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Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also 

lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely, and let us run with 

perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and 

perfecter of our faith (Heb 12,1-2a). 

Like St. Paul (see 1Cor 9,24-27; Gal 5,7; Phil 3,12.14; 2Tm 4,7), the 

author of the Letter to the Hebrews employs the image of a race in 

reference to Christian life, a race with a clear finish line, throughout which 

our eyes are fixed on Jesus. This image of the race is more effective than 

that of the path, as a race does not allow for laziness; it must be run with 

enthusiasm, with constant focus on which direction to take. Above all, it 

requires lightness; we must leave behind all that is heavy, all that slows us 

down or hinders our enthusiasm and momentum. The author of the Letter 

to the Hebrews associates this slowing weight with the sin that «clings so 

closely». Sin, as resistance to God, not only brings our race to a halt, but 

impedes us from the very start. It is a cage that imprisons us, surrounding 

us like an assailant awaiting our surrender, nourishing the illusion that, by 

remaining enclosed in the castle of our selfishness and presumed self-

sufficiency, we will be safe. Quite to the contrary, victory lies in destroying 

this siege, breaking our chains, opening the cage, and coming out of 

ourselves in order to move towards God who, as a Father rich in mercy, 

searches for us on the horizon and comes out to meet us with his loving 

embrace. 
 

1. The Medicine of Mercy 

The momentum of the race, constrained by sin, is set free by the mercy 

of God which the Church celebrates in the sacrament of Reconciliation. 

                                                             
*
 Card. Luis Francisco Ladaria Ferrer, S.J., Prefect of the Congregation for the 

Doctrine of the Faith. 
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The popes of the second half of the 20th century exhorted us to place the 

question of mercy at the center of the preaching and praxis of the Church. 

It is enough to recall John XXIII who, in his Journal of a Soul, considers 

mercy as the most beautiful name that we can attribute to God
1
. The pope, 

however, did not limit himself to these personal, spiritual considerations, 

but rather translated this truth into a methodology for the impending 

Council. In the noted opening address of Vatican Council II, recalling how 

the Church has always opposed errors with severity, he indicated a new 

approach: «Now the Bride of Christ wishes to use the medicine of mercy 

rather than taking up arms of severity»
2
. We must keep in mind that the 

term «medicine» is associated here with mercy; the objective is always to 

heal from error. Mercy is not the tolerance of that which separates us from 

God, but rather the medicine that leads us back to Him. 

John Paul II dedicated his second encyclical to the topic of mercy
3
. 

Recognizing that our contemporary mentality seems to be in opposition to 

the God of mercy, tending to marginalize even the idea of mercy from our 

lives and hearts, he reminds us that, through the revelation of Christ, 

We know God above all in His relationship of love for man […] In this way, 

in Christ and through Christ, God also becomes especially visible in His 

mercy; that is to say, there is emphasized that attribute of the divinity which 

the Old Testament, using various concepts and terms, already defined as 

«mercy». Christ confers on the whole of the Old Testament tradition about 

God’s mercy a definitive meaning. Not only does He speak of it and explain it 

by the use of comparisons and parables, but above all He Himself makes it 

incarnate and personifies it. He Himself, in a certain sense, is mercy. To the 

person who sees it in Him — and finds it in Him — God becomes «visible» in 

a particular way as the Father who is «rich in mercy»
4
. 

Cardinal Ratzinger, in his homily at the beginning of the Conclave on 18 

April 2005, took up this theme once again: 

We hear with joy the news of a year of favor: divine mercy puts a limit on 

evil, as the Holy Father told us. Jesus Christ is divine mercy in person: 

encountering Christ means encountering God’s mercy. Christ’s mandate has 

                                                             
1
 Cf. JOHN XXIII, Il giornale dell’anima e altri scritti di pietà, ed. L.F. Capovilla, 

Cinisello Balsamo 2000, 452. 
2
 JOHN XXIII, Address at the Solemn Opening of the Vatican Council II Gaudet 

Mater Ecclesia, AAS 54 (1962) 786-796. 
3
 JOHN PAUL II, Encyclical letter Dives in Misericordia, 30 November 1980, AAS 72 

(1980) 1177-1232. 
4
 JOHN PAUL II, Encyclical letter Dives in Misericordia, 2, 30 November 1980, AAS 

72 (1980) 1180. 
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become our mandate through the priestly anointing. We are called to proclaim, 

not only with our words but also with our lives and with the valuable signs of 

the sacraments, «the year of favor from the Lord»
5
. 

