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INTRODUCTION

1. PENANCE AS A VIRTUE, OR REPENTANCE.

Before the institution of the Sacrament of Pen
ance the only means by which an adult sinner
could become reconciled to God, was the virtue
of penance (vir/us poenitentiae) J £. c. perfect
contrition coupled with a firm purpose of amend
ment. I Even to-day this remains the only means
of justification for those who live in good faith
outside the Church.

a) That penance, in the sense of penitence or repent
ance, is a distinct virtue is not admitted by all theologians.
Alexander of Hales defines penance as the sum-total of all
those virtues violated by sin. Durandtls classes it as a
part of distributive justice. Cardinal Cajetan subordi
nates it to the three virtues of charity, religion, and re
tributive justice. \Ve hold that penitence is a distinct
virtue for the reason that it has its own formal object.
This formal object lies in the fact that sin is an offense
against God, expiable by contrition and satisfac
tion.

That penitence can be called forth by other virtues
does not argue that it is not an independent virtue,
any more than obedience, which all admit to be a virtue,

1 Cfr. Ez. XVIII, 30;" Cor. VII, 9.
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can be proved not to be one merely because it can be dic
tated by higher motives.

As a moral virtue, penitence is rooted in the will.
Contrition and the resolve to avoid sin are acts of the
will.

Penitence need not be accompanied by a sensible feel
ing of regret, because the hwnan emotions are not en
tirely subject to the will.

b) The material object of penance is as wide as the
range of its formal object. Since the latter produces
contrition and a purpose of amendment, the material ob
ject of penance comprises everything that falls within the
range of these hvo acts of the will.

The virtue of penance is directed partly to the sins of
the past and partly to those of the future. In regard to
the former the penitent sinner says: H I wish I had not
committed them." This is contrition. In regard to the
latter he says: "I will not commit them." This is the
purpose of amendment. It is easy to see that there is a
real connection between the two. They are related to
each other as cause and effect. The purpose of amend
ment presupposes contrition for one's past sins, whereas
contrition would not only undo the sins of the past, if it
could, but likewise prevent the commission of new ones in
the future. A change of life demands both a terminus a
quo and a terminus ad quem. The terminus a quo in the
case of penitence is sin; the terminus ad quem is amend
ment.:!

It follows that onc can do penance only for one's own
sins. The angels could not do penance for the sins of
men. Contrition can cover only personal sins. We may

:! Potltitcntia b derived from ~f1'(U'Ofi~.;. t'. to change one:_
pOtnittTt (poma, pun;u,); it, mind, to repent.
Greek equivalent i, JUT/1/1ola, from
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view the misdeeds of others with disfa"{'or but we cannot
feel contrition or do penance for them. For a similar
reason it is impossible to do penance for original sin,
which is in no w'ise personaP

2. RELATION OF PENANCE AS A VIRTUE TO

THE SACRAMENT OF PENANCE.-The virtue of
penance, far from becoming superfluous by the
institution of the Sacrament of Penance, really
is the very heart of that Sacrament. Christ, by
adding the sacramental opus operatum, merely
increased the efficacy of repentance.

The Sacrament of Penance is inconceivable without the
virtue of repentance.

Penance is usually defined as "a Sacrament in which
the priest, in the place of God, forgives sins, when the
sinner is heartily sorry for them, sincerely confesses
them, and is willing to perfonn the satisfaction imposed
on him." This definition is based on the dogmatic teach
ing of the Council of Trent.·

The fact that the three acts required of the penitent,
vi:::.: contrition, confession, and satisfaction, form es
sential clements of this definition, shows that the virtue
of penance constitutes the essence of the Sacrament.

The definition we have given furnishes an ex
cellent basis for a division of our treatise into
three parts:

s Cfr. Pohle·Preuss, God tht Au.
thor of NIJI"rt and tht S"ptrnat·
ural, 2nd ed., pp. "32 sqq., St. Loui.
1915.- On the virtue of pen;loce
.ee St. Thomas, Summa Thtal., 3R,
quo 85; P,dmieri, Dt Pon/ltlltM,

the,. 1-7, Rome 1879; De Lugo,
Dt Poenitentiat Virtut" (a very ex·
haustive treatise).

"Conc. Trw., See. XIV, eap. I-{ll
ean. I-IS.
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1. The Power of the Church to Forgive Sins;
II. Penance as a Sacrament;
III. The Three Acts of the Penitent: Contri

tion, Confession, and Satisfaction.

GENEHAL READINGS:-St. Thomas, SUUlma Tlleol., Ja, quo 8..\
90; SupPlementum, quo I-20, and the commentators.- Bellarmine,
De Poenitentia.- Billuart, De POCllitmtia.- On the teaching of the
schismatic Greek Church see C. Rhallis. Ihpl TWI' P,V"TrJP[W/, TijS
"'~Ta"olM /Cal TOU ~6XfAalo1!. Athens 1:105.

Gr. Rosignoli, De Sacramellto Poenitentiae et Extremae Unc
tianis, Milan 1706.- Collet, Tract. de Poenitentia (Migne, Theal.
Curs. CompIct., Vol. XXII).- J. ]. Endres, Dos Sakrument dey
Busse, I847.-Dens, De Sacramento Poe/litentiae, 2 vats., May
ellee r862.-*Palmieri, S.]., De Poenitentia, Rome 1879.- 1. B.
Becamel, Tract. De Virtute et Sacramento Poenitentiae, Paris
1887.-*De San, S.]., Tract. de Poenitentia, Bruges 1901.-M. J.
O'Donnell, PenanCe in the Early Church, With a Short Sketch
of Subsequent Development, Dublin 1907.- S. J. Hunter, S.]..
Outlines of Dogmatic Theology, Vol. III, pp. 297-358.- Wilhelm
and Scannell, A Manual of Catholic Theology, Vol. II, pp. 464
48-1., 2nd ed., London 190I.-E. ]. Hanna, art. "Penance," in the
Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. XI, pp. 6r8--635.



PART I
THE POWER OF THE CHURCH TO

FORGIVE SINS

Before treating of Penance as a Sacrament
we must show, (I) That the Catholic Church has
the power to forgive sins, (2) In what this power
consists, aud (3) What are its attributes.

CHAPTER I

THE CATHOLIC CHURCH HAS TIlE POWER TO

FORGIVE 51 NS

That the Catholic Church has the power to
forgive sins can be demonstrated from Sacred
Scripture and Tradition. The Tridentine Coun
cil bases its argument H principally" on the Gos
pel of St. John, Ch. XX, v. 20 sqq., thus intimat
ing that there are other Scriptural texts from
which the thesis can be proved. Such additional
texts are Matth. XVI, 19 and XVIII, 18. They
contain our Lord's promise to impart to His
Apostles the power of forgiving sins. The
actual bestowal of this power is recorded in John
XX, 20 sqq.

5



SECTION I

PROOF FROM SACRED SCRIPTURE

ARTICLE I

THE PROMISE

1. THE TExTs.-In the Gospel of St. Matthew
Christ promises to grant His Church the power of
forgiving sins. He makes this promise first to
St. Peter alone (Matth. XVI, 19) and later to
all the Apostles (Matth. XVIII, 18).

In the latter passage the Apostles are promised
the power of binding and loosing (potestas ligandi
et so/vendi), which virtually comprises that of
forgiving sins.

St. Peter, in the former passage, is told that he.
is to receive the keys of the kingdom of heaven
(potestas clavi"",), which is evidently a more
comprehensive power even than that of forgiving
sms.

After assuring St. Peter that he is the rock
upon which the Church will be built, our Divine
Saviour continues (Matth. XVI, 19): "And I
will give to thee the keys of the kingdom of

6
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heaven (c/aves regni cee/arum, 'Ta~ K;\(i~ Tij<; (3a.uihla'i

TWV ovpavWv). And whatsoever thou shalt bind
(quodcunque ligaveris'J a lav 8~) upon earth, it
shall be bound also in heaven: and whatsoever
thou shalt loose (quodcunque solveris) () tal' >.V~)
upon earth, it shall be loosed also in heaven."

Upon a later occasion Christ said to all His
Apostles together (Matth. XVIII, 18): "Amen,
I say to you, whatsoever you shall bind (qllae
CWtqllC alligaveritis, Qua wv 81mJTf) upon earth, shall
be bound also in heaven; and whatsoever you shall
loose (quaecunquc solveritisJ DUO. (aV A.vO"TJT() upon
earth, shall be loosed also in heaven."

Though these two texts are almost identical in terms,
there is a vast difference between them. The power to
bind and loose bestowed upon all the Apostles is not
commensurate with the power of the keys conferred upon
St. Peter alone. The power of the keys includes the
primacy of the Holy See. However, this aspect of the
matter does not concern us here. It belongs to funda
mental theology or apologetics. We have simply to show
that the power of forgiving sins is included in both texts.

The future tense of the verbs employed proves that we
are dealing with a promise.

2. TIlE POWER OF TIlE KEYS CONFERRED ON

ST. PETER INCLUDES TIlE POWER TO FORGIVE

SINs.-What did our Lord mean when He prom
ised St. Peter that He would give him "the keys
of the kingdom of heaven"? Evidently He
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meant that He would make him the head of His
Church, with full power to govern all who be
long to it.

In the twenty-second chapter of Isaias the prophet
laments the devastation of luda. Foretelling the depriva
tion of Sobua and the substitution of Eliacim, a figure
of Christ, he says: "I will drive thee [Sobnal out from
thy station, and depose thee from thy ministry. And it
shall come to pass in that day, that I will call my servant
Eliacim, the son of Heleias, and I will clothe him with
thy robe, and will strengthen him with thy girdle, and
will give thy power into his hand: and he shall be as a
father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and to the house
of luda. And I will lay the key of the house of David
upon his shoulder: and he shall open, and none shall
shut: and he shall shut, and none shall open." 1

From this and similar texts it follows that the power
of the keys in Biblical parlance means supreme power
of legislation as well as jurisdiction.

Therefore, in giving to St. Peter "the keys of
the kingdom of heaven," Christ gave him supreme
power to govern the Church, to admit into and
exclude from it, to make and execute laws, to
impose and remit penalties, in a word, the pleni
tude of jurisdiction over His fellow Apostles
and all the faithful.' Whatever Peter does in his
capacity of supreme bearer of the keys (claviger)
God will ratify. So comprehensive a power

lIs. XXII, 19 8qq.- Cfr. Job 2 Cfr. Palmieri, D~ Romano Pon-
XII, 1<4. tificl, 2nd ed., Rome 1891.
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must necessarily include the faculty of forgiving
sins. St. Peter has all the keys, not only one or
two. Now, there is nothing that so effec
tively excludes men from the kingdom of heaven
as sin. If Peter lacked the power of forgiving
sins, he would not possess all the keys to the king
dom of heaven, because he could not bind or
loose, open or shut unconditionally, and God
would not ratify all his official acts, and conse
quently the words of Christ would be untrue.
Since the power of forgiving sins must be co
terminous with the primacy, bestowed upon St.
Peter in the same passage, it follows tha1 his
successors, i. e. the Roman pontiffs, possess the
power of forgiving sins in the Church.

