, I believe 

that theologians and canonists must elaborate a global reflection on the 

confessional secret in the area of abuses and vulnerability. Precisely in 

light of this rescript, I believe that it is possible to suggest that the person 

who has been the victim of abuse speak to the authority that is competent 

to address the violence suffered. The accusation, as stated above, is not 

to be made as a personal vendetta, but in order to safeguard the common 

good. 

The concrete cases that I am attempting to address in such a delicate and 

complex area — as that proposed to me by the organizers of this seminar 

— are to be read according to this perspective, keeping in mind the aim to 

seek out a proper discernment of personal realities, each of which must be 

viewed in its specificity, always remembering that: 

what is part of a practical discernment in particular circumstances cannot be 

elevated to the level of a rule. That would not only lead to an intolerable 

casuistry, but would endanger the very values which must be preserved with 

special care (Amoris laetitia 304)
17

.  

                                                             
16

 Cf. https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/it/bollettino/pubblico/2019/12/17/

1011/02062.html (the most recent consultation: 23.04.2020]. 
17

 FRANCIS, Post-synodal apostolic exhortation Amoris laetitia, on love in the family, 

19.03.2016, AAS 108 (2016) 311-446. 
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3. Some Specific Cases 

Below, we will illustrate some problematic cases encountered in 

confession, to which we have attempted to give a response that is faithful to 

both the magisterium and recent canonical norms in this area. 

The first case proposed may be summarized thus: what can a confessor 

do when a penitent confesses that his acts involve a minor or vulnerable 

adult? The sin could regard an act that is sexual in and of itself, or the 

involvement of a minor or vulnerable adult via internet, for example in the 

uploading or downloading of pedo-pornographic material. 

This case, taken by itself, requires certain distinctions to be made. Here, 

I will limit myself to addressing only the problem of the gravity of the sin 

that involves another person. 

The first step here is to make the penitent understand the gravity of this 

sin by means of a sacramental dialogue that is able to embrace the sinner 

before prescribing to him a saving medicine. The confessor will need to 

convey to him that every time that another person becomes an object rather 

than the horizon of good, we fall into the individualistic ethic of which I 

spoke above. At the level of sacramental dialogue, it is necessary for the 

penitent to mature a true repentance, not as remorse, but as recognition of 

the dignity of the other, which must always be respected because it is 

founded on the imago Dei. This will an enable the conversion to last, 

because it will be based on love rather than fear. 

True repentance, understood as a path of comprehending the evil 

committed and of viewing the other person as a subject rather than an 

object, also requires, to the extent possible, remedying the evil committed. 

The confessor cannot force a penitent to denounce himself to the civil 

authorities, but he must help him to understand the gravity of the evil 

committed. In the sacramental dialogue, founded on a perspective of 

salvation, it is necessary to suggest that the penitent seek out some sort of 

specialized help. At the same time, as stated above, the confessor can also 

ask the sinner to make reparation for the evil he has done. 

In this case, absolution, the first step to access the sacramental medicine, 

could be deferred only if this dynamic guarantees the path of maturation 

toward a full conversion. Just as in the case of a homicide, the confessor 

cannot force a penitent to turn himself in, but must invite the penitent to 

choose the good, in consideration of the injured party. 
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The second case proposed may be summarized as follows: What should 

a confessor do when a person has been the victim of abuse, or thinks that 

he or she has been abused by a family member or another person? 

The sacrament of reconciliation points us to the deep meaning of 

redemption. When lived out as an experience of redemption, it is able to 

free us because it helps the penitent to give a paschal meeting to what has 

happened. If the sacrament is not lived out as a meeting of faith, it is not 

able to grant this freedom and, therefore, is not able to offer the paschal 

experience of liberation-redemption. 

After weighing all of the relational, family and moral implications, the 

confessor can suggest that the victim denounce the author of the abuse 

when the common good is in danger. The accusation made with feelings of 

vengeance for the evil suffered does not enter into the sacramental logic, 

but rather becomes a sin against others. I believe that the accusation is to be 

considered as a ratio ultima, always according to the perspective of safe-

guarding the common good. 

Canon law reminds us of the need both to restore justice and for the 

person who has committed the evil to reform, to prevent other cases of 

abuse. At the level of the sacrament of reconciliation, in the case where 

there has not been a public accusation, it is necessary to impose on the 

sinner healing measures to avoid other cases of abuse. All this is to help the 

aggressor to find a path of human and spiritual healing. 