As Pope, with the name of Benedict XVI, he delved into this topic in his 

first encyclical, Deus caritas est
6
, and then, in Caritas in veritate

7
, 

addressed its relationship to new challenges, placing love, even before 

justice, as the fundamental principle of Christian social doctrine
8
. 

With Pope Francis, the term has become familiar throughout all the 

Church. From his very first words, the announcement of the mercy of God 

has been characteristic of his pontificate, his magisterium, and his gestures. 

In a particular way, the extraordinary Jubilee Year of Mercy, with its Bull 

of Indiction
9
 and the apostolic Letter issued upon its conclusion

10
, 

summarizing the constant teaching of the Church, rendered explicit the 

meaning of the mercy of God and our experience of it in the gestures of the 

Church, particularly in the sacrament of Reconciliation. 
 

2. An «Uneasy» Sacrament 

This constant announcement of mercy, however, seems not to have led 

the people of God to run out to meet it with joy in the sacrament that Christ 

the Lord gave to the Church in order to communicate the grace of his 

forgiveness. In reality, from the beginning, the sacrament of Reconciliation 

has shown itself to be an «uneasy» sacrament. Just think of the variation of 

its historical forms or the uncertainty of what to call it, over the course of 

centuries. The name of a sacrament specifies its nature, sometimes 

orienting pastoral praxis and sometimes being oriented by it. For example, 

in the case of the fourth sacrament, when this is referred to as the 

«sacrament of confession», we see a pastoral praxis centered around the 

accusation of sins. Although the novus ordo, recovering a traditional term, 

                                                             
5
 J. RATZINGER, Homily at the «Missa pro eligendo papa», AAS 97 (2005) 686 (our 

translation). 
6
 BENEDICT XVI, Encyclical letter Deus caritas est, 25 December 2005, AAS 98 

(2006) 217-252. 
7
 BENEDICT XVI, Encyclical letter Caritas in veritate, 29 June 2009, AAS 101 (2009) 

641-709. 
8
 Cf. W. KASPER, Misericordia. Concetto fondamentale del vangelo – chiave della 

vita cristiana, Brescia 2012, 19. 
9
 FRANCIS, Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy, Misericordiae 

vultus, 11 April 2015, AAS 107 (2015) 399-420. 
10

 FRANCIS, Apostolic letter Misericordia et misera, 20 November 2016, AAS 108 

(2016) 1311-1327. 
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calls it the «sacrament of Penance», it also employs the term 

«Reconciliation» —  although we speak of the Ordo Paenitentiae and refer 

to the sacrament by the name of Penance, the term «reconciliation» is 

introduced (Ordo ad reconciliandos…) among the titles of the three 

different forms proposed for the rite
11

. Not even the Catechism of the 

Catholic Church offers a univocal response to the question, «What is this 

sacrament called?». In fact, it says that it is called the sacrament of 

Conversion, of Confession, of Forgiveness, of Reconciliation, and the title 

of art. 4 in the chapter dedicated to the sacraments of healing refers to it as 

«The Sacrament of Penance and Reconciliation»
12

. We could say that the 

uneasiness through which this sacrament passes is a reflection of our 

human uneasiness when faced with the mystery of iniquity, the inclination 

to sin, and the doubts of faith that sometimes cloud our trust in the mercy 

of God. 
 

3. Recognizing the Presence of Christ 

The task at hand is not to re-found the sacrament or to resolve all of the 

issues connected to it. Nonetheless, it is important to emphasize a truth that 

outlines the horizon of each sacrament, thus also that of the sacrament of 

Reconciliation. As expressed by the liturgical Constitution of the Council, 

Sacrosanctum Concilium: «By His power [Christ] is present in the 

sacraments, so that when a man baptizes it is really Christ Himself who 

baptizes» (SC 7). The Council Fathers wanted to express in this way the 

bond between Christ and the sacraments, enlightening the classical 

scholastic category of «institution» with the more dynamic concept of 

«presence». Even if theological reflections on the real presence of Christ in 

the sacraments have not yet seen wide-reaching development, certain 

attempts have been made (beginning with the singularity of the presence of 

Christ in the Eucharistic species) to identify a dynamic presence that is 

                                                             
11

 Cf. E. RUFFINI, «Linee evolutive del magistero recente intorno alla penitenza», in 