3. THE POWER OF BINDING AND LOOSING CON
FERRED ON THE ApOSTLES SIGNIFIES TIlE FOR

GIVENESS OF SINs.-To bind and to loose are fig
urative terms, just as "opening" and "shutting"
in the text we have quoted from Isaias. Now
what did our Lord mean when He gave to His
Apostles the power of binding and loosing?
That the phrase cannot refer to physical bonds is
plain from the context. Hence the power be
stowed must be spiritual or moral.

a) In the moral sphere there is a threefold lxmd that
permits of binding or loosing:

(I) The bond of the law (villwluln legis) ;
(2) The bond of sin (vz:lIculu11t peccati);
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(3) The bond of punishment (vinculum pocnae).
From the physical analogy implied we may and must

infer that to bind in moral matters signifies to conunand
or forbid (ligare=prohibere); whereas to loose means
to allow or permit (solvere= permittere).

In regard to sin, therefore, to bind must mean to with
hold absolution or forgiveness; to loose, to grant for
giveness.

The same holds good, analogously, in regard to the
bond of punishment. To bind, in this sense, evidently
signifies to condemn; to loose, to remit the penalty.

Now the grant of power made by our Lord
to His Apostles is nnlimited: "quodcltnque (~w'),

quaecunquc (Qua Uv)." Consequently, the prom
ise made to them in the texts quoted above from
51. Matthew must comprise the power to forgive
sins, as this is but a part of the whole. This
power was not a personal privilege, destined to
cease with the death of the Apostles, but it was
granted to them in their official capacity and hence
intended as a permanent institution in the
Church. Consequently, the Church must have
the power to forgive sins, and when she binds or
looses, her acts are ratified by God.

b) Protestants contend that this power can be exercised
only in foro extern07 but is utterly ineffective in the court
of conscience (in foro interno). This is an untenable
assertion. \Ve have Christ's assurance that God ratifies
the decisions of His earthly representatives; what else can
this mean than that He forgives when they forgive and
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that He retains when, for grave reasons, they withhold
absolution? \Vere He to" bind," i. e. to refuse forgive
ness in any case in which His Church on earth had
"loosed," i. e. given absolution, our Lord's promise in the
Gospel of St. Matthew would be false,- an impossible
assumption.

Impressed by the force of this argument, some Protes
tant controversialists deny that the texts under consider
ation have any reference to sin at all. But this is doing
violence to the context. A glance at :Matth. XVIII
shows that the argument of our Saviour's discourse runs
as follows: If thy brother who has offended thee re
fuses to listen to fraternal correction, bring the matter
before the church authorities. They have the power of
binding and loosing, of expelling sinners and readmitting
them to the communion of the faithful, and whatever deci
sion they make, shall be ratified in heaven. It follows
that not only has the Church the power to forgive and
retain sins, but the sins with which this power is con
cerned are those committed after Baptism. Therefore
the power to forgive sin is not simply the power to bap
tize. Unbaptized persons cannot be expelled from the
Church for the simple reason that they are not mem
bers of it.

ARTICLE 2

THE GRANT

The promise recorded in St. Matthew's Gospel
was fulfilled by our Divine Lord when, after His
Resurrection, He miraculously appeared in the
midst of His Apostles, breathed upon them, and
said: "Receive ye the Holy Ghost. Whose sins
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you shaH forgive, they are forgiven them; and
whose sins you shall retain, they are retained."

This important text, which has been rightly
caHed the Magna Carta of the Church's pre
rogative of forgiving sins, is found in John XX,
22 and 23. It reads as foHows in the original
Greek: Ail.(3€T£ 7!"l'cVj«t <tyWl" .'Av 7"U'CI.IV Q.p~T£ T!~~ uJUtpTla<:,

(upf£vTat u:hoi"s' av 7t)'wv Kpariju., KfXpuT7JVTat. The Vulgate
renders the passage as foHows: "Aceipite Spiri
tum sanctum: Quorum rel1liserit£s peceata, remit
tmltuy eis: et quorum retillueritis, retenta SU1lt."

The power thus conferred by Christ upon His Apostles
(I) refers to sins; (2) is not limited to the declaration,
" God pardons you," but implies actual forgiveness; (3)
is distinct from the power of baptizing; and (4) was
to be transmitted from the Apostles to their successors
and to be exercised as long as there are sinners in the
Church, which means to the end of time.

I. THE POWER CONFERRED BY CHRIST UPON

HIS ApOSTLES ApPLIES TO SIN.-The word "sin"
(peeeaturn) is used in Holy Scripture in four dif
ferent meanings: (a) the guilt accruing to sin in
the eyes of God, (b) the punishment due to evil
deeds, (c) concupiscence, and (d) a sin-offering.
In John XX, 23, it is used in the first of these
meanings.

a) \\Then our Lord said to His Apostles: " Whose
sins you shall forgive, they are forgiven," etc., He cannot
possibly have meant "sin offerings" (sacrificia pro
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peccato). This is evident from the text itself. A sin
offering could not be "forgiven," much less could it
be "retained." Moreover, Christ definitively abolished
the sin-offerings of the Old Testament, and there would
be no sense in His mentioning them in connection with
His future Church.

b) The term" sins" in John XX, 23, cannot signify
concupiscence (fomes peccati, concupiscentia). It is
true, St. Paul in his Epistle to the Romans 1 calls con
cupiscence " sin," inasmuch, namely, as "it is of sin and
inclines to sin.":l But here the term is used in the plural,
and, moreover, concupiscence never leaves man in this life
but remains with him even in the state of sanctifying
grace, and consequently is not H remitted."

c) But may not the term mean punishments due to sin?
Guilt and punishment are correlative terms, and punish
ment can be forgiven or retained in much the same way
as guilt. This interpretation is not to be rejected offhand.
But we maintain that it must not be applied to our text
in a one-sided way and exclusively. \Ve prove this by
the following trilemma. Our Lord's words apply to
the mere guilt of sin (reatus culpae), or to the pun
ishment due thereto (reatus poenae) , or to both guilt and
punishment. If they apply to mere guilt, there is ques
tion of genuine sins. If they apply t6 both, the same is
true. If, however, they apply to the reatus poenae, it
must mean either eternal punishment or temporal pnn
ishment. If it means eternal punishment" the nature of
things demands that there be a true remission of mortal
sin, for eternal punishment and mortal sin are reciprocal
notions. Hence to admit that onr Lord gave His Apos-

1 Rom. VII, 7 ll<'J.q. thor of Natlln and till Supefflaillral.
:l Cfr. Cone. Trid., SelS. V, can. p. "45.

5.- See Pohle·Preu!•• Gild the Au-
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tIes the power to remit eternal punishment is tantamount
to admitting that He gave them the power to forgive
mortal sins. The case is different if .. sin" be understood
as meaning the temporal punishment of wrongdoing.
In that case the power to forgive sins could not be
proved from John XX, 23. But this interpretation is
inadmissible. The Apostles received a twofold power
with regard to 'f sins,"-to forgive them or to retain
them, and if they found it prudent to retain them, to re
tain them as long as they deemed it necessary. possibly
for ever; for Christ's words are general and unlimited:
"Whose sins you shall retain, they are retained (retenta
sunt)." Now temporal punishments by their very na
ture cannot be retained for ever, else they would become
eternal, and hence it is evident that the word" sins" in
the Johannine text must be taken in its ordinary and plain
acceptation.

d) The interpretation we have given derives
great plausibility from the solemn manner in
which our Saviour conferred this prerogative
upon His Apostles. He said: "As the Father
hath sent me, I also send you." Then He
"breathed on them," and continued: "Receive ye
the Holy Ghost. Whose sins you shall forgive.
they are forgiven them; and whose sins you shall
retain, they are retained.H

S This solemn proce
dure would hardly be intelligible unless He
wished to grant the Apostles power to forgive
mortal sins.

• Cfr. John XX, 21 ..:j,q.
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Moreover, there is the analogy behveen His own mis
sion and that of the Apostles, expressed in the phrase:
"As the Father hath sent me, I also send you." For
what purpose had the Father sent Him? To forgive sins
and thereby enable men to reach Heaven. Thus He spoke
to the palsied man: .. Be of good heart, son, thy sins are
forgiven thee." 4. And when some of the scribes thought
in their hearts, "\Vhy doth this man speak thus? He
blasphemeth; who can forgive sins, but God only?" ~

Christ, knowing their thoughts, declared. "That you
may know that the Son of man hath power on earth to
forgive sins, (he saith to the sick of the palsy,) ...
Arise, take up thy bed, and go into thy·house." IS It was
this pO\vcr which He conferred upon His Apostles.7

2. THE POWER TO FORGIVE SINS IMPLIES

TRUE FORGIVENESS BY GOD.-To forgive sins
is more than merely to declare or announce that
they are forgiven.

a) It is evident from the context that our
Lord sent His Apostles to fOIgive sins in the
same sense in which He Himself had been sent
by His Heavenly Father. He forgave grievous
sins in foro inferno; hence His Apostles must
have the same power.

The validity of this conclusion is not impaired by the
fact that the power to forgive sins differs as exercised by
God, by Christ, and by His ministers. In God it is a

"~btth. IX, .2: "Co"fld, fili,
r'mitf""t",. Jibi ptcCl'la till' (dg,lu
'TOol 0"01 o.! dp.o.prl,u)."

I lurk II, 7 ''1'1.

GMark II, 10, II.

7 That He did not mean original
.in, i••hawn infra, No. J.
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potestas Guctoritatis, in the Godman, a totestas ministerii.
The meaning of these terms is explained in our treatise
on the Sacraments in General.s Though the power be
stowed upon the Apostles was intrinsically inferior to
that exercised by Christ (being derived from Him, con
ditional and dependent), it is nevertheless real and ade
quate.

b) According to the Greek.text the forgiveness
of sins by God is so intimately conditioned upon
the exercise of the Apostolic power that
the former immediately follows the latter:
HaV TWWV a¢~TfJ ci.¢[f.vraf.-si remiseritis, remittuntur."
Conversely, where there is no exercise of that
power, there is no forgiveness of sins (retenta
SI/III), and hence this conditional relation is truly
causal. The power of the Apostles is not limited
to a mere announcement of the fact that God has
pardoned the sinner; it actually signifies and ef
fects forgiveness.

This interpretation is in perfect confonnity with the
nature of the New Testament, which is infinitely superior
to the Ancient Covenant. While the latter with its cere
moniallaws could effect no more than a legal sanctification
of the flesh,ll the former really and truly sanctifies the
soul by the infusion of grace. Hence, wherever in the
New Testament there is question of the forgiveness of
sins, it must mean a true forgiveness before God.

S Pohle-Preuss, Thr Sacram,nts, iii Cfr. Jer. XXXI, 33: Hell. IX.
Vol. I, pp. \lS-,qq., 51.. Louis J9t5. J3'
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3. THE POWER TO FORGIVE SINS NOT IDENTI

CAL WITH THE POWER TO BAPTIZE.-Though the
power to forgive sins and the power to baptize
were conferred upon the Apostles in similar cir
cumstance,?, the two are entirely separate and dis
tinct.

a) Leaving the detailed analysis of the respec
tive scriptural texts to the exegetes, we will con
fine ourselves to pointing out the great difference
existing between the two powers. The power
to baptize is essentially simple: "Bapticate,"
whereas the power to forgive sins is twofold, in
asmuch as it may forgive or retain: uRCl1tz'ttite et
retincte."

True, the refusal of Baptism in a certain sense signifies
a retclltio peccatiJ because everyone who is not baptized
remains steeped in sin. But to refuse to baptize an appli
cant is plainly not a judicial act.