If the abuse, or alleged abuse, were to happen within the family, I be-

lieve that it would be opportune to suggest doing all that is possible in 

order that the conditions making that situation possible no longer persist. 

If the abuse is denounced by a minor, it is necessary to accompany them 

along a process of notifying their family members, so that they may protect 

the minor with their presence and also enact strategies so that the abuser 

may be stopped. If the aggressor is family member, it is necessary for the 

confessor to urge the victim to direct himself, with courage and trust, 

toward a person of trust, who could be a member of the nuclear family, a 

school employee, or a social worker, in order to bring the evil suffered out 

into a non-sacramental context. 

Finally, before arriving at the penal accusation — which may prove 

necessary to stop the person — it is necessary to make the person 

understand the moral evil committed. The gospel mentality does not accuse 

on account of an evil suffered, but rather because the good is at risk. 
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A further case may be presented as follows: what can a confessor do 

when a third party (extraneous to the facts) reports that their spouse is 

abusing a relative (minor or vulnerable adult) and that they do not want to 

denounce this to the police for fear that this will bring about the destruction 

of their marriage? 

This case presents certain analogies to the previous case. In this specific 

situation, there are two values at play for believers: the dignity of the 

person, which cannot be violated, and the sacrament of marriage. 

In this case, it is necessary to also keep in mind one ulterior factor. 

Parents have the obligation to take care of, educate, support, and help their 

children. In the case that one of the two parents is abusing a minor or 

vulnerable person, the other spouse has the obligation to protect the child 

because the child’s right to wellbeing is involved. In fact, the Church 

always recognizes the primacy of the best interest of the child. Faced with 

violence against a minor, enacted in the context of a marriage, the priority, 

attention, and care must be directed first toward the weakest person and 

second toward the spouse. As long as this abuse, or suspicion of abuse, 

continues, the dynamic of the marriage is damaged and cannot be lived out 

serenely. Once the child is truly protected, the spouses will be able to take 

up a path of dialogue in order to heal their conjugal relationship. 

At the sacramental level, due to the complexity of the situation and the 

prudence required for the exercise of this ministry, I think that the only 

feasible path for the confessor is that of asking the penitent to do what is 

possible in order that the conditions in which this violence occurs not be 

created. In other words, that he invites the person to take charge of the 

suffering of others, helping them to prevent possible forms of abuse by 

means of their presence. In this case, the reciprocity between the abused 

and the closeness of the person taking charge of the situation enacts the 

dynamic of shared responsibility. At the moral level, this protective 

dynamic avoids the sin of omission and of cooperation. In fact, the 

correlation between the protection that must be offered to the child, the 

marriage bond, and moral obligation, offers points of reflection that must 

be investigated both canonically and morally. 

Also in this case, as in that which precedes it, the confessor can suggest 

that the penitent, as a last resort, denounce. If the penitent does not want to 

do this, they may not be forced. 
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The fourth case proposed asks whether the problems addressed above, 

when heard in confession or in a conversation of spiritual accompaniment, 

are covered by the seal. 

All that which pertains to confession is covered by the sacramental seal. 

The same principle holds true for that which is heard in conversations of 

spiritual direction. 

In the dynamic of ongoing formation among confessors, it is not rare that 

real cases are brought up in order to ask for clarification or confirmation 

regarding the proper way to administer the sacrament. When the pre-

sentation of a case is made without entering into detail, far removed from 

the context in which it occurred, if it is sure that the other person/priest can 

in no way determine the identity of the penitent, and if this is done for 

clarification, I believe that such sharing is possible because it does not 

break the sacramental seal. 

 

The final case proposed may be summarized as follows: What are the 

rights and responsibilities of a confessor? What are the responsibilities of 

Ordinaries when a priest breaks the sacramental seal because he is unable 

to bear the weight of the sin that he has heard or because his silence would 

not allow for the prevention of abuse? 

Priests have the obligation to hear penitents and the right (responsibility) 

to continually form themselves because morals, as St. Alphonsus taught, is 

a chaos that never ceases to stun, as real life always exceeds our 

imagination. If a confessor fears that he is unable to receive confessions of 

abuse, this must be clearly stated to the Ordinary. 

When it is certain that a priest is unable to maintain the sacramental seal, 

for the most varied of reasons, then he cannot hear confessions. Indeed, in 

these cases, the Ordinary must retract his permission to hear confessions. 