Il quarto sacramento. Identità e forme storiche del sacramento della Penitenza, Leu-

mann (Torino) 1983, 51-82. 
12

 Cf. Catechism of the Catholic Church, nn. 1423-1424. A similar unease 

characterizes the placement of this sacrament among the seven. Though tradition places 

it fourth, after the sacraments of Christian initiation and thereby after the Eucharist, 

now, due to the disrupted unity of Christian initiation in the West, praxis places it before 

the Eucharist, since the fourth (or «third») sacrament allows the baptized to recover both 

his or her truth and his or her authentic relationship with Christ. 
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realized in the action of their celebration
13

. Jesus Christ is the principal 

celebrant, through the human minister. The origin of the sacraments must, 

then, be sought out in the docility of the Christian community to the action 

of Christ. This is why, throughout the history of salvation, Christ is not 

succeeded by the Church, as though by a successive phase subsequent to 

him. Rather, the Church acts in Christ, in his Body; and Christ acts in her, 

as her Head. The sacraments, as Pope Francis affirms, should be considered 

the locus of God’s closeness to and tenderness for mankind; they are the 

concrete way that God wanted to come and meet us, to embrace us, without 

being ashamed of us and of our limitations. Among the Sacraments, certainly 

that of Reconciliation renders present with particular efficacy the merciful 

face of God: it is constantly and ceaselessly made real and manifest
14

. 

Recognizing the presence of Christ (the face of the mercy of God) in the 

sacrament of Reconciliation leads to our awareness that the words «I 

absolve you…» are not pronounced by the minister only «in the name of» 

the Most Holy Trinity, as though he were acting as delegate; rather, they 

are the very words of Christ. These words reach the depths of the heart of 

the repentant sinner, just as the words of the penitent reached the heart of 

the mercy of God when, by confessing his own faults, he manifested his 

contrition and raised up a sorrowful cry for his sins, invoking the Father’s 

infinite love. In the sacrament of Reconciliation, the ministers of the 

Church enter, at one and the same time, into the abyss of the iniquity of the 

man who turns away from God (from which they themselves are not 

immune), and into the depth of the mercy of God who, from the Cross of 

his Son, heals and grants renewed hope. In the sacrament of Reconciliation, 

then, more than in any other sacrament, the ministry of the Church consists 

of guarding this singular relationship between God and man as a 

relationship realized in the intimate conscience of each person, which gains 

both voice and word in the confession of faults, just as healing grace has 

both voice and word in the action of the rite. 
 

                                                             
13

 Cf. P. CASPANI, «La presenza di Cristo nei sacramenti», La Scuola Cattolica 144 

(2016) 243-269. Cf. also J.M. DE MIGUEL GONZALEZ, «Presencia de Cristo en los 

sacramentos», in ASOCIACIÓN ESPAÑOLA DE PROFESORES DE LITURGIA, La presencia de 

Cristo en la liturgia, Bilbao 2004, 164-202. 
14

 FRANCIS, Address to participants at the course organized by the Apostolic 

Penitentiary, 12 March 2015 [the most recent consultation: 11/01/2021], http://www.

vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2015/march/documents/papa-francesco_2015

0312_tribunale-penitenzieria-apostolica.html. 
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4. The «Sacramental Seal» 

Precisely because the gift of grace, like the Word of God, cannot in any 

way be manipulated, the Church is called to safeguard the sacraments in 

their essential constitution (substance). She also has the task of just as 

scrupulously safeguarding the conscience of the sinner who manifests his 

sin in order to entrust it to the mercy of God through the hands of the priest. 

For this reason, the tradition of the Church has always considered the secret 

proper to the content of confession to be inviolable, calling it the 

«sacramental seal». 

Today, the question of the theological foundations of the secret linked to 

the confession of sins is not always understood. Indeed, it is often equated 

to the «professional secret» or to the «right to privacy», which are 

frequently spoken of but just as frequently violated by individuals, entities 

or states. The professional secret, as, too, the right to privacy, are juridical 

protections aimed at protecting individuals, or the relationship of trust 

between two or more persons, founded on issues of a professional nature. It 

is, then, a secret that is regulated by law, and which the law can modify in 

light of a greater need of the common good. In this regard, we might think 

of laws regarding wiretapping and eavesdropping in the fight against 

terrorism or organized crime. 