It is equally true that Baptism, like Penance, remits
mortal sin. But between the manner of remission in
either Sacrament there is as great a difference as between
the simple cancellation of a debt and a judicial release
from the duty of paying the same.

b) Another important distinction between
Baptism and the power of forgiving sins is that
the former can be administered only once,
whereas the latter can be exercised as often as it
is appealed to. Baptism is incapable of repetition
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for the reason that it is essentially a spiritual re
birth. The power to forgive sin is subject to no
such limitation.

Protestants assert that the power to forgive sins, as re
corded by St. John, is nothing more than the power to
preach the Gospel. This is a perfectly logical deduction
from the Lutheran theory of justification. If it were true
that man is justified by faith alone, the forgiveness of sins
would ultimately depend on preaching, for it is through
preaching the Gospel, in the Protestant view, that fidu
ciary faith is born in the soul. But such teaching is abso
lutely ullscriptural. as may be seen by a reference to
John XX, 23. If U remittere pcccata 1} were synonymous
with « praedicare fidem," as the Protestants allege, what
would" retinere peccata " mean? 1Iere non-forgiveness?
But that would involve a contradiction. Or the omission
or neglect of preaching the forgiveness of sins? But
that would be opposed to the spirit of the Gospel. The
Gospel must be preached to all men.10 No wonder
the attempt to square the Johannine text with the
Protestant doctrine of justification has led to strange
distortions. It is ridiculous to assert that Christ meant
to say to the palsied man: "Be of good heart, son, the
faith is being preached to thee." It is equally ridiculous
to distort our Lord's dictum: "If you will forgive men
their offences, your heavenly Father will forgive you also
your offences," 11 by making it read: "If yOll preach
to men the Gospel, your heavenly Father will preach the
Gospel also to you." 12

10 Matth. XXVIII, 19; Mark 12 Cfr. Matth. VI, I~; Luke VII,
XVI, 16. 47 sqq.; XI, 4; XXIV, 47.

11 Matth. VI, 14.
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4. THE POWER TO FORGIVE SINS A PERMANENT

INSTITUTION IN THE CHURCH.-The very na
ture and purpose of the Catholic Church make
it plaiu that the power to forgive sins was not a
personal prerogative of the Apostles, but was
granted to them in their official capacity, and
hence intended as a permanent institution.
The Church with her divine mission, her Apos
tolic succession, the primacy, the power to bap
tize, etc., is destined to endure for all time. The·
power to forgive sins, too, must be available and
exercised as long as there are sinners, and that
means to the end of the world. If the Church
lacked this power or failed to exercise it, she
could not possibly be the true Church of Christ.

The authentic interpretation of John XX. 23, has
been fixed by the Tridentine Council: "If anyone
saith that those words of the Lord the Saviour: 'Re
ceive ye the Holy Ghost, whose sins you shall forgive,
they are forgiven them, and whose sins you shall retain,
they are retained,' are not to be understood of the power
of forgiving and retaining sins in the Sacrament of
Penance, as the Catholic Church has always from the
beginning understood them, but wrests them ... to the
power of preaching the Gospel, let him be anathema." 13

The same Council defines that the power to baptize is

18 Stu. XIV, can, 3: .. Si quis
dixer;I, verb" ilIa D~mi"i Salva.
f~rh: Accipil, Spiritum sanctum,
quorll... remisedtis, elc., n,," elSe
illtel/kelld" de pOleslote remilte1ldi
tl rctille"di p,ccoto in locrament"

poellite"lw.e, Jicflt Ecdui:l catll~lka

lib illitio "mper illtellexit, del"rurit
alliem .•• ad QlIcJoritattm prCledi.
""ndi ,VlIllz,lium, anothem" sil."
(Denzinger·Bannwart, n. 91J),
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distinct from the power to forgive or retain sins: "If
anyone, confounding the Sacraments, saith that Baptism
is itself the Sacrament of Penance, as if these two Sacra~

ments were not distinct, ... let him be anathema." a

READIKGS;-Billuart, De Poenitelltiu, diss. I, art. I (ed. Lc
quette, Vol. VII, pp. 9 sqq).-Palmieri, De PQetloitentia, thes. 8,
Rome 1879.- Manzoni, De Natura Peccati ciusqlle Remissione,
S. Angeli Laudensis 1890.- Oswald, Dogmatische Lelire VOtl dell
hl. Sakramclltell der kath. Kirche, Vol. II, 5th ed., pp. 29 sqq.,
Munster 181)4.- Tepe, IJlstitutiOlICS Theologicae, Vol. IV, pp. 357
sqq., Paris IS94.-Scheeben-Atzberger, Dognlatik, Vol. IV, 3.672
sqq., Freiburg 1903.

For the historical development of the dogma see Chardon, His
toire dll SaCremelJt de Penitence (1Iigne, Theol. Curs. Complet.,
Vol. XX).- Schwane, Dogmengeschichte, Vol. II, 2nd ed., § W2

103, Freiburg 1895.- G. Rauschen, Eucharist and Penance in the
First Six Centuries of the Church, pp. 153 sqq., St. Louis Ig13.
M. ]. O'Donnell, Penance in the Early Church, With a Short
Sketch of Subsequent Development, Dublin 1907.-]. Tixeront,
llistory of Dogmas, 3 vols., St. Louis 1910 sqq.- Charles Coupe,
S.J., ., The Power of the Keys in the Primitive Church," in the
American Catholic Quarterly Review, Vol. XXIX (1904), No.
1I6, pp. 625-644.

14," Si quis sacr""unt" confundens
ipsum boPtismul1l poenitential! sa·
("r"",cnl,.,n uu di:urit, quasi haec

duo sacramenta di.stincta flOn si"t.
... anathema sit," (D~nzillger_

Bannwart, n. 9<::1).



SECTION 2

PROOF FROM TRADITION

ARTICLE I

PROTESTANT ERRORS VS. THE TEACHING OF THE

CHunCH

Up to the time of the 50-called Refonnation no one
ever questioned the power of the Church to forgive sins.
The ancient Montanists merely attempted to limit it un
duly,1 while the Cathari and the \Valdensians erred with
regard to those who exercise it.2 It was reserved for the
self-styled Protestant Reformers to deny that power in
principle. This explains the thoroughness with which the
Tridentine Council defined and explained the teaching of
the Church on the subject of Penance.3

1. PROTESTANT ERRORs.-The Protestant sym
bolic writings recognize but two sacraments, viz.:
Baptism and the Lord's Supper. In Luther's
"Little Catechism" and in the Apologia of the
Augsburg Confession, uabsolutio, quae est sacra
mentum poenitentiae" is mentioned as the third
sacrament after ('Baptismus" and aCoena Do
mini.'" But the Lutheran Church regards abso-

1 V. infra, Cb. II, Sect, 1.
2 Cfr. Poble·Preuss, Tilt Sacra.

m'nls, Vol. Y, pp. ,66 aq'!.

21

II Ses:J. XIV; v. i1lfra, pp. 23 sqq.
414./'01., c. "Dt N ...... Sarram.";

"V", icitur $unt $acra/tl,nla baptis·
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lution as a "nuda declaratio/~ a mere declaration
of pardon without erred.

Calvin declared that Penance is a <l repetition of Bap
tism and that there is no essential distinction between
the two Sacraments.5

His view soon obtained the upper hand among Protes
tants. To appreciate it at its true value, we must regard
it in connection with the original Protestant theory of
justification. Baptism, in the orthodox Lutheran sense,
does not blot out original sin and the actual sins that spring
from it, but merely covers them up with the cloak of the
merits of Jesus Quist. AIl future sins are similarly
covered up if the sinner piously recalls the grace of Bap
tism.a Thus Penance is essentially nothing more or less
than a repeated covering up of sin effected by fiduciary
faith in the virtue of Baptism. In Luther's own words,
it is purely a (( regresstts ad baptismIHn:~

This fundamental error led the Protestant Reformers
to propagate a series of erroneous doctrines with regard
to Penance, which may be briefly summarized as follows:

(I) As sins are never actually forgiven, but merely cov
ered up by fiduciary faith, Penance as a Sacrament is
superfluous.

(2) What men call Penance is merely a recourse to
Baptism.

(3) H Absolution" is not a true forgiveness of sins,
but merely a sennan-like declaration or announcement
that God will forgive or has forgiven our sins through
faith.

"'Ill, C"t"a V"",i"i. absolutio, quat
itst saCTamtntum potllittlltiat."

'[nstit.• IV, 19. § 14 lItlq.
e On this te,,~hing ,.nd the true

doctrine oPPoled to it dr. Pohle
Preu", GTI1Ct, Actual and Habitual,
pp. JIO sqq., St. Louis '9'5.
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(4) The imposition of penitential works is due to an
arrogant belief in self-justification and derogates from
the satisfaction given by Jesus Christ. In particular
are penalties to be rejected because Christ has sufficiently
atoned for our sins and paid all the penalties due to them.

(s) The Church has no jurisdiction in the court of
conscience, but merely the right to exercise external disci
pline; hence no one is obliged to confess his sins, and
the so-called canonical or penitential penalties are null
and void~

Thus under the Protestant system only two things re
main of the Sacrament of Penance, viz.: contrition in
the sense of the terror with which conscience is smitten
upon being convinced of sin (terrores conscie1Itiae) , and
fiduciary faith in the sense of a recourse to Baptism
(regressus ad baptismum).

Modern Protestants are very much at variance in re
gard to confession. The high-church Anglicans believe in
and practice auricular confession. The Lutherans think
it sufficient if a sort of general acknowledgment of sin
fulness is made by the whole congregation. The Ration
alists reject confession altogether as a human invention.

2. THE TEACHING OF THE CHURCH.-The
Council of Trent devotes the whole of its XIVth
Session to an explanation, demonstration, and de
fense of the Catholic doctrine of the Sacrament
of Penance. Its fifteen canons on the subject
may be summarized as follows:

1. Penance is a true Sacrament, instituted by Christ for
the forgiveness of post-baptismal sins.

II. Penance is a Sacrament distinct from Baptism.



24 THE POWER TO FORGIVE SINS

III. The words of Christ recorded in John XX, 23, are
to be understood of the power of forgiving and retaining
sins in the Sacrament of Penance, not of preaching the
Gospel.

IV. For the remission of sins there are required three
acts by the penitent, which are as it were the matter of
the Sacrament of Penance, viz.: contrition, confession,
and satisfaction. The terrors with which the conscience
is smitten upon being convinced of sin, and the fiduciary
faith generated by the Gospel, are not sufficient to obtain
forgiveness.

V. Imperfect contrition, which is acquired by means of
the examination, recollection, and detestation of sins, is a
true and profitable sorrow, and does not make a man a
hypocrite and a greater sinner.

VI. Sacramental confession is of divine institution and
necessary to salvation, and auricular confession is not a
human invention.

VII. Auricular confession comprises by divine right
all mortal sins, even those which are secret, and may law
fully extend also to venial sins.

VIII. The confession of all sins, as demanded by the
Church, is not impossible, but a duty incumbent on all the
faithful of both sexes.

IX. The sacramental absolution given by the priest is
a judicial act, not a bare declaration, and must be pre
ceded by confession on the part of the penitent.

X. Priests alone have the power of binding and loosing,
and can exercise it even if they are in a state of mortal
sin.

XI. Bishops have the right of reserving cases to them
selves, and from such reserved cases no priest may ab
solve.
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XII. God does not ahvays remit the whole punishment
together with the guilt of sin, and the satisfaction of peni
tents does not consist in the faith wherewith they appre
hend that Christ has satisfied for them.