He who is incapable of handling the sacrament of confession cannot hear 

confessions, but this does not exempt him from observing the sacramental 

seal. 

As stated above, at the level of language I prefer speaking of the sacra-

mental dialogue, to avoid terminological confusion in light of our modern 

mentality, avoiding the terminology of internal and external forum, which 

references juridic language. This clearly presupposes the difference that 

must exist between the sacramental and juridical regulations. 

The sacrament must remain within the dynamic that frees from sin as a 

concrete experience of redemption. 
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4. The Formation and Theological-Pastoral Style of Confessors  

The final case proposed offers me the possibility, in this last part of my 

contribution, to underline the importance of the ongoing formation of 

confessors and of, consequently, the style with which to administer this 

sacrament
18

. 

Being a confessor is not something to be improvised. Prayer and the 

grace of the ministry are not sufficient if these are not founded on theology 

and a personal experience of redemption. I believe that it is a right and 

obligation of all priests to continually form themselves in light of the 

complexity of the moral problems that present themselves daily (cf. 

Reconciliatio et pænitentia n. 29). 

The Vatican Council II, with the conciliar decree Presbyterorum ordinis 

(n. 6) asks priests to form the people of God in the faith, such that they may 

understand the will of God in the painful experience of sin. 

Recent magisterium has highlighted three dimensions of the confessor as 

helper, guide and father. Already Alphonsus de Liguori spoke of four 

offices that must characterize the confessor: father, physician, teacher and 

judge. 

In Misericordia et misera (cf. n. 10), Pope Francis outlines a true life-

plan for the confessor. Stressing the verbs «welcome, be available, discern 

and integrate», he makes this text a clear orientation for confession, to be 

used by those constituted as its ministers. In light of the two-thousand-year-

old teaching of the Church, I believe that the formation of priests to 

exercise this ministry should keep in mind the following dimensions. 

The first dimension is that of welcoming, capable of embracing the 

sinner in one’s heart, and welcoming their weakness. The priest’s wel-

coming, a true gesture of charity, must be like that of the «father» who is 

open to listening in a sincere and loyal way. Before giving answers, it is 

necessary to listen
19

. 

The second dimension is the salvific dialogue upon which this sacrament 

rests. The priest is called more to understand the person than to investigate 

the details of their life. Listening opens us to trust and reciprocity. 

The third dimension is that of accompanying weakness, respecting 

timeframes, silence, falls, and fears, in light of a decision of conscience in 

                                                             
18

 Cf. A.V. AMARANTE, «Lo stile pastorale-teologico del confessore» (cf. nt. 4), 179-

180. 
19

 Cf. V. TIRIMANNA, «Alcuni orientamenti pastorali per un buon confessore emer-

genti da Amoris laetitia» in A.V. AMARANTE – F. SACCO, Riconciliazione sacramentale 

(cf. nt. 4), 181-195. 
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favor of the good where the horizon is the other person. A fundamental 

aspect of this accompaniment is the discussion about only those salvific 

truths which open the conscience up to vigilance and to a desire for God. 

Finally, if confession takes place in a fraternal climate of welcoming, 

this allows for a serene discernment, so as to arrive at solutions where even 

wrongs that have been suffered become a moment for growth. 

Confession, when it occurs in a serene climate, allows us to encounter 

the Prince of Peace. 

 

Conclusion 

When the confessor finds himself faced with sin, and in a particular way 

faced with the drama of pedophilia, beyond the canonical and moral 

indications that he possesses to address the situation, he has one weapon 

that no one can take away: the salvific dialogue. 

By means of the salvific dialogue, it is possible to constructively activate 

the circularity between that which is experienced, as negative or limiting as 

it may be, and the norms that clearly reflect Christian values. In this way, 

«practicity»
20

 is assured to moral truth, as Gaudium et spes suggests, 

speaking about decisions that the laity are called to make: 

Often enough the Christian view of things will itself suggest some specific 

solution in certain circumstances. Yet it happens rather frequently, and 

legitimately so, that with equal sincerity some of the faithful will disagree with 

others on a given matter. Even against the intentions of their proponents, 

however, solutions proposed on one side or another may be easily confused by 

many people with the Gospel message. Hence it is necessary for people to 

remember that no one is allowed in the aforementioned situations to 

appropriate the Church’s authority for his opinion. They should always try to 

enlighten one another through honest discussion, preserving mutual charity 

and caring above all for the common good (GS 43). 

