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“I’m excited about being confirmed and receiving first Eucharist at Easter. But, I’m really looking forward to my first confession.” Archbishop Tim Dolan of Milwaukee was startled by these words from a man in his cathedral waiting to be received into full communion with the Catholic Church. 

“That’s one of the reasons I want to be a Catholic,” the man continued. “I’ve been weighed down by my sins for a long time, and I really look forward to confessing them and being assured of God’s forgiveness.”

The Archbishop’s reaction: “I almost said, You sure won’t have to stand in line long. Maybe he could teach all the rest of us lifelong Catholics about the beauty and power of a sacrament we don’t seem to need anymore.”

If the Sacrament of Penance is a key indicator of Catholic seriousness about living a truly spiritual life, then the Church in the UK is in deep crisis. My estimate, for what it’s worth, is that perhaps one half of all practising Catholics occasionally frequent the Sacrament, many of them only at the Lent and Advent communal reconciliation services.
In our deanery we carefully follow Rite II – that is, a liturgy of the word, homily, short examination of conscience and then private confession to one of the priests present and private absolution.

It is no secret that elsewhere clergy continue to give “General Absolution” at such penance services, without any individual confession of sins to a priest. This procedure was included in the Ritual as Rite III, but only intended for emergency situations. The very fact that it appeared there, along with Rite I (individual confession) and Rite II (communal service of reconciliation with individual confession and absolution), tempted many priests to try it out.

Thirty years ago, the impression was given that personal confession was on the way out, to be completely replaced by general absolution services. Theologians such as Richard McBrien in the USA and Kevin Kelly in England still encourage this idea. 
However Canon Law clearly states:

 “General absolution, without prior individual confession, cannot be given to a number of penitents together, unless:

1.  danger of death threatens, and there is not time for the priest or priests to hear the confessions of the individual penitents;

2.  there exists a grave necessity, that is, given the number of penitents, there are not enough confessors available properly to hear the individual confessions within an appropriate time, so that without fault of their own, the penitents are deprived of the sacramental grace or of holy communion for a lengthy period of time.[over 30 days] 
A sufficient necessity is not, however, considered to exist when confessors cannot be available merely because of a great gathering of penitents, such as can occur on some major feast day or pilgrimage.” (Canon 961)

The Council of Trent solemnly taught that for full and perfect forgiveness of sins, three acts are required from the penitent as parts of the sacrament: contrition, confession and satisfaction. Absolution is given by the priest, who acts as judge. It is necessary by divine law to confess to a priest each and every mortal sin and any circumstances that alter the gravity of sins as remembered after a careful examination of conscience (cf. Sess.XIV, DS 1704-09).
Way back in 1978, Pope Paul VI, had already said: “In the life of the Church general absolution is not to be used as a normal pastoral option, or as a means of confronting any difficult pastoral situation … Other works, for lack of time, may have to be postponed or even abandoned, but not the Confessional.”  

In December 1983, Pope John Paul II warned that “The abuse of general absolutions contrary to the regulations of the Church as clearly stated in the new Code of Canon Law is really a violation of the dignity of the Sacrament of Penance … Does not the personal and secret sense of sin require as a consequence the same secret and discreet form, the individually adapted and personalised form of individual confession?” He added, “It is not acceptable to contrive or to allow the contrivance of situations of apparent grave necessity.”
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, presenting the Papal document Misericordia Dei in 2002,  pointed out that duty to personally confess one's grave sins was instituted by Christ himself, “and even obligates the pope.” 
“It is not within the power of the Church to substitute personal confession with general absolution," he said. The incorrect use of general absolution was partly to blame for the general crisis facing the sacrament today. This “abuse …has contributed to the progressive disappearance of this sacrament (of Penance) in certain parts of the Church.”
I know kind pastors who sometimes illegally give general absolution out of a sense of pastoral concern, to make it easier for those estranged from the church to return to the Sacraments. Or sometimes because they have been browbeaten by uppity parishioners “Well, Father, when is our General Absolution service. Fr X always used to have one so why won’t you?” Or misled and undermined by dissident theologians and bishops.

When I was in a large hospital parish in Liverpool, my fellow curate was once reported to the bishop for refusing to give a particular family the General Absolution they demanded at a relative’s funeral. Their own parish priest, Mgr Canon X, gave General Absolution at every funeral. They accused my colleague of being “hard and unfeeling.” On the contrary he was a warm and affable person. He offered to hear confessions in church the evening before the funeral. He sat in the box for an hour and nobody came. 
Priests who break the rules undermine their brothers in the priesthood and spread mistrust. They also confirm people in their sins. Friends of mine attended a funeral at the said Church which was notorious for its General Absolutions.

The customary General Absolution was given at the beginning of Mass. There was no mention of a firm purpose of amendment or of the penitents’ duty to confess mortal sins individually to a priest as soon as possible afterwards. One young man, a relative, who never went to church and cohabited with his girlfriend, went up to receive Holy Communion. 

Afterwards they asked this young man if he was now going to put things right vis-à-vis his girlfriend and also start attending Mass regularly. The reply: “No way. Why should I? The priest said it was all right.”

General Absolutions may appear popular in the short term, but they have not produced any lasting renewal – indeed, I fear, the opposite.

It is spiritually very dangerous to tinker with the Sacrament of Penance. Let us remind ourselves of Christ’s words in John 20:21: “He whose sins you do forgive, they are forgiven; whose sins you do retain, they are retained.” Bestowing the power to forgive sins, Jesus evidently expected to Apostles to know what those sins were. Otherwise how could they decide whether to “forgive” or to “retain” them? This requires a personal admission of wrongdoing by the penitent.

The forgiveness of sin is about avoiding eternal damnation and being granted eternal life: “Whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven.” There is nothing more important in the Church’s mission.
To mislead people into not repenting, but continuing in their sins, is to allow them to go towards damnation. If General Absolution is motivated by priestly laziness and an unwillingness to listen to each person’s trials and struggles, or a reluctance to relieve them personally of the burden of sin in the individual sacrament of mercy, it is reprehensible. 
General Absolution avoids all personal encounter. It is a magical “ex opere operato” waving of hands over the masses. It embodies a cavalier attitude towards individual souls.
More seriously, it is often invalid. General Absolution may seriously mislead people about their spiritual state. Why? Firstly, the priest hasn’t got faculties to absolve in this way. Secondly, for validity, the penitent has to intend to confess individual mortal sins as soon as possible to a priest afterwards. Without this intention, and a firm purpose of amendment, the absolution is invalid.

The conditions for General Absolution, says Rome, simply do not exist in the UK, and individual bishops have no power to permit it except when large-scale disaster threatens.

In 1977 when the Three Mile Island nuclear reactor at Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, almost blew up, General Absolution was permitted in the neighbouring area at risk of radiation poisoning. Similarly on 9/11, as people escaped from the collapsing World Trade Centre, priests present correctly gave General Absolution.

The Archbishop of Pamplona in Spain recently warned his clergy that giving General Absolution constitutes “grave disobedience, deceives the faithful, and wounds ecclesial communion.”
Lay Catholics are well advised to stay away from any illegal General Absolution services in their parishes. They may report them both to Rome and to the local bishop, because each diocesan bishop now has to submit an annual report to Rome on any instances where GA has been imparted in his diocese. 
“The Sacrament of Penance is:

a gift, not a burden;

a blessing, not a curse;

a joy, not a drag” (Archbishop Dolan)