XIII. Satisfaction for sins, as to their temporal pun
ishment, is made to God through the merits of Christ, by
the punishments enjoined by the priest, and also by those
voluntarily undertaken by the penitent himself, and con
sequently, Penance is more than merely a new life.

XIV. The works of satisfaction performed by the
penitent do not obscure the doctrine of grace, the true
worship of God, and the benefit of Christ's death.

XV. The pmver of the keys which Christ gave to the
Church is not merely the power to loose, but also to bind,
and therefore enables priests to impose punishments on
those who confess.

These canons bear the traces of a stormy period in the
Church's history and reflect many of the false accusations
made by her enemies.

\Ve are at present interested only in that portion of
the Tridentine teaching which asserts the existence in
the Church of the power of forgiving sins,

READINGS: - Bellarmine, De Poenitentia, I, I sqq,- R. A.
Lipsius, "Lulhers Lehre VOll der Busse," in the JahrbJ4Ch fur
prot, Theologje, 1892, pp. 161 sqq.-Oswald, Die dogmati.sche
Lehre von dell hI. Sakramelltel1, Vol. II, 5th ed., pp. 24 sqq.,
Miinster I8/;l4.-*Mohler, SymboIik, § 32 sq., Mayence 1900 (Eng
lish translation by Robertson, pp. 218 sqq., 5th ed., London
'006).
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ARTICLE 2

Tn£ TE.ACHING OF THE FATHERS

The Patristic teaching on the subject of Penance is re
lated to the penitential discipline of tbe primitive Church
as theory to practice. Both teaching and discipline can
be adduced in support of the dogma that the Church has
the power to forgive sins.

The teaching of the Fathers will be examined later in
connection with the institution of the Sacrament of Pen
ance. Here it will suffice to cite a few passages from
St. Augustine and two or three other Patristic writers.
Our main argument is based on the ancient penitential
discipline.

Every century affords its sheaf of proois for the exist
ence in the Church of the power to forgive sins. If
Patristic texts in support of our dogma are relatively
few, this is due part\ly to the general scarcity of contem
porary documents, partly to the discipline of the secret,
and partly to the infrequency with which the faithful
were wont to approach the tribunal of Penance.1 It is
scarcely necessary to remark that the present practice of
H devotional confessions U was entirely uoknown in the
infant Church.

I. THE FATHERS OF THE FOURTH AND FIFTH

CENTuRIEs.-The Fathers and ecclesiastical au
thors of the fourth and fifth centuries reRect in
their writings the controversies which the Church
waged at that time against Novatianism.

1 efr. Oswa.ld. Di~ dogmllt>scMt Ltll~t VOft dtn 1l1. SlIbllmtftltft, Vol.
II. sth cd,. p. 48, Miinltcr ,g94-
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a) St. Augustine (+430) warns the faithful against
heretical teachers who lack the power of the keys. .. Let
us not listen to those," he says, "who deny that the
Church has the power to forgive all sins. These miser
able wretches, refusing to acknowledge in Peter the rock,
and to believe that the Church has received the keys of
the kingdom of heaven, have lost these same keys from
their own hands."::1

But how are we to account for the fact that St. Augus
tine, in other passages of his w'ritings, seems to limit
the pO\ver of forgiving sins to Baptism? What does
he mean, for instance, when, speaking of Baptism, he
says in his treatise On 11arriage and Concupiscence:
" By its one only ministration it comes to pass that par
don is secured to the faithful of all their sins both be
fore and after their regeneration"? 3 The answer is to
be found in the sentence immediately following: "For of
what use would repentance, even before Baptism, be
if Baptism did not follow? - or after Baptism, if it did not
precede? "'" That Augustine regarded Penance as dis
tinct from Baptism is evident from the following passage
in another of his treatises: "If [homicide] has been
committed by a catechumen, it is washed off in Baptism;
if by a baptized person, it is healed through Penance and
reconciliation." II

2 Dr Azoli. Cilrisl., e. 3: "Nrc
ros audiam..s, (llli nrzant Ecduillm
Dri omnia p,ceat" pou, dimlllrr,.
11l1q.. , m'sen, a..m ... PtI,o prlr"m
non inl,!lcZ.. nt ,t nO/lint crld,r,
datas E,.cluio, elllvu "zni '"r/o·
rllm, ipsi ,as a, m"n'b..s IImiserllnt."

3 DI N"p/. ,1 Coneup., I, 33:
.. Ollia ,pS() [baPtismo] qllod s,mll
dlltll', fit, IoIt n()n solum "nlr", sed

,t,am postra qwo,.....libll pteeolonl»l
vlni" fid,liblls impdnllolr."

4 L. c.: "Ollid enim prodrss"
vtl anlt b"ptism..m pOlmihntia, nisi
baplismus seqwI"tllr, fltl postea, nisi
p'lIrerd,r,,! "

liD. Adllit. C"ni"z., II, 16: "Si
[ho...ieidi..ml " ealrehllmln() (aeillm
ut, bapllsmal' ablll't..,; ,1 si a bap.
li,lIlo, POlnilllain, It neonciJUltiont
sallahlr."
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St. Jcrome (+ 420) compares Baptism and Penance to
"two doors" (duae portae), through which people enter
and leave the Church,G and declares that both are equally
efficacious. "Penance," he says, "imitates the grace of
Baptism by the unspeakable mercy of the Saviour." '(

St. Ambrose (+ 397) vigorously defends the power of
the Church to bind and loose against the attacks of the
Novatians.8 He says that this power is reserved to the
priesthood,9 and that its exercise through either Sacra
ment is a mystery.lO The sacerdotal power to bind or
loose, he declares in another place, comprises all sins and
all sinners without exception.ll

St. Pacian, Bishop of Barcelona (+ 390), who refuted
the Novations in three letters addressed to Sympronianus,
devoted the third of these to Penance. The Novatians
claim, he says, "that it is not pennitted to do penance
after Daptisl11, that the Church cannot forgive mortal sins,
nay that she herself would perish were she to readmit sin-

0} in Soph., I, 10.
1 Adll. Pdag., I, 33; "Poen'·

te"liIJ imilotur baptism; groliam ptr
intffabilem clementiam SIJlllotoris."

8 De Pognit., I. 2. 6: "Sed aiunt.
se Domino deferre reverentiam, cui
soli rem;t/t"doTum criminum tou·
stalem ,"estrv.",t. 1mo nulUmaiortm
'njudam foci""t. qU<l'" qui eiuJ vo
I.."t mandata rCJo"due, commissum
mu/tus refundere. No." quum ipst
in EvallgeliQ suo d,xerit Damimu
Jesus: Aceif'itt Spiritum sonctu,n,
quoru", Ttmiurilis, etc., quis esl
ergo, I]lIi magis konorat, ulru", q"i
mandatis obtellll'"rol, an qui resistit f
Eccloia in u/roque url'at obedien·
tiam. "I !'ecealll'" tI aUigtl et re·
loxe!; Ilacre~is in al!€ro 'mmitis,
in altero inabtdie"s.... Domin..s
enim par iu~ et salvendi esse 1I01u.t
el ligand•. "

IIDe Paenit., II, :I, lZ: "1m.

passibile videbatur peT Pot/lilentia;n
pecca/a d'm'tti: cancessit hac
Chris/us ApastoJis suis, quod ab
ApastQlis ad soetrdotum oflicia IrIJlls,

missum est. Foctu", est igi/UT pas·
.ribile. quod i",pQssibile videbatur."

10 De P"enit., I, 8, 36; "Cur
bapti.ratis, si peT hominem di",itti
flQn licetf In baPtismo 'Ulique rt
missia petcIJ/a....m am>l;u", t51 .. quid
in/trest, ..trum pOI,. paenitenli01" an
per la1'ocrll1ll hoc iu.r 5ibi dalum sa·
cerdales f'inditenl! U"u", i .. ulro·
qUt mysteri"", est."

11 De Poenit., I, 3, 10: "Deus
dislinction"" "on facil. qui mistri
CQrdia", sua'" p,.ami5i/ omllibus et'
rela:randi /iantiam soce,.dotibus suis
sine uUa txct/J/iallt calfcessil,"
Ibid" 1, I: "Donlinlls nullllm cri
men excipit. qui I'tCcIJla dona1~·t

ollln'o,"
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ners." 12 He asks: \-Vho taught them this doctrine,
11oses, St. Paul, or Christ? - and answers: No; ~o

vatian, "after the rule of Decius, that is, almost three
hundred years after the passion of our Lord. Vv'hat
then? Has he the gift of tongues? Has he prophesied?
Can he raise the dead? Surely he ought to have the
one or the other of these gifts in order to introduce the
gospel of a new law." 13 The objection that God alone
can forgive sins is answered by St. Pacian as follows:
"This is true, but that which He does through His
priests, is also [done by] His power. \Nhat is it
that He spoke to the Apostles: Whatsoever you '!\hall
bind upon earth, etc.? ·Why should He speak thus if it
was not permitted to men to bind and loose?" U St.
Pacian also distinctly declares that the power of the keys
conferred upon the Church by her Divine Founder com
prises all sins without exception. "Whatsoever you
shall loose, He [Christ] says, excepting absolutely none;
whatsoever, he says, whether large or small." l~

b) Cyril of Alexandria (+447) says: "The men
who have received the breath of the Holy Ghost [i. e. the
priests] forgive sins in a twofold manner: either by ad
mitting the worthy to Baptism, or by forgiving the peni
tent children of the Church." 16

12 lJp. erd Symproniern., 3, I:
".•. quod post b,'pliUlllHIl pocllilcre
non liceerl, quod morlal.. pucaillm
Ecc{es;er donore non possit, ;"'0 quod
ipsa t,reat rccipi,ndo puCtlnlts."

13 L. c.: " ... posl Decii trin
cipatum, i. e. post fru'ntos tro!'e
unnos do",inkae passiUllis, Quid
ergo tund ... Lingllis {oclllus cst!
Proph,ta~'il! SlIscilcrr.. ",orh.os po.
tuil! Hor,,,,. elli", aliquid "erb,r,
debu,rcrt, 'It ,tiunttlll1m "ovi iuris
induc,rtt...

14 Ep. lId S:"mpr" I, 6: "VtrUm
est, s,d et quod Ptr serccrdotes suos
facil, ipsius polestas est, Nam
quid est iIIud, quod Apostolul dicit:
Quat lig.lfJ,ritis i1l terril, ttc,r
Cur hoc, si lil:lIr.. ,t ,o/vert homin;'
bus non licebal!"

H Ep, ad Sl,,,,pr., J, 12: "QUllt
cllnque so/v,ritis, illQuit. omflino .u',
hil txcipit, Quatcunque, ;nquit, vel
mall"na vel modica."

10 In loa., I, 12 (Migne, P. G.,
LXXI\',7Z2).
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The following passage from St. Chrysostom (+ 407)
has become a veritable classic: "The dispensation of the
things that are in heaven God hath not given to angels or
to archangels; for not to these was it said: '\Vhatsoever
you shall bind,' etc. (Matth. XVIII, 18). They that rule
on earth have indeed also power to bind, but the bodies
only; H whereas this bond reaches to the soul itself, and
transcends the heavens. 18 And what the priests do be
low, the same does God ratify above, and the Lord con
firms the sentence of His servants. IS What then has He
given them but all heavenly pO\ver? For, He saith,
'\Vhose sins ye shall remit,' etc. (John XX, 23). What
power could be greater than this? ... It would be mani
fest folly to conte11111 such a great power, without
which we could obtain neither salvation nor the good
things promised.... For not only when they regenerate
us [in Baptism], but they [the priests1 have also
the power to forgive the sins committed after regenera
tion." 20

The extent of this power is described as follows by
Timothy, the second successor of St. Athanasius in the
see of Alexandria (+ 384)21: .. Vvhich sins have no for
giveness? None; everything confessed before God 2~ \vill
be forgiven."