The sacramental seal of confession is of a completely different nature. In 

order to get a basic idea of the force of this obligation, we may cite the 

words of an author at the end of the XVI century who, in a manual on the 

sacraments written for priests, wrote: 

If the salvation or liberation of the entire world were to depend on the 

revelation of just one sin, it must not be revealed, even if the entire world 

should perish or be destroyed; even if its revelation would result in the 

liberation of all of the souls in hell from the beginning of time, it must not be 

revealed
15

. 

Some centuries prior, the Fourth Lateran Council established the 

obligation for each member of the faithful to confess sins at least once a 

year, also declaring the obligations of the confessor: 

The priest shall be discerning and prudent, so that like a skilled doctor he may 

pour wine and oil over the wounds of the injured one. Let him carefully 

inquire about the circumstances of both the sinner and the sin, so that he may 

prudently discern what sort of advice he ought to give and what remedy to 

                                                             
15

 MARTINO ALFONSO VIVALDO, Candelabrum aureum ecclesiae Dei, Apud Thomam 

Bozzolam, Brescia 1593, 167 (our translation). 
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apply, using various means to heal the sick person. Let him take the utmost 

care, however, not to betray the sinner at all by word or sign or in any other 

way. If the priest needs wise advice, let him seek it cautiously without any 

mention of the person concerned. For if anyone presumes to reveal a sin 

disclosed to him in confession, we decree that he is not only to be deposed 

from his priestly office but also to be confined to a strict monastery to do 

perpetual penance (english version: N. TANNER, Decrees of the Ecumenical 

Councils, I London 1990, 425). 

The first (pastoral) text and the second (magisterial) text both converge 

on the absoluteness of the sacramental seal. 

All that which is learned through sacramental confession, whether it be 

the sins of the penitent or any possible complementary explanations 

provided by him (circumstances of time or place, end, accomplices…), falls 

under the sacramental seal. The confessor may not, then, ever or for any 

reason, «betray in any way a penitent in words or in any manner» (can. 

983), nor is it licit for him to use «knowledge acquired from confession to 

the detriment of the penitent» (can. 984). 

Recently, in a meeting with his collaborators, Pope Francis referred to 

the incorrect use that is sometimes made of the internal and external fora, 

citing the concrete example of someone who confesses his sins and, at the 

end, after receiving absolution, once again takes up the conversation 

regarding those matters of conscience revealed a few moments prior, now 

considering them to pertain to the external forum. These are inadmissible 

situations that obscure a fundamental realm of the sacred ministry. Given 

this, he reiterated that the internal forum covers the entire conversation, 

from the beginning to the end, with respect for the sacramental seal and, in 

general, the conscience of the other person. 

To this end, the Catechism of the Catholic Church is very clear, 

affirming: 

Given the delicacy and greatness of this ministry and the respect due to 

persons, the Church declares that every priest who hears confessions is bound 

under very severe penalties to keep absolute secrecy regarding the sins that his 

penitents have confessed to him. He can make no use of knowledge that 

confession gives him about penitents’ lives. This secret, which admits of no 

exceptions, is called the «sacramental seal», because what the penitent has 

made known to the priest remains «sealed» by the sacrament
16

. 

The Holy Father Francis, speaking on the sacrament of Reconciliation, 

forcefully reaffirmed that the sacramental seal is neither dispensable nor 

                                                             
16

 Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 1467. 
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subject to any human dispositions: «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»
17

. 

The specific quality that pertains to the sacramental seal on account of 

which it is not at our disposal, derives ex motivo iustitiae and, above all, ex 

motivo religionis, given that the celebration of the sacrament of Penance is 

an act of worship. 

A confessor who fails to uphold the obligation of the inviolability of the 

sacramental seal sins against justice with respect to the penitent who 

entrusts to him his conscience and commits sacrilege with respect to the 

sacrament itself, failing in his commitment of fidelity to Christ, in whose 

name he acts in the exercise of his ministry
18

. 

The Church guards the holiness of the sacramental seal with absolute 

firmness, strongly protecting both the bonum penitentis and the bonum 

sacramenti, so much so that she ascribes to her priests the «incapacity» of 

rendering testimony in court with relation to anything that they learn in any 

given sacramental confession, even in the case that the penitent is the one 

requesting his deposition (cf. can. 1550 §2, 2°). 
 

