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A saint can become a saint, under grace, because of innate
tendencies, reinforced by natural environment. But equally weU
a saint may become a saint despite innate and acquired charac-
teristics. Is not this the explanation of St Therese of Lisieux, about
whom there has been so much controversy of late? The circuni'
stances of her early upbringing were such that she may well have
been born with a tendency to, and at an early age she clearly
acquired, an inordinate craving for human affection, which tu1"
curbed might well have proved an insuperable obstacle not to
sanctity only but to the love and service of God in any degree
whatever. The one thing that is clear beyond doubt to both side8

in this controversy is that she was a saint. It seems however th t̂
without knowing anything of psychology or having to const"1

psychiatrists, the gifts of the Holy Ghost, and in particular the g1*1

of Fortitude, through the discipline of her Carmelite life, taug"
her the 'little way', and so enabled her to transmute this inordinate
craving for human affection into an all-embracing love of Go»'

THE SACRAMENTS: III—PENANCE

LAURENCE BRIGHT, O.P.

WE have seen in earlier articles how the Church tak
natural, human things, such as water and oil, a n

supernaturalizes them by the power of God. In tfl
technical language of sacramental theology the natural sign lS

called the matter, the words which raise it up and determine i t t 0

bring about that which it signifies, the form. But it would be <#>&
wrong to imagine an implied contrast between material an
immaterial in the normal sense of the words. In the sacrament o
penance the natural element is human sorrow for sin, a turni^a
from evil to good: it is transformed into that supernatural love o
God which is charity, through words of absolution spoken by
priest who has been given the necessary faculties by the bish°rj
The matter here is not a visible element, like oil and water, brea

and wine, but in the same way it is something itself significa11

of what the sacramental words actually make it do. ,
In the first place there must be a real change of heart in ^
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y l sinner. The gospel begins with a demand for con-
version, metonoia: 'Do penance, for the kingdom of heaven is at

aiW says the Baptist (Matt. 3, 2) and our Lord himself echoes the
^°rds (Matt. 4, 17); do penance, return to God, says St Peter to

wfant Church (Acts 2, 38). They are only repeating what the
l'U e t s a d constantly said to Israel, to nation and to individual

e- return to God and he will save you. 'When the wicked
rneth himself away from his wickedness which he hath wrought,

(V . judgment and justice, he shall save his soul alive'
8 ^ ^ ^ ^u l8'27^*Yet at ̂ e same time it: *s ^uite C^ear> even *n t^ie

^Testament, that this change of heart, through the free action
e ^dividual sinner, is not something which it is in his own

power to bring about apart from God. The heart must be re-
peated, and this God alone can do. God tells his people through
. ,Prophet, 'I wiH giv e v o u a n e w heart and put a new spirit
rl ^ ° U : a n d ^ ^ ^ cause you to walk in my commandments

to keep my judgments and do them' (Ezekiel 36, 26). Israel
sh° v, ^ a v e s t r aYe d hopelessly away had God not been their
all r1 ' So will I visit my sheep and will deliver them out of
da V J P , c e s where they have been scattered in the cloudy and
se 1 y' (Ezekiel 34, 12). The scriptures are the story of that

c .' a nd of its ending on the cross. So while the gospel is a
F 0°use of new life for all men, they are left in no doubt that this

T 6 ° f t l l e i r d e s e r v ing, but is the gift of God. The first Chris-
er l h h h d i d

tianT g g
, were acutely aware that they were the despised remnant,

T n Slmpl because such was God's wfll: <Tllis is the Lord>s
ov ^ a ^ ^s won(lerful in our eyes' (Psalm 117, 23), quoted
sta I811 ° V e r a S a m m the New Testament, must have been con-
th 1^ ° n ^^r ^Ps* The same truth occurs in more technicalthe 1 P The same trut cu
y °81cal terms throughout the epistles of St Paul: 'by grace
the •? s a v e d through faith: and that not of yourselves, for it is