St. Athanasius (+ 373) puts the effects of Penance on"
a level with those of Baptism. "As one who is bap
tized by a priest," he says, " is illuminated by the grace of
the Holy Ghost, so he who confesses [his sins] in Pen-

17 T~I' Toil IlflT~oii iEoIJO"lay, aXXa
qW~aTa ~61'ol'.

18oliros Ilf IJ IlfO"f,<bs aur7js <!:,.-n-
'Tal 1jJuX71S /(a! IllafJalllft TOPS
oupalloDs.

l~ /(a! d.np all ip'YdO"WIlTat KaTW
(ll Zfpeis, 'Tavra: IJ efaS <!:IIW KlJpoi

/(a! T>rY TWI' lloDXwI' "'jIlW~'111 IJ
IlfU"-OT'1S {3f{1atoi.

20 D~ Sac~,dot" III, 5 SQ.

21 Rest. call., 36, alJlld Pitra.,
I .. ,. Eccles. Graeco,., Vol. I, p. 63.

2::1 lEop.oXo"'jovp.fPOl' b'w"nor TOU
8fOV.



VESTED IN THE CHURCH 31

anee, receives forgiveness through the priest because of
the grace of Christ." 23

2. THE FATHERS OF THE SECOND AND THIRD

CENTURIEs.-Besides Novatianism, the Fathers
of the second and third centuries had to combat
the 110ntanistic heresy, which arose about the
year 150.

St. Cyprian (+ 258), who steered a middle course be
tween the lax doctrines of Felicissimus and the rigorism
of Novatian, reviewing his congregation after the Decian
persecution, deplores the apostasy of so many/~ and ad
monishes them to make amends for their crime by ex
traordinary works of penance, in order that they may
receive reconciliation.2~ He exhorts them to confess
their sins 26 and says that no contrite sinner is deprived
of the benefits of Penance.21

His contemporary Origen (+ 254), who is our classic
witness for auricular confession,28 after enumerating the
different ways in which sins can be forgiven,211 adds:
"There is a seventh [way], though hard and laborious,
in which pardon can be obtained for sins, namely, through
Penance, if the sinner washes his bed with tears, and
bathes in tears day and night, if he is not ashamed to con-

2~ Fr"gm. Contr" Nowt. (Migne,
P. G., XXVI, IJIS).

24 D~ La/'.J;&, c. 4-n.
2~ R~eoneiJi"tiG, p"r.
26 De L"p&., c. ::19: "C()nfit~ant"r

si"K"Ii, q""uo vas frlltres dllee·
tissIJni, d~licl" ... s...,m, dwm adhuc
qui dt/iq..il in sauu/o ut, du ... ad·
mitti confusio eius potest, dum sotis'
("ctio It r,,"issio (acla ptr sactr·
dotu apwd D~u>n irata tst."

:7 Ep. ad Anlo"ia"., S5: "Nt-

",i"em putamus lJ (rKetu salisfac
tjo,,/& It spt pads arandum, q"um
sn"amus iurta seriN"r"r"m di'llin,,·
rum fidem auetort ~t llOrtatore ipso
D~o d ad agtndarn !,oenitentiam
peccotous redig. ~/ venill'" alque
;ndlllg"lItwm l'oeniten/;!>"s non d~

""iari."
28 V. i"fra, Part III, Cll. ::I, pp.

::In Iq.
2~ Baptism, mart)'rdom, prayer,

etc.
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fess his sins to the priest of the Lord, and to seek medi
cine, as he who spake CPs. XXXI,S): 'I said I will con
fess against myself my injustice to the Lord, and thou hast
forgiven the wickedness of my sin,' thereby fulfilling what
the Apostle says (Jas. V, 14): 'Is anyone sick among
you? Let him bring in the priests,' etc." so

On the threshold of the third century we meet Tertul
lian (160---240 ?), who, when Pope Callistus protested
against the rigorism that had begun to invade the ChuTch,
was among the first to raise the standard of revolt. Both
as a I\Iontanist and as a Catholic this trenchant writer is a
valuable witness to the teaching and practice of the early
Church. In his treatise De PoenitentioJ composed be
tween 200 and 206, when he was still in the Church, Ter
tullian says there is a twofold penance - one in prepara
tion for Baptism,Bl the other, the so-called ., canonical
penance," undertaken in order to obtain forgiveness of the
"three capital crimes," 1'. e. apostasy, murder, and forni
cation.S2 He calls Baptism and Penance Ii so to speak
the two light-houses of salvation," 113 but insists that God
offers" second penance" only once.H

In his treatise De Pudicitia, which he wrote after his
secession (between 217 and 222), Tertullian contradicts
his previous teaching. He draws a distinction be
tween pardonable and unpardonable sins 3~ and denies
that the Church has power to forgive adultery and forni
cation. In his contrO\-ersial writings he describes the
Catholic position as follows: "If, they say, there is a
penance without forgiveness, you ml1st not undertake it

so Hom. in Levit., 2, 4.
!l DI! Poenif., c. 4-6.
82 Ibid., C. 7-12.

U Ibid., C. 12: " dltas quasi
pharos sa/utis."

M Ibid.. c. 7: "suunda, imo iI/'
tima sf'u."- Ibid., c. 9: "potn;·
t,lItia stClmda tt una."

S~ Ibid., c. :;): "Ptccafa remissj.
billa tl irremissibi/ia:'
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at all, for nothing should be done in vain. But a penance
,vithaut forgiveness is vain. Now, all penance must be
done; therefore all penance obtains pardon, otherwise it
would be done in vain." 86 This evidently means that,
according to Catholic teaching. penance presupposes abso
lution and would be vain and unprofitable without it.3

?

St. Iremcus of Lyons (130--202) :;5 tells of the seduction
of Christian women by an emissary of the Gnostics. "In
our neighborhood, too," he says, "in the land of the
Rhone, they have seduced many women, of whom some,
when they saw their guilt, did penance [confessed?] pub
licly, while others, whom shame would not allo\\', were
secretly driven to despair, and either fell away from the
faith entirely or remained in a state of indecision." 39

The Shepherd of H ermas, composed about the year
150, when Montanism was in its beginnings, gives us the
first clear explanation of the mutual relationship between
the penitential discipline and absolution, "Repentance"
and "healing" are separated by a period oi atonement.
Penance is performed under the supervision of the
Church, Bardenhewer summarizes the teaching of the
Shepherd as follows: U The dogmatic interest of the
work lies chiefly in its teaching concerning the possibility
of the forgiveness of mortal sins, notably adultery and
apostasy, It is only during the period of grace announced
by him that the Shepherd admits a forgiveness of sins by
penance; this period having elapsed, he believes there can

811D~ Pudidt., c. 3: "Si ~nim,

inq"ilfnt, a/iqua pC~Jtitentia carft
1'''''/,1, iam. nee in lotum ag~nda fib;
ut: "ihil tni", alltudum ut frllS/ra.
Porro frustra aeitu, potnite"tja, 4;
caret t'tnid. Omn;$ alit"m poeni.
t~ntia agenda esl; erllO omnis t'cniam
conuquc/ur, ne frlutra aeatur."

37 For a detailed explanation of

T"rtnllian's teaching see G. l~s.er,

Die Busschriften Tertulliaru De Pat.
nittntia und De Pudicitia, Ilonn
1905; B. V. Milln. "Th" Pen;·
tential Teaching of TeTtullian," ;n
the Irish Ecd~s. Rtcord, 1914, No.
564, Pl'· 580-598.

as Adt,. Haer., I. 1J, 1.
ap I'T]U l~w l'T]rt ~<lw.
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be no forgiveness except in (the grace of) Baptism. The
still open way of penance is said to be long and difficult.
The Shepherd is the earliest witness to the' Stations' or
degrees of penitential satisfaction."""o

St. Polycarp (+ about 155), who was a personal dis
ciple of St. John the Evangelist, admonishes priests to be
merciful to sinners. "The presbyters," he says, " should
be compassionate, merciful to all, bringing back those that
have gone astray, ... refraining from unjust judgment,
•.. knowing that we all owe the debt of sin. If then
we pray the Lord to forgive us, we also ought to forgive,
for we stand before the eyes of the Lord and of God, and
we must all appear before the judgment-seat of Christ,
and each must give an account of himself." 41

ARTICLE 3

THE PENITENTIAL DISCIPLINE OF TIlE EARLY

CHURCH

By penitential discipline we understand the
sum-total of those ecclesiastical precepts that
govern the reconciliation of sinners with God and
the Church.

I. INTERNAL HISTORY OF THE PENITENTIAL

DISCIPLINE.-The penitential discipline of the
Church shows many variations, but all its differ
ent manifestations are based on the conviction
that the Church has the power not only to impose

"0 Bardenhewer-Sbhiln. P"lrol.
ot1, p. 3l>, Freiburg and St. Loui.
1908•

"1 Ep. ad Philipp., 6 (apud Funk,

I, :173).- Ont the whole subject of
thi~ subdivision see P. Schan.., Vi,
Lthr, ~on dIn 111. Salrramrtlt't1 d,r
hath. Kirch" § 38, Freiburg 1893.
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penalties for the violation of her laws and the
reparation of public scandal, but also, and prin
cipally, to forgive the sins of those who are con
trite and ready to give satisfaction, and that her
judicial decision in each case is ratified by God.

For centuries the two fora were intimately connected
and identical in operation, especially as regards public
penance and confession. But the forum intemu1nJ the
court of conscience, ahvays played the more important
part. This is evident from many utterances of the Fa
thers, when they speak of the power of the keys, the
faculty to bind and loose, to forgive sins, etc. Ecclesiasti
cal absolution was always regarded as a true forgiveness
of sins on the part of God. l

\Ve can distinguish a fourfold kind of penance: private,
canonical, public, and solemn.

(I) Private Penance (poenitc1!tia privata) consists in
secret confession, absolution, and satisfaction, without
recourse to the external court of the Church. It is
the discipline with which we are familiar to-day. In
the primitive Church it was applied especially to
secret sins. Thus the Council of Neocresarea (about
314) exempts from public penance all sins of thought.
St. BasiJ,2 the crime of secret adultery on the part of
women, St. Gregory of Nyssa,!l clandestine thefts. St.
Augustine says that sins committed publicly should be

1 See Art. 2, sllpra.-Cfr. St.
Cyprian, Ep., 57: "Nec eniln flU
VIII ••••• Ecdc:iam pulsanliblls
c1"udi ,t dol,nlibus ac d~!,recanli·

b~l$ :pci :alutaris subndiu,,~ d~nc

(:ari. lit dt! salCulo ,.,adenln [i. e.
ma..wu..ajJ si,u commullicatia.... ,,1
pactt ad Dominum dlmiturentur,

quando prom;sit ipu, qui I..grm d~·

dit, ut lilia1a i.. terri: "tiam i .. cMlis
lizata unnt, solvi a..t~m posu..t
mic [i. ,. in cadi.r], quG<" hie prius
i .. Ecd~si" solvrr~nfur'"

2 Ep. Call. ad If",phil., 2, ca.n.

H·
3 Ep. lid Ldoi., can. 0(..
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atoned for in public, whereas sins committed secretly may
be expiated in secret.4

In the earliest days (Irena~us, Tertullian) all mortal
sins had to be atoned for publicly.