5. The Confession of Faults: Encounter with Christ, Face of the Mercy 

of God 

How might we interpret this obligation of the secret, by which the 

confessor cannot ever, for any reason whatsoever or in any way reveal, 

even partially, the content of a confession? It is not our intention to delve 

into the juridical aspect of the question at this moment (regarding which we 

may refer to specific contributions
19

), but rather to propose a few 

theological considerations. To use the terms of J. Searle’s philosophy of 

language
20

, our question has not to do with rules and regulations of a 

                                                             
17

 FRANCIS, Address to Participants at the XXX Course on the Internal Forum 

Organized by the Apostolic Penitentiary, 29 March 2019 [the most recent consultation: 

11/01/2020]. http://www.vatican.va/content/francesco/en/speeches/2019/march/docu

ments/papa-francesco_20190329_penitenzieria-apostolica.html. 
18

 Listening to the accusation of sins and imparting divine pardon, the priest-

confessor acts in persona Christi, «he has been entrusted with the ministry of Christ»: 

Rituale Romano, Rito della Penitenza, Città del Vaticano 1974 [= RP], n. 10. 
19

 Cf. E. MIRAGOLI, «Il sigillo sacramentale», in E. MIRAGOLI, ed., Il sacramento 

della Penitenza. Il ministero del confessore: indicazioni canoniche e pastorali, Milano 

2015
2
, 151-168. 

20
 Cf. J. SEARLE, Speech Acts. An Essay in the Philosophy of Language, Cambridge 

1969. 
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behavioral nature, but rather revolves around the constitutive perspective, 

which establishes the un-renounceable load-bearing structure of the act that 

is realized. Doubtless, the sacramental seal is found at this second level. 

Even before seeking to protect the «good name» of the faithful who 

confesses his sins, the seal protects the alterity of the sacramental gesture, 

which is always an act of Christ realized in the ritual action of the Church. 

It is precisely these ritual elements wherein the manifestation of faults 

occurs that characterize such manifestation as the act of confiding, not in a 

friend or person of trust, but in Christ himself. 

The confession of faults occurs subsequent to listening to the word of 

God; indeed, it is «through the word of God [that] the Christian receives 

light to recognize his sins and is called to conversion and to confidence in 

God’s mercy»
21

. The priority given to the announcement of mercy and the 

call to conversion attests to the fact that the confession of sins is not the 

initiative of the faithful desiring to «free his conscience», but a response to 

the call of Christ, present in his word (cf. SC 7): «be reconciled to God» 

(2Cor 5,20). The formulas of reception that the priest addresses to the 

penitent are likewise permeated by the word of God. They make clear that 

it is Christ himself who lovingly welcomes whoever approaches him with a 

contrite heart: «May the Lord Jesus welcome you. He came to call sinners, 

not the just. Have confidence in him»
22

. The confession of sins does not 

impose specific texts, but the rubric is extremely telling: 

If necessary, the priest helps the penitent to make an integral confession and 

gives him suitable counsel. He urges him to be sorry for his faults, reminding 

him that through the sacrament of penance the Christian dies and rises with 

Christ and is thus renewed in the paschal mystery. The priest proposes an act 

of penance which the penitent accepts to make satisfaction for sin and to 

amend his life. The priest should make sure that he adapts his counsel to the 

penitent’s circumstances
23

. 

The issue here is not just to make a list of faults, but to enter into a 

relationship that continually transitions between the penitent and the priest: 

the penitent confesses his sins; the priest helps the person, giving suitable 

counsel, urging to be sorry for his or her faults, proposing an act of 

penance; the penitent accepts to make satisfaction for the sin and so 

becomes aware of his or her participation in the paschal mystery of Christ, 

dying to sin and rising to the life of grace. What is realized here in mysterio 

                                                             
21

 RP 17. 
22

 RP 42 – third formula. 
23

 RP 44. 
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is the encounter between the penitent, attracted by the mercy of God, and 

Christ himself — the face of this mercy — present «in the person of the 

minister» (SC 7). It is not without reason that the prayer formulas proposed 

for the manifestation of contrition are permeated by the Sacred Scriptures, 

placing on the lips of the penitent the words of David after his sin (Ps 50,4-

5) or the words of the younger son in the parable of the merciful Father (Lk 

15,18). The penitent, pronouncing the same words used for thousands of 

years by the people of Israel and by the Church, experiences that his history 

of sin and the forgiveness of God are part of the great drama narrated in the 

pages of the Bible, and that the history of salvation continues today in the 

life of the believer who welcomes the revelation of God, «who desires 

everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth» (1Tm 

2,4). The conclusion of the rite is also characterized by this reference to the 

mercy of God, for which thanks are given: «After receiving pardon for his 

sins the penitent praises the mercy of God and gives him thanks in a short 

invocation taken from scripture. Then the priest tells him to go in peace»
24

. 