° ^ G d > ( E h 8) Ch f h h
the ? g y
Serf ° ^ G o d > (Eph- 2» 8)- Change of heart, penance, say the
cotit UteS> 1S w ^ ° % m a n > s doing and wholly God's: yet intense
Jo ^ r s y both inside and outside the Church has been roused
tftv t- • Centuries by attempts to find an easy resolution of that

j^nous tension.
tnj^. w God has willed that this change of heart is not a private
he k r ^ e e n him and an individual sinner, but is normally to
b.°ty °ught about through the sacraments of the church. This is

atholics interpret those commissions of our Lord, first to

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300008260 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0269359300008260


150 THE LIFE OF THE SPIRIT

St Peter, 'whatsoever thou shalt bind upon earth, it shall be
bound also in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose upon
earth, it shall be loosed also in heaven' (Matt. 16, 19), and then to
all the apostles: 'Receive ye the Holy Ghost: whose sins you sh*"
forgive, they are forgiven them: and whose sins you shall retail
they are retained' (John 20, 23). It is God's will that what is done
in heaven should happen because of what is done on earth by the

Church. Protestants have of course denied that these passages reier

to post-baptismal sin, and it must be admitted that there is litt»
evidence before the third century to show how the Churw1

worked out the full implication of our Lord's words. But my
articles have no apologetic purpose, and I shall be content to
explain the Catholic interpretation of those words.

First, then, forgiveness comes through the Church. For all s<̂ '
however private it may be, is sin against the Church. Indeed Jt

was only comparatively late in the history of the old Israel tha".
individual responsibility for sin came to be realized. The sin °
Achan, to take a single example, was the direct cause of the defea

at Hai (Josue 7), so close were the bonds that tied together pers°n

and nation. Only in the later prophets do we find emphasis p11

personal responsibility: 'The soul that sinneth, the same shall oiej
the son shall not bear the iniquity of the father, and the father sh^
not bear the iniquity of the son' (Ezekiel 18, 20). But the tensi°n

between the personal and the collective remains. It is difficult t°
decide whether the.penitential psalms, for instance, are the praye

of a single man or of the nation: do the messianic prophecies rete

to the people or their leader? Both, we must say finally, with the*
fulfilment in Christ. It is the same in the New Testament; 'By c"e

disobedience of one man, many were made sinners' (Roifl« ' '
19), is typical Hebraic thought. What was true of'Israel after the

flesh' remained true of the new people of God bound together
Christ by the ties of love. If we are indeed members of his bow'
how can our sin fail to affect every other member? St Paul g*v

that as the reason for moral teaching: 'Speak ye the truth, eve",
man with his neighbour. For we are members one of anothe

(Eph. 4, 25). Here, as always, a correct theology will have
effect on the sacramental life of ordinary Christians. We ^ -
live as members one of another, first in our own family, then
work, at our clubs, in the numberless other groupings that v>t
represent the body of Christ, the communion of all the faitht
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r neighbours, who include our enemies, have been given us as
e means of loving Christ himself. So in seeking pardon for the

We have committed, we are to discover them not merely by
parison with the prohibitions of the law, as so many vainly

' l? "°> but by seeing how we have fallen short of the love
55 y Christ. In what ways have we caused the whole body

sutler by loosening the ties that bind us to it? At once we shall
•wi vfe °U r s e^ l s n n e s s . o u r envy, our divisions and discords, our
1 . ° avoid difficulties at all costs; and our confessions will

gm to advance beyond the standard omissions of night and
} m Prayers. One of the great themes of St John's gospel

m °U t e sPe c^a% m chapters 7-10) is that Christ brings judg-
1 ? ' ' t o the world simply by his presence in it, the standard by

• °h a^ else is measured: 'This is the judgment: because the light
li I1°'1/e m t 0 ^ i e w o r ^ a n ^ m e n loved darkness rather than the
J* t (Jolltl 3) I£)^ j t j s thr 0 Ugh i1ini) p r e s e n t i n his Church, that

Know we are sinners, and through him that we are restored
t 0 grace.