(2) Canonical Penance (poenitcl1tia cQllOnica) was im
posed for grievous crimes, whether public or private, in
accordance with the existing ecclesiastical canons. Not
infrequently it was assumed in secret and in that case
partook of the character of private penance.

(3) Public Penance (poenitentia publica) consisted of
public self-accusation and other humiliations. It was
performed before the bishop, clergy, and people, and, un
like Canonical Penance, could be assumed voluntarily.~

(4) Solemn Penance (poenitclltia solemnis) was ca
nonically inflicted only for the three so-called capital sins,
- apostasy, murder, and fornication, and had to be per
formed under stated conditions (fasting in sackcloth and
ashes, etc.). It usually ended with the solemn" recon
ciliation" of the penitent on Holy Thursday. Solemn
Penance could be assumed but once (poenitentia una,
j.lETUliOla p,ta).

In the Orient those engaged in the performance of
Solemn Penance were divided into four classes or ., sta
tions," 'vis.:

(a) The ,( lugelltes" or fientes (7T'pOU'KAatoVTE<;;) , who
stood in the vestibule and tearfully besought the interces
sion of those who entered church.

(b) The « audientcs" (aKpow,uu10L), who took their
place behind the catechumens, and, like them, assisted
only at the Ma~s of the Presandified.

(c) The « prostcrnentes JJ or "substrati J) (lnror.t11Tov-

'Sermon., 8:.1, c. 1: "Eygo cor'
ripienda S1I>lf COrl'm omnib<ls, quae
pecc,mfuT coram onlnibll.r; ipsa t'cro

coyripienaa S1IHf seerefius, q<lat pec
canturSlentj,,;."

~ efr. Vacandard...Lu MointS
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·U:"'). who, after the departure of the H audietltes," pros
trated themselves on the floor and asked the bishop to im
pose his hands on them.

(d) The ({ sta-ntcs JJ or "collsistentes" (OlJuraJlu",),
who took their place ,vith the faithful and remained for
the whole service, but were not allowed to participate in
the offertory or to receive the Eucharist.6

Although the first ecumenical council based its peni
tential regulations on this classification, it was not widely
adopted in the \Vest, where the pUblic penitents were
treated like catechumens and the name "pocllitelltes"
was applied preeminently to those undergoing Solemn
Penance.7

2. EXTERNAL HISTORY OF THE PENITENTIAL

DrSCIPLINE,-The very existence of a penitential
discipline throughout all the centuries of her ex
istence proves that the Church always claimed
and exercised the power to forgive sins.

a) As to the penitential discipline of the early
Church there is considerable difference of opinion
between Church historians (Morinus, Fechtrup,
Funk, Rauschen, etc.) on the one side, and dog
matic theologians (Hurter, Palmieri, Atzberger,
StuBer, etc.) on the other.

a) The Church historians contend that at the begin
ning of the second century the (burch acknowledged
COllfcsu,.rs lin O,ienl du 4'" au IJe
Sieclc:' in th~ Rev,/.e dll CIIIY&~

Frau,ais, Ig0S, pp. 2J5 Bqq.
o Ch. G. RauilChen, E"c1'arist alia

P....ance in tlte Firsl Si:t Centuries
of Ihe Church, pp. 202 Bq., St. Louis
1~13·

1" Cfr. 51. Augustine, SeTm., 352,
C. J: ., Est romite..tia gra"io,
atque '''cluosior, in qua trotrill t'O·

callt", in Beelesia to..nitenln, re
mot; etiam II sac,ament1's altarn por
lid/'andis. ne accipi"'ndo i ..dig..e iu
dicium sib; manaucen! tf bibant,"
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no Penance after Baptism, until about the year 150
Hermas, in his famous Shepherd,s advocated a milder
practice. His teaching (so far as it can be made out, for
it is very obscure) is that after Baptism there is one
and only one opportunity to do penance, especially for
those guilty of apostasy, mmder, or fornication; a sec
ond would be useless. The letter of the Roman clergy
to St. Cyprian U on the treatment of apostates shows
that a decided influence in favor of moderation first
made itself felt at Rome.10 This movement made head
way gradually. The first concession was in favor of those
guilty of impurity. It was embodied in the famous" per
emptory edict" of Pope Callistus (218--222). which, ac
cording to Tertullian, read as follows: "I remit the sins
of both adultery and fornication to such as have dis
charged [the requirements of] penance." 11 Soon adulter
ers and fornicators were absolved throughout the Church
on condition of complying with the imposed penance.a

But as a general rule, apostates and murderers were not
yet granted pardon in the \Vestern Church. Pope Corne
lius (+ 252) first opened the door to the lapsi. His action
gave rise to the schism of Novatian. This heretic and
anti-pope claimed that apostasy was an unpardonable
crime and that the lapsed must be permanently excommu
nicated.1s

At the beginning of the fourth century the Council
of Ancyra decided to admit murderers to ecclesiastical
reconciliation on their death-bed. St. Basil (+ 379)

8 Mandat., IV, J.

II Episf" 8. Co ~.

10 Cfr. Funk, Kwchenzeschicht
liche AbhclIldlunzen. und Unfers,,
ch"nze", Vol. I, p. 175. Paderborn
l897.

11 DI Pudkitia. c. ~: "EZC1 et

mC1tChi~ cf (ol'nicationi.r delicta
poenifcnti6. (uncfis dimitto,"- Cfr.
Hippolytus, Philosoph., IX, 12.

12 Cfr. Rauschen, Eucharist and
Penance. pp. J65 sqq.

13 Cfr. Rauschen, 1. c.
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went still farther and prescribed a penance of twenty
years for wilful murder and ten years for homicide.

Far less consideration was shown to those who feU
back into the three capital sins. mentioned, after having
been admitted to penance and reconciled. These unfortu~

nate sinners were rigorously debarred from further pen
ance until the end of the fourth century, when Pope Siri
cius (+ 398), in his dogmatic epistle to Bimerins of Tar~

ragona, permitted them to assist at the whole divine ser
vice with the rest of the faithful and to receive Com
munion at death.U

Pope Innocent I (402-417) showed mercy also to
., those who, having given themselves up all the time since
their Baptism to incontinency and pleasure, seek at the
end of their lives both penance and reconciliation."
Asked by Bishop Exsuperius of Toulouse how to treat
such hardened offenders, the Pope begins by distinguish

,ing "two courses, the earlier one more strict, the later
more kind and tempered with mercy. The upholders
of the earlier course maintained that Penance should be
given but Communion denied.... This more difficult
remission of sins was demanded by the circumstances of
the time. But as soon as the Lord gave peace to His
churches, and fear of persecution had passed away, those
in authority determined, through the mercy of God, to
grant Communion to the dying as a kind of viaticum to
help them on their way, lest we [Catholics] should seem
to follow the rigor and cruelty of the heretic Novatian,
who refused them pardon. Let them, then, be granted
penance, and a last Communion as well, so that men of
this description may, through the Saviour's mercy, even

H Cft. RaulChen, cpo cit., p. Z07.
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at the end of their days, be freed from eternal damna
tion." II>

It is thus many modern Church historians conceive
the development of the early penitential discipline. How
ever, they by no means agree among themselves, and sev
eral of them have changed their views repeatedly.

(1) The theologians insist that the Church ahvays had
the power to forgive sins, and was in duty bound to exer
cise that power for the salvation of souls. Distinguish
ing more sharply between the general practice of the
Church and local abuses, between the Church as such
(the pope, ecumenical councils) and individual bishops,
they maintain that the Church never neglected her duty
of absolving penitent sinners. St. Paul granted pardon to
an incestuous man upon his doing penance,l6 St. John
received his favorite disciple. who had become a mur
derer and an apostate, back into the Church,lf etc. The
merciful leniency of the Church is evidenced for Rome
by Pope Clement 1,18 for Antioch by St. Ignatius,l\) for
Corinth by Dionysius,2(} for Carthage by Tertullian,21 for
Alexandria by Origen,n for Lyons by St. Irenreus.23 The
severity of the early Church consisted mostly in a denial
of the Eucharist, and the phrase" llega:fio c01nmunionis"

in ancient documents is often synonymous with "llegatio
Eucharistiae." Before the time of Pope Siricius this
penalty was inflicted especially on those \\'ho had re
lapsed into oue of the three so-called capital sins. To

1~ Cfr. M. J. O'Donnell, Penr<nCl
in tI" Earl::! Church, pp, 42 sqq.,
Dublin 1907.

16:2 Cor. II, 6.
If Cfr. Eusebius, Hisf. Ecdts.,

III. 23.
19 Ep. ad Cor., 8.
111 Ad PhiIIJd., III, 8.

2(} Cfr. Eusebius, Hist. Ecclts.,
IV, 23.

21 Dt Potnif., c. 7 sqq.
2: C;oHlr" Ctlsum, III. 5'.
2S Ad~'. Hatr., I. 13, 7.- Cfr.

Stufler, S. j., in the Innsbruck
Ztifschrift filr kaill. Thtolagit,
1907 and 1908; D'Al<!s. La Tlilolo
£ie d, S. HiPPol)'lt, rarb 1906.
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deny such unfortunates absolution when they repented
on their death-bed was branded as impious by Celestine I
(+ 437) and Pius IV (+ 1799).

Thus we have two opposing views among Catholic
scholars regarding the nature and extent of the ancient
penitential discipline, and there is no likelihood that these
views will be reconciled in the near future.

On our part we would strongly insist that the dogmatic
theologian must bow before the facts of history, even
thollgh they appear extraordinary, and that he should
seek to acquire a better understanding of the spirit of the
primitive Church. There is nothing more unfair than to
judge the past by the prescnt, instead of taking antiquity
in its historical setting and judging it in its own light.
Even to-day the Church still believes in the duty of pre
serving baptismal innocence, for it is her mission to be a
communion of saints. In lieu of this ideal the enthusi
asm of the early Christians (not the Church) set up a
rigorolls rule for attaining salvation.2~ It was neither
from severity nor because she was unaware of her power,
but rather for disciplinary and pedagogical reasons
that the Church refrained from exercising the power
of the keys in regard to capital crimes. The principal
motive that inspired this excessive rigor was the fear of
giving scandal and of being unable to preserve faith and
morals pure amid the corruption of paganism. On the
other hand, the Church provided for the salvation of sin
ners by granting them life-long penance, which, when
inspired by perfect contrition and an ardent desire for
ecclesiastical reconciliation, of itself effected justification
and assured eternal salvation. In regard to the lapsed
and those who refused to do penance until they 'vere

24 Cfr. BoU, EnthllJiaJllIUS una BUJJgewalt, Tiibingec 1898.
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near death, the Christians of that early day believed
(wrongly, as we know now) that;) relapse into ODe of the
three capital sins or the wilful postponement of con
version gave evidence of an impenitent heart and showed
a lack of true contrition which justified the denial of
absolution.u

As in the case of the other Sacraments, there was a
gradual development in the external administration of
Penance and an adaptation of the ancient rite to new con
ditions, resulting in greater moderation. It is not
too much to say that if 51. Cyprian were to arise from his
grave, he would be shocked at the mildness of the present
discipline.:'

"'I) The duration of penance varied according to the
gravity of the sin committed. Public crimes had to be
confessed publicly, secret crimes had to be confessed at
least in secret and atoned for somehow.:!1 Absolution
(recoltcitiatio, pa:r, c011lmullio) was generally postponed
until after the whole of the imposed penance had been
discharged. Exceptions were made in cases of sickness
and in times of persecution. The penitential period could

:!~ Cfr. St. Cyprian, £1'., 55. n.
llJ: "ldwco l'0l,.lIt.,illlft 010,.