Once again, in this sober ritual, the priest and penitent do not pronounce 

their own words, but rather adopt as their own expressions taken from the 

word of God. The dismissal, «The Lord has forgiven your sins. Go in 

peace», is an invitation to go in the peace that is once again granted and 

welcomed, in order to announce and share it: «Go in peace, and proclaim to 

the world the wonderful works of God who has brought you salvation». 

Whoever has experienced mercy is filled with the desire to offer it to 

others
25

. 

Though brief, these references to the rite of the sacrament are sufficient 

for an understanding that what occurs in the sacrament is an encounter 

between persons which exceeds the purely human dimension; what takes 

place is a personal relationship that points to a presence that is not directly 

perceptible to our senses, but rather is intuited and experienced thanks to 

the symbolic language rooted in Sacred Scripture (cf. SC 24). 
 

  

                                                             
24

 RP 20. 
25

 «[The Church in her missionary outreach] has an endless desire to show mercy, the 

fruit of its own experience of the power of the Father’s infinite mercy». FRANCIS, 

Apostolic exhortation Evangelii gaudium, 24 November 2013, AAS 105 (2013) 1019-

1137, here n. 24, 1029. 
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6. Conscience: That Place in Which the Voice of God Intimately 

Resounds 

There is, however, a second aspect to consider. The Praenotanda of the 

Rite of Penance affirm the need for the confession of sins to be preceded by 

a detailed examination of one’s conscience
26

, enlightened by the Word of 

God
27

, which is to be made in the light of God’s mercy. 

This reference to conscience leads us, as the Vatican Council II affirms, 

to «the most secret core and sanctuary of a man. There he is alone with 

God, whose voice echoes in his depths» (GS 16). We should take note of 

the emphasis conveyed by certain expressions: most secret core, sanctuary 

of man, alone with God, depths. The conscience is the place in which man 

converses with himself, comes to know himself, and enters into a dialogue 

with his own freedom that, enlightened by the word of God, leads him to 

moral decisions oriented toward the good
28

. It is the conscience that urges, 

brings to a halt, accompanies, presses, judges, rebukes. The moral 

conscience of the Christian has its proper origin in the dialogue of the 

Spirit, who inhabits it (1Cor 3,16; Rm 8,11)
29

. The accusation of sins, 

preceded by a careful examination of conscience, constitutes, then, a 

prolongation of that intimate dialogue between the faithful and the Spirit 

who dwells within. The conscience, which rebukes and exhorts, finds its 

voice in the recognition of faults committed. It is precisely the 

manifestation of these faults that attests to the believer’s docility to the 

voice of the Spirit, resounding in his conscience, and at the same time, to 

the unconditional trust in the mercy of God from which flows forgiveness 

and the grace to begin anew, with renewed commitment, to follow after 

Christ. For this reason, every violation of this «sanctuary of man» is not 

                                                             
26

 RP 6b. 
27

 RP 24c. 
28

 «The conscience, in the first place, is man who thinks his own self; it is thought 

about thought; it is the interior mirror of experience, of life; and it is ordinarily 

psychological: man feels, remembers himself, judges himself, discusses himself with 

himself, comes to know himself. In this interior framework, warnings regarding the use 

of his own freedom acquire a special emphasis, be it prior to or following a creative act 

of his personal will, that is regarding the responsible actuation of thinking, free man; 

this warning is called the moral conscience». PAOLO VI, Udienza generale, 2 agosto 

1972 [ultima consultazione: 27/05/2020], http://www.vatican.va/content/paul-vi/it/

audiences/1972/documents/hf_p-vi_aud_19720802.html (our translation). Cf. also 

Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1777-1778. 
29

 Cf. A. FUMAGALLI, L’eco dello Spirito. Teologia della coscienza morale, Brescia 

2012. 
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only a vulnus to his intimacy and his right to a good name, as the Code of 

Canon Law expresses, but also and moreover a vulnus to the mystery of the 

intimate dialogue between the freedom of a person and the action of the 

Holy Spirit. It is precisely this fact that led Pius XII to affirm that: 

Conscience is, therefore, to speak of it with an image as old as it is worthy, a 

άδυτον – a sanctuary, at whose threshold all must stop; even if it is a boy, the 

father and mother. Only the priest enters there as curator of souls and as 

minister of the Sacrament of Penance; neither for this reason does conscience 

cease to be a jealous sanctuary, of which God Himself wants the secrecy 

guarded with the seal of the most sacred silence
30

. 