m
 U forgiveness for sin comes then through the Church. The

vin
 e r t O r n from the body cannot live, the branch cut from the

co ^•Ca.nnot bear fruit. It is for this reason that when we go to
ativ eSS1On t r i e priest gives two absolutions, the first one removing

/ penalty of excommunication which may have been incurred.
Ch S ? c a n n o t be absolved so long as we are cut off from the
acti ' disciplinary measures. It is absolved by the divine

^ k ^°^ ^a s willed t n a t ^ should be done through the
^ty of our Lord's human nature and through his body

also -n ^ n ^ n o w there is a second point to be made. God has
iIlst ^ e d that it should be brought about by means of the further
atej

 Urneritality of a sacrament. This, as I have said, is not immedi-
tyjj/ (~ear from the words of scripture, yet surely it is in keeping

C ̂ earn there of God's dealings with men. He could have
Us in many ways, but he chose to do so by taking human

deri a n u m a n death, and from this first sacrament all the rest
tj^ ' , ney are the means by which our Lord comes to every
bar)*: ° C3eueves in his name. Our Christian life begins with

itk
 tn> a n ^ ^s ^a uy renewed in the eucharist. In these two,Witk ^ y n

0nCe
 u t ^estion, scripture shows us a sacramental life, by which

atld wfk • r a ^ ' an<^ y e t d a u y > w e are brought the cross of Christ,
t n U his new and risen life in the spirit: 'You are dead, and
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your life is hid with Christ in God' (Col. 3, 3). There is hardly a
chapter of St John or St Paul which docs not have its sacramental
reference. For this is an interim life we arc leading, between the
first coming and the return, with the Spirit still only a pledge o»
future glory (Eph. 1, 13), and a time will come when Christ is
no longer mediated to us through signs: but until then he is ours
really indeed, yet in figure only.

In this way we live in the Spirit with Christ, and should ^ e

destroy that life by sin, it is fittingly through sacramental meaî
that God restores it. By the words of absolution spoken over 2
penitent he is turned away from sin. Yet even Catholics some'
times seem anxious to escape the implications of this statement
One reads, for example, in popular explanations of the sacrament
that perfect contrition, which is sorrow for sin informed by
charity, justifies the sinner without the need for any sacrament, s°
that the obligation to confess becomes a rather pointless ecclesias'
tical regulation. The suggestion is that the sacrament is oW
essential for those rather second-rate people who cannot manage

more than natural sorrow for sin ('attrition'). But this is certain*;
not the teaching of the Church at Trent. 1 Contrition, says the

council, is a pure gift of God, given through sacramental meanSl

Sometimes indeed it is given to the penitent before he a c r y
goes to the sacrament, as soon as he forms the intention of
sometimes not until the moment of absolution: but that is a ve1)
different distinction from the one given in the popular books>

The point of time at which contrition occurs depends on whethe
obstacles are put to the action of the Holy Spirit, but contritio11

itself, according to true theology, is always a sacramental graC '
not a psychological condition which the penitent must strive t
achieve—and then go smugly to confession in order to fulfil tb
law. The other interpretation not only makes the theology ot *
sacrament unintelligible, it leads to practical difficulties, es]?cC 1
in those inclined to be scrupulous. How often people
themselves unnecessarily because they do not seem to feel
contrite. They forget that because contrition involves the tf
of charity it is not a thing within their power to achieve: it f
pure gift of God, which they can refuse, but not demand. "Th1*

1 Denzinger No. 898. In the following discussion I assume that the bond with the
has been broken by mortal sin. Venial sin, where the virtue of charity has not beetl

can be healed by other means.
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parity', s a y s St John, 'not as though we had loved God, but
ecause he hath first loved us' (1 John 4, 10). Nor can we expect
•* . Su"t and sorrow, discovering it by some process of intro-

spection before we are in a fit state to repent our sins. What is
ential is a rational judgment that we have sinned, and the desire