0110111$ nU: dd;ct~". S.llO"," 1010

corde el tnO..j{tsftl /o,,"".latiU1lU

,J;I,u p,ofeuio"t 'ts/IUl/U I'rolt'!>tft
dos o,"~illll Cl'.U'W''''.IIS II Spt ,"m·
"'1l1'lic"rjCKls " /'Ocil, si ." i"fi"... ,.
taJe "rqu' fJniollo 'Ottni'" dtprt
Clln, q"i" rotor. iII"s ._ delicli
pt>t"S!tntid. scd morlis wrrtltlis 11:1_
moltiiW com/>tllil ncc di,lt ... "51 ;n
m"rt" tUn""", SO/III..."., qIIi se no"
,olifal·;t ra' '"ori'"".11".... The
Coulleil of Arks, A. D. J14, ex·
pressed itself in a simlla.r ma.llncr.

28 Cfr. Batiffol, Et"du d'Hjltojrc
" de Thlologk P",Jilit~, Vol. I,

llnd cd.• Paris 1'}0<4; TiJrtront. His
li:Ht'e du Dogfflu, Yol. I. Jd ~.,

pp. IllJ ~q.• Paris 1906 (Ena1ish
tr.• History of DOtfffU, Vol. Y. PP.
I U sqq... St" Louis 1910): F. X.
funk, .. Dr'S 1ItdKltllt~,dikt dll
Potlttl KdJl;nws:' in the Th~ol.

atloorllS!uhri!1 of TiibinJcn, 1906.
pp.. S41 ~Q.; &g;l.iIlst him G. UseT.
in the Maynace XI/lkolik, 1007. II,
pp. 18.t S'lQ•• 297 I<J<I.; 1908. I. POl
I:r "1q., 93 sqq.

n Cfr. St. lrcnzua. Adv. HrJe"" I.
6. J; Tertulli;l.!l, Dt Potnit., c. 3:
Orieen, Hom. in Ltv;f., <t: St. CYP
rian. D~ Laps., c. 28.
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be shortened by so-called peace-letters (libelli paris) IS

sued to sinners by martyrs and confcssors.28

In the East, according to Sozomen,zll the administra~

Hon of Penance from about the middle of the third cen
tury on lay in the hands of a " Priest Penitentiary" spe
cially appointed by the bishop. There, as ,ve have seen,
penitents were first divided into classes: healers, knee1
ers, assistants, and weepers, who not infrequently had
to endure trying humiliations.:o The abolition by Nec
tarius. in 391, of the office of Priest Penitentiary, of
which we shall treat further down,31 put an end to
public confession and to the grouping of penitents in
classes.

The Latin Church never adopted the system of " peni
tential stations," but retained Public Penance until far
into the Middle Ages. Simplicius (+ 483) seems to
have been the first pope who aplX'inted special priests for
hearing confessions in Rome.

The so-called "penitential letters" (epistolae callolli
cae) were devised for the purpose of unifying discipline.
They came into use at an early date. Specimens are ex
tant attributed to 55. Gregory Thaumaturgus, Basil, and
Gregory of Nyssa.

The first" penitential books" (libri poenitentiales) ap
peared at the beginning of the rdiddle Ages. They were
compiled with a view to determine the nature and duration
of penance for various sins and were mostly the work of
zealous bishops and spiritual directors who wished to aid
confessors in the administration of the Sacrament. The
oldest extant copies are of Anglo-Saxon or Franconian
origin.S2

28 efr. Rauschen, Eurharist alld
P""Il11re, t'p. ::l0J sqq.

29 Rist. Errln., VII, 16.

80 efr. O'Donnell, Pe"llllrt ill tI.,
Earl)' Clmr,h, IJ. 50.

u I"lra, Art. 2.

n The Penitential commonly II'
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Individual bishops and councils here a1ld there drew up
" penitential canons" for the administration of Canonical
Penance..:lll

Beginning with the fifth century, the Roman pontiffs
(Siricius, Innocent I, Leo the Great, etc.) issued" peni
tential decrees," which exercised a profound influence
throughout the universal Church.S'

b) During the Middle Ages the penitential
discipline developed along different lines in the
East and \Vest.

An insight into the practice of the Greek Church is
afforded by the penitential books of John the Faster
(Ioannes Ieiunator) and John the Hennit (Ioannes
Monachus). The U Poellitentiale IOO1l1lis MonaclJi," in
its present form, probably dates from the twelfth century
and differs from its older prototype only in assigning
severer punishments to the sins of murder, fornication,
and theft. In the Eastern Church penitents, after con
fessing their sins in secret, as a rule received absolu.
tion at once, but were not admitted to Commun
ion until after they had performed the imposed pen·
ance. Clerics in higher orders who were guilty of griev
ous crimes, were deposed.

cribed to John the Faster of Con
stantinople <+ 595) is of Greek
provenance, but datel no farther
back than the ninth century. Cfr.
Binterim, De"kwitrdigkeite.., Vol.
V. 3, 382 sqq.

n \Ve have luch canons issued by
the councils of Elvira (about 300),
Ancyra (314), Neoczsarea, Nicrea
(375), and others.

M Cft. Billuart, De PO'nUent;a,
diM. 9, art. 9 (cd. Lequette, Vol.

VII, pp. 237 aqq.)- Clerics and
monks originally were not exempt
from public penance. In the tenth
and eleventh centuries, however, it
became Cl1stomary for the clergy to
perform their penance in monaster·
ies. Cfr. Rallschen, Eltchari.st and
Pcna"ce, p. 2'3; Kellner, B,,3S' "I'd
Stra{'fJcrfahren C:',cn Xleriker in
den ersl,.. s,cM Jahrhund"rt'n,
Treves 186J.
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In the Latin Church the penitential discipline varied
according to countries. In England, Public Penance was
unable to strike root,3~ whereas in France it was quite
generally enforced.S6 Peter of Poitiers (+ 1205) and
other Scholastic writers after him mention a "Solemn
Penance" (p.oenitentia solemnis) , which was imposed for
exceptionally grave crimes and had to be performed dur
ing Lent.Ii In regard to this kind of penance alone, and
the sins for which it was imposed, the ancient rule
U Poenitentia est twa>} continued in force.

Public Penance, as such, consisted of various acts of
mortification,- wearing sackcloth and ashes, fasting,
scourging one's body, wandering about on foot, retiring
into a monastery, etc. It ·was imposed for the following
sins: murder, homicide, rape, fornication, usury, witch
craft, robbery, and marrying within forbidden degrees of
consanguinity.

In the administration of Private Penance the clergy
generally made use of penitential books, though these
often gave contradictory directions and lacked ecclesiasti
cal approbation. Later councils protested against their
lax provisions and regulated penance according to the
ancient canons and Holy Scripture.lIs

An important change in the penitential discipline of
the Latin Church is marked by the introduction of the
so-called" penitential redemptions." These originated in
England and contained directions for commuting canonical
penances into other good works, especially prayers and
alms,

35 This ean he seen from the
Penitential of Archbishop Theodore
of Canterbury (+ 690).

so Cfr. RhaLanus Maurus, De Cltr.
but., ll, 30.

87 Cfr. Sl Thomas, Summa Th,o!_,
Suppl., quo 28, art. 3.

38 E. E. the Council of Chalons
(813) and that of Paris (8J9).
Cfr. Rauschen, Euchari11 and P'n
,me" p. 21J.
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In course of time the wealthy began to evade the pen
ances imposed by their confessors and hired substi
tutes. A graphic example of this abuse may be seen
in the chapter "De l1fagllatllut Pocllitcntia," which
forms part of the ecclesiastical regulations of King
Edgar.s~

Another serious abuse arose from the Gennanic law
permitting offenders to escape punishment by giving
money for charitable purposes (compositio) .~O This
practice was to some extent officially countenanced by the
Council of Tribur (895).

A universal substitute for all penances, since the Coun
cil of Clennont (1095), was personal participation in a
crusade: (( Iter illud pro Offllli POC11itcntia replltetllr."
Subsequently indulgences were granted to those who were
unable or unwilling to "take the cross." but gave money
for the equipment of crusaders.

In the twelfth century it became customary to devote
the revenues accruing from penances to pious and chari
table purposes, such as the building of churches and hos
pitals. and later also to purely secular undertakings, e. g.
the construction of bridges and roads. The sums des
tined for such purposes were commonly called" peniten
tial pennies."

The Church authorities viewed the reorganization of the
penitential discipline on a pecuniary basis with disfavor.
The Fourth Lateran Council (1215) attempted to check
some of the abuses that had crept in. In the fourteenth
century the entire system of canonical penances was abol
ished. but the malodorous practice of almsgathering, to

!IQ V. IIardouin, Concil., VI. I,

6S!t ~qq.

",0 Examples of thi~ practice are
afforded by the Potnitenliale of St.

Cummian (seventh century), See J.
Zeltinger, "Dos Poeniten6ale Cllm.
meani," in the A1'chiv fur kath.
Kirchcn1'echt, 1!t02. pp. 50l Iqq.
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which it had given rise, was not effectively checked until
after the Tridentine Council.H

c) The substitution of pecuniary fines for the
traditional works of penance led to a complete
change in the relation between sacerdotal absolu
tion and satisfaction. Absolution was now given
immediately after confession. This practice con
tinned even after the abuses connected with the
medieval practice had ceased.

Attempts to revive Public Penance for public crimes
were made by a number of councils, Cologne (1536).
lIayence (1550). Trent/2 1\Ialines (1570), and Bourgcs
(1584). But they proved futile. St. Charles BOTromeo
was only temporarily successful in his efforts to accom
plish the same purpose at 1lilan. The Church was com
pelled to confine her penitential discipline more and morc
to the internal forum of conscience. The spread of
Protestantism made a return to the more rigorous prac
tice of antiquity impossible, and the desperate efforts of
the Jansenists resulted in evil rather than good. Thc
faithful of to-day should try by a morc ardent contrition
to make up for the enforced mildness of the Church in
the administration of Penance.4S

41 S~~ that Coundl'~ S~5~. XXI,
De Ref., c. 9.- On the p"nitcntial
disciplin~ of th~ primitive Church
and it5 d~v~lopment s~c, besides the
works already quoted, e5pecially
Modnus, Comme"l. H;$I. de Di$ci
plina in Admini$lralione Sacramenli
Poe>liuntiae XIII Primi$ Soeculis,
Paris 1651, r~printed at Venic~ in
1702; A. Boudinhon. a.rt. "Peni
tential Canons," in Vol. XI of the

Catholic Ellcyclopedi,,: A. M. Koni·
g~r, BUTchard I. VOn Worms und
die deuI$clu Kir"'!e uiner Zeit, pp.
'3z Sqq., )Junich J!f05; P. Schroon.
O. F. "M., Die Busslehre dn- FTlih.
ullo/astik, "Munich '909.