The task of the priest, then, is serious indeed, as he enters with discretion 

into this sanctuary as a minister of forgiveness, not as an insatiable judge in 

search of crimes to punish. As Pope Francis has insisted, confessors must 

be an authentic sign of the mercy of the Father, which means 

to participate in the very mission of Jesus to be a concrete sign of the 

constancy of divine love that pardons and saves. We priests have received the 

gift of the Holy Spirit for the forgiveness of sins, and we are responsible for 

this. None of us wields power over this Sacrament; rather, we are faithful 

servants of God’s mercy through it. Every confessor must accept the faithful 

as the father in the parable of the prodigal son: a father who runs out to meet 

his son despite the fact that he has squandered away his inheritance. 

Confessors are called to embrace the repentant son who comes back home and 

to express the joy of having him back again. […] May confessors not ask 

useless questions, but like the father in the parable, interrupt the speech 

prepared ahead of time by the prodigal son, so that confessors will learn to 

accept the plea for help and mercy pouring from the heart of every penitent. In 

short, confessors are called to be a sign of the primacy of mercy always, 

everywhere, and in every situation, no matter what
31

. 

 

7. Conclusion 

As affirmed above, the intangibility of the sacramental seal, recently 

reaffirmed by a Note of the Apostolic Penitentiary
32

, must be placed among 
                                                             

30
 PIUS XII, Radio Message on the Occasion of «Family Day», 23 March 1952, AAS 

44 (1952) 271 (our translation). 
31

 FRANCIS, Bull of Indiction of the Extraordinary Jubilee of Mercy, Misericordiae 

vultus, 11 April 2015, n. 17, AAS 107 (2015) 412 (our translation). 
32

 APOSTOLIC PENITENTIARY, Note on the Importance of the Internal Forum and the 

Inviolability of the Sacramental Seal, 29 June 2019 [the most recent consultation: 

11/01/2021]. http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/tribunals/apost_penit/documents/rc

_trib_appen_pro_20190629_forointerno_en.html. 
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the «constitutive rules» of the sacrament of Reconciliation. This seal, as 

Pope Francis has strongly affirmed, 

Although it is not always understood by the modern mentality, […] is 

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

conscience 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
33

. 

The Church herself does not own the sacrament, nor do individual 

priests. Rather, the Church is called to guard the sacrament — «So we are 

ambassadors for Christ, since God is making his appeal through us» (2Cor 

5,20) — and to guard with all of her strength, to the point of martyrdom, 

the priority of the action of God in the ritual action of man; she is called to 

guard each man and woman in that which is most intimate and sacred to 

them: their conscience, locus of the wonderful encounter between human 

freedom and the action of the Holy Spirit. 
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Summary 

The article comments on the foundations and theological implications of the 

Sacrament of Reconciliation, in particular highlighting the value of mercy. Particular 

attention is given to the different denominations of this Sacrament throughout 

different historical periods and in the documents of the Church, to the role of the 

confessor that follows from them and to the inviolability of the sacramental seal in the 

context of the merciful welcoming of the penitent. 

Keywords: reconciliation; Mercy; forgiveness; confession; sacramental seal; internal 

forum; examination of conscience. 
 

Sommario 

Fondamenti e implicazioni teologiche del Sacramento della Riconciliazione 

L’articolo commenta i fondamenti e le implicazioni teologiche del Sacramento 

della Riconciliazione, in particolare mettendo in luce il valore della misericordia. 
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Particolare attenzione viene data alle diverse denominazioni di tale Sacramento lungo 

diverse epoche storiche e nei documenti della Chiesa, al ruolo del confessore che da 

queste consegue e all’inviolabilità del sigillo sacramentale all’interno della 

misericordiosa accoglienza al penitente. 

Parole chiave: riconciliazione; Misericordia; perdono; confessione; sigillo 

sacramentale; foro interno; esame di coscienza. 