The salvific dialogue, when it is true and free from fear and from all 

worry, is capable of understanding the practical effects of its affirmations, 

transforming divergent viewpoints into a source of riches
21

. 

I would like to conclude this contribution with the words of Aphonsus de 

Liguori who, participating in the theological-moral debate of the 18
th
 

century regarding the probabilistic system, asserted: 

                                                             
20

 Cf. A.V. AMARANTE, «Pastoralità come criterio morale», Studia Moralia 53/1 

(2015) 37-59. 
21

 Cf. Evangelii gaudium, n. 226. 
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In the most doubtful questions, I have spared no effort to consult both modern 

and ancient authors, both the benevolent and the rigid sentence [...] I have 

especially labored to observe as a source all of the canonical texts pertaining 

to the matters addressed […] Moreover, in the most intricate controversies, not 

having been able to resolve my doubts by reading the authors, I have procured 

counsel from various learned men. In the choice, then, of opinions, I have 

always sought to prefer reason to authority; and before giving my judgment, I 

have taken care to put myself in a position of total indifference and to divest 

myself of every passion that may have been able to lead me to defend any sort 

of opinion that is not sufficiently solid
22

. 

The confessor, as a minister of God, must have the courage to «get his 

hands dirty» with the problems that are actually at play in the consciences 

of the faithful, as these actually are in reality
23

. 

 

ALFONSO V. AMARANTE, C.SS.R. 

 

 
Summary 

This contribution begins with the affirmation of Saint Alphonsus M. de 

Liguori that, «The task of the confessor is an office of charity, instituted by the 

Redeemer only for the good of souls». It reflects on some dimensions of the 

ongoing formation of confessors, who are, first of all, a father and teacher, then a 

doctor, and finally the judge. 

The Author presents the main indications of the post-Conciliar magisterium on 

the theme of formation and offers various elements for reflection in response to 

the new and delicate situations with which our consciences are confronted. 

In light of magisterial indications, and without falling into casuistry, the 

Author seeks to reflect on some concrete pastoral cases by emphasizing two 

unavoidable aspects: the inviolability of the sacramental seal and a mature 

fatherhood in the administration of God’s mercy. 

                                                             
22

 A M. DE LIGUORI, «Risposta a un anonimo...», in Apologie e confutazioni, I, 

Monza 1831, 77-78 (our translation); cf. S. MAJORANO, «La teologia morale e il 

ministero sacerdotale nella visione alfonsiana», Studia Moralia 34 (1996) 433-459; ID., 

«Misericordia e teologia morale: il contributo della visione alfonsiana», in S. WODKA, 

ed., Inaugurazione Anno Accademico 2014-1015, Roma 2015, 45-63. 
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 «Ideas are at the service of communication, understanding, and praxis. Ideas 

disconnected from realities give rise to ineffectual forms of idealism and nominalism, 

capable at most of classifying and defining, but certainly not calling to action. What 

calls us to action are realities illuminated by reason. Formal nominalism has to give way 

to harmonious objectivity. Otherwise, the truth is manipulated, cosmetics take the place 

of real care for our bodies» (Evangelii gaudium, n. 232). 



 A.V. AMARANTE, RECONCILIATION: FORMATION, PASTORAL SUPP. 19 

Keywords: abuse; vulnerability; formation; pastoral practice; Alphonsus Liguori. 

 

Sommario 

Il sacramento della riconciliazione: formazione sacerdotale e prasi pastorale 

Il presente contributo — partendo dall’affermazione di sant’Alfonso M. de 

Liguori «il compito del confessore è officio di carità, istituito dal Redentore 

solamente in bene delle anime» — riflette su alcune dimensioni della formazione 

continua dei confessori, il quale è prima di tutto padre, maestro, poi medico ed 

infine giudice. 

L’Autore presenta le indicazioni portanti del magistero post-Conciliare sul 

tema della formazione ed offre vari elementi di riflessione per affrontare le 

delicate situazioni sempre nuove che le coscienze ci sottopongono. 

Alla luce delle indicazioni magisteriali, e senza voler cadere nella casistica, 

l’Autore cerca di riflettere su alcuni casi pastorali concreti sottolineando due 

aspetti ineludibili: l’intangibilità del sigillo sacramentale e la matura paternità 

nell’amministrazione della misericordia di Dio. 

Parole-chiave: abusi; vulnerabilità; formazione; prassi pastorale; Alfonso de 

Liguori. 

 