• , a t sacrament in which God gives the grace to return to him
°ve. In this desire lies the basis of sorrow. Emotional sorrow
y be present in consequence (sometimes there is too much),
it is not demanded of us. Nor does a penitent need to engage

t
U ™at equally fruitless struggle to 'purify his intentions' from all
1 c e °* self-interest: let him do what he can and trust in the means

the Church provides him. There is a streak of Pelagianism
t _ l ng through much popular instruction, at least in this coun-

y, We are unwilling to admit that there are things we must
? w God to do for us because they are not within our power.

can best summarize what I have been saying about the relation
in O I a t n t*o n t o confession by quoting the words of St Thomas

°ne of his questions de quolibet2. He first points out that sacra-
j s operate in a quite different way from natural causes, since
(h a C t ° n u s fr°m t n e moment we promise to receive them
, e them in voto). After a comparison with baptism of desire,
wli 0 1 | t l n u e s 'A person receives the full effect of the sacrament
as

 e n " e is actually absolved, but its power acts to remit his sins
o£ o t l as he makes the promise to go to confession'. It is assumed
cjj. ° U r s e that the intention to confess is a genuine one, though
bei n a 5 t a n c e s (as in the case of the dying) might prevent its ever
c 8. ™filled. But whether we have been given the grace of
sac before going to the sacrament or not, it is always the
sin 3 ^ wh*ch produces contrition, and causes the remission of
(or *s n o t t o i m ply t n a t grace is limited to the sacramental

*at t h " ^ ° f t e n C a U e d > t h e <v i s ib l e>) Church. W e do not doubt
Sac

 s e who through no fault of their own are deprived of the
r e v ^ j n t s nevertheless receive grace from God, but he has not
a^n the manner in which this happens. Yet even in this
Q , U ^ a l case it seems likely that grace comes through the visible
p a g °f Christ, so that for example the justification of the good
^ • > given without baptism, would still be a baptismal grace.

* "" 'he'te ' ° ^ e ^"mma Theologica breaks off before reaching this question.
r r m i n o ' o ^ y introduced in the previous article, interior repentance is the res et

d b h l i h h
r a » i e « / ^ y oduced in the p v u s t c , p

•he rM , Un> Produced by the external actions, sacramentum tantum; together they cause
mt"»i, remission of sin. S.T. 3, 84. 1 ad. 3.
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They are right then who insist that the most important element
in the remission of sins is, from the human point of view, true
penitence or contrition. But I have tried to show that contrition
cannot be separated from sacramental absolution, because gr^e

is given through the visible body of Christ. The argument depend
on that characteristic property of a sacrament of being both with111

and yet outside time. Sacraments have their effect on the ChrisO*"
here and now, yet look back to the cross and forward to tbe

second coming. More particularly, penance looks back to tB
moment when we are sorry for our sin: but it also looks forwaf
to the moment when new temptations will be felt. That is tn
sacramental meaning of the 'firm purpose of amendment'
is required of us. Once again this is no mere psychological
it belongs to the grace of the sacrament, which does not
give remission of those sins we confess, but if we are prone t
commit them, gives us the strength to resist temptation during
the time to come. The sacrament of penance must never be though
of as an isolated activity, confined to a few minutes on Saturo*/
night: like the other sacraments, it is a part of that life in Ch^
which is the pledge of our future inheritance. Understood in ®.
way, Catholics may possibly begin to find it a lighter burden,aI1

an easier yoke.

COUNSEL IN CONFESSION

DOMINIC SIRE, O.P.

THERE is always a danger that emphasis on the prim* >
effect or purpose of any one of the seven Sacraments fl1 J
obscure our vision of secondary effects and purposes-

is only natural that we should think of a Sacrament in relation
its principal effect, but we must never lose sight of the comp*e

i i h h h h l f h hd UIIp g
picture. It is as though we thought only of the head in a |J
body and forgot the unobtrusive little finger or toe. Yet s n°^j
we lose a little toe we suddenly become aware of being thro
out of balance. If a more important limb—none the less second
—suffers grave damage we notice it still more. In spite of the * j
that we adjust ourselves strangely quickly, we do remain cripP
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