42 Se~~. XXIV, De Reform., e. 8.
43 Cfr. Petavius. De la Penile""

PulJlique et dt la Priparatio .. <l la
Co",,,,un;o .., Paris 1643-4.
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READINGS: -*Morinus, Comment. Hist. de DiscipU1tQ itl Ad
ministratiotlc Sacramenti Poenitentiae XllI Primis Suecu/is, Paris
1651 (Venice 1702).- Sirmond, His/oria Poenitentiae Publicae,
Paris 1651.- Orsi, De Capitalibus Criminibus, Milan 1720.- Mar
tene, De Antignis Ecclesiae Ritibus, Rouen 1700-02.- Francolini,
De Disciplina Poenitentiae, Rome 1708.- Wasserschleben, Die
Bussord11ungen dey abendliindischen KiTche, Halle 185I.-*Frank,
Die Bussdis::;jplin von den APostel:::eitcn bioI zum 7. Jahrhundert,
Mayence 1&57.- F. Probst, Sakranunte und Sakramentalien in
den ersten drei christlichen Jahrhunderten, pp. 244 sqq., Tiibingen
1872.-*H. J. Schmitz, Die Bussbucher und die BlIssdisziplin dey
Kirche, Mayence 1883.- IDEM, Die Bussbucher Ulld das kanonische
Bussverfahren, Dusseldorf 18g8.-Batiffol, Etudes d'Ilistoire et
de Theologie Positive, pp. 45 sqq., 3rd ed., Paris 1904.- F. X.
Funk, Kirchmgeschichtliche Abhandlungen und Untersudluligen,
Vol. I, pp. 155 sqq., 182 sqq., 209 sqq., Paderborn 1897.- Vacan
dard, La Pblitence Publique, Paris 1903.- Pignataro, De Disci
pUna Poen.itentiali, Rome 1904.- Tixeront, Histoire des Dogmes,
Vol. I, 3rd ed., Paris 19OO (English tr., History of Dogmas, Vol.
T, 51. Louis 1910).-]. Souben, Nouvelle Theologie Dogmatique,
Vol. VIII, pp. 31-48, Paris 19=15.- G. Rauschen, Eucharist and
Penance ilt the First Six Centuries of the Church, Part II, pp.
152 sqq., 51. Louis 1913.-11.]. O'Donnell, Penallce in the Early
Church, With a Short Sketch of Subsequent Development,
Dublin 1907.-A. d'Ales, La Discipline Pblitel1tielle d'aprcs Ie
Pasteur d'Hermas, Paris 1911.- B. V. Mi11er, "The Penitential
Teaching of Tertullian," in the Irish Eccles. Record, 1914, No.
564, pp. 581-59&



CHAPTER II

THE CHURCH'S POWER TO FORGIVE SINS IS UN

LIMITED, NECESSARY, AND JUDICIAL

The power to forgive sins which Jesus Christ
conferred upon His Church is, (I) unlimited, i. e.
it comprises all sins without exception; (2) nee·
essary, i. e. no one can obtain forgiveness of sins
except through this power, and (3) judicial, i. e.
those who wield it are authorized either to bind
or to loose.

All three of these points can be established
from Sacred Scripture and Tradition.
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SECTION I

THE CHURCH'S POWER TO FORGIVE SINS IS

UNLIMITED

ARTICLE I

MON"TANISM AND NOVATIANISM VS. THE TEACHING

OF THE CHURCH

I. MONTANISM AND NOVATIANISM.-The

Montanists and the Novatians did not deny the
Church's power to forgive sins, but they unduly
limited it by alleging that there are certain sins
which the Church cannot forgive.

a) Towards the middle of the second century
Montanus, formerly a priest of the pagan god
dess Cybele, together with two women, Priscilla
and Maximilla, founded the so-called Church of
the Paraclete, which was to inaugurate the reign
of the Holy Ghost. He delivered prophecies an
nouncing the approaching advent of Christ, and
as a preparation for the millennium enjoined a
stricter life and a more rigorous system of mor
ality. Second marriages were discountenanced
and fasting was made more severe. One of
Montanus' teachings was that the Church is pow-

So
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erIess to forgive the three capital sins of apostasy,
murder, and fornication.

The Montanists were the first to make a distinction
between pardonable and unpardonable sins (peccata re
missibilia, irremissibilia). They denied, not that God
can forgive all sins, but that the power of the keys ex
tends to alP

The Montanist sect became a public danger when, about
the year 202, Tertullian of Carthage, a learned but ex
tremely rigoristic writer, became its foremost champion.
and published books in defense of the alleged revela
tions and precepts of IVlontanus. There soon arose a
new party, called Tertullianists, the remnants of which
did not return to the mother Church until the fifth cen
tury.:l

b) At the end of the Decian persecution (about 251
A. D.), the Roman presbyter Novatian, an exceptionally
gifted man, was elected anti-pope against Cornelius, who
had been chosen by the majority. vVhen Pope Cornelius
showed himself disposed to grant absolution to those who
had denied the faith in the course of the persecution,
Novatian refused to obey and pushed his severity so far
as to deny absolution to the dying. He asserted that
.. it is not permitted to readmit apostates, because no one
but God has the power to forgive them their crime." S

Soon the Novatians extended their rigorous system
and denied the Church's power to forgive any grievous
sin. Later they seem to have returned to more moderate

1 Cfr. Tertullian, De P"dicit., c. 2

".2 Cfr. Kirchner, De .1l"'lta"istis,
Jena 1831; Bonwetsch, GtJchichte
dt! M""ta"is>tlus, ErJaagen 1881 i

J. Chapman, e.S.n., art. .. Mon
tanists" in Vol. X of the Catholic
EncycJ<lpedia.

s See SQcrates, Rist. Eccles., IV,
,8.
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principles. The sect spread especially in the Orient,
where it survived till the sixth century.'

2. THE TEACHING OF THE CHURCH.-The
Catholic Church condemned the heretical teach
ing of both these sects and never gave up one
tittle of her ancient claim that she has the power
to forgive all sins, no matter how grievous,
through the Sacrament of Penance.

a) Though no formal definition of the faith
against Th10ntanism has come down to us, we
know from Eusebius that all the churches of the
world declared themselves against this sect.'
Tertullian, who had enjoyed such great esteem,
was no longer regarded as a Catholic after he had
joined the Montanists.

b) The teaching of Novatian was condemned
by Pope Cornelius at a council held in Rome. 6

St. Cyprian,7 St. Epiphanius,8 and other contem
porary Fathers treated him as a heretic.'

St. Augustine observes in one of his Sermons:
U There were those who said that certain sins must not
be forgiven. They were excluded from the Church and
hecame heretics. Our kind Mother the Church never

4 On Novatian and Novatianism
s~e Dom Chapm:m's article in Vol.
XI of the Catholic E"cyetof>~dia;

Hefel" $, v. in Vol. IX, 2nd ed.,
of Huder's Ki,.c1,enle:cikon,. Bar
denhcwer·Shaban, PatroloflY, pp.
19', 220-222.

5 Hisl. Eec/n, V, 16 ~qq.

6 efr. Eu~ebiu~, Hilt. Eedel., VI,

".
'1" Ep. 55 ad Anto..i41l.

8 D~ Ha~rtl., 59.
II V. IUP"", Ch. I, Sect. ;I, Art. 2,

No, l,
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ceases to be merciful, no matter what sins have been com
mitted." l(}

The Fourth Council of the Lateran declared: "If
anyone fall into sin after having received Baptism, he
can always obtain pardon by a sincere repentance." U

The Council of Trent says: "The Catholic Church
with good reason repudiated and condemned as heretics
the Novatians of old, who obstinately denied the power
of forgiving [sins]." 1Z

ARTICLE 2

PROOF FROM HOLY SCRIPTURE AND TRADITION

1. That the power of forgiving comprises
all sins without exception, is so clearly stated in
Scripture, that the two apparently conflicting
texts, Matth. XII, 31 sq. and Heb. VI, 4 sqq.,
must be interpreted in harmony with this teach
ing.

a) The words by which Christ conferred this
power on His Apostles (John XX, 23) are quite
general in tenor: aquorum (o-v nvOJv) remiseritis
pcccata (TO.'; UIMJpT[O.';) , rcmittuntu1" cis." Gram
matically and logically the meaning of the passage

10Serm" 3~C:, n. 9: "Fuenmi
qui dicerrnt, quibusdam pecca/is "on
nse dandam poenitentiam, .-t "xc/uti
suni d, Ecclrsia ei Jw,eretici facti
sunt. III quibuscu1<qu, p'ccatis nOli

perdil ~'isara pia mater Eccltsia,"
11 Capui "Firm;/,r"; "Ei si

post sllsctption,m baptismi quis·
qllam prolapsus {«,rit i .. p,ccatuM,

ptr v..ram pol,st stmper potnit,,,/iam
rtparari." (Denzinger·Bannwart, n.
-430),

12 Sess. XIV, cap. I: "£1 No.
t'atianos remitt,nd, potutat,m elim
p,rlinacit,r "'ra"te.r mazna ralion,
Eccluia catholica tamquam half'·
ticos u'plosil a/que condtmnavit,"
(DeD~inier-BanDwart, !;t. 894).
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evidently is: "Quorum hominu111t quaecumque
peccala remiseritis (solveritis) in terris~ crunt
remissa (soluta) et in cadis~' et quorwn homiml1Jl.
quaecunquc peccata retinHeritis (ligaveritis) in
terris) CrItH! retenta (ligala) et in caeit's.') The
terms of both propositions are universal and ad
mit of no exccption.1

b) The Novatians were plainly in the wrong
when they asserted that 51. Paul meant to except
apostasy, and OUf Lord Himself the sins against
the Holy Ghost, from the power of the keys.

a) It is true that Christ said: "Every sin and blas
phemy shall be forgiven men, but the blasphemy of the
Spirit shall not be forgiven; and whosoever shall speak a
word against the Son of man, it shall be forgiven him,
but he that shall speak against the Holy Ghost, it shall
not be forgiven him, neither in this world, nor in the
world to come." 2 But this text by no means proves that
sins against the Holy Ghost are unpardonable. Our
Lord is addressing the Pharisees, who had accused Him
of casting out devils by Beelzebub. Hence there is ques
tion here of a very particular sin against the Holy Ghost.
The Pharisees had hardened their hearts against the truth,
which is a proof of malice,-the sin of ,vhich our Lord
says that it "shall not be forgiven, neither in this

1 efr. Palmieri, De Potllitmtia.
thes. 8, Rome 1879.

2 Matth. XII, 31 SQ..: "Gmn,
peccotum et blasphi!mia. ri!mittetur
hami"ibus. Spiritus auum bias
ph,mia non r"",'t/if/ur (» a~ Tau
'1rPf(,p.aTOg (3>"tl.u<f>7Jp.la 0(," a.<pd~Uf·

1'(1.1). Et qwicwnque dixerit 'VtTbwm
contra Filillm homi"is, Hmitttfur
,i: qui autem dixer;t contra Spiritwm
sanctum, KOK remittetur ei Keque in
hoc saeclt!o, "eque in futuro COliTE
loll TOlm;> T<f alwII' olin; 1:1' 1'0/
P.D..>"OllTI)."
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world nor in the world to come." Why are malice and
obduracy unpardonable? Surely not because God is
either unable or unwilling to forgive tjlem. His mercy
is boundless, and He wills that all men be saved.3 The
reason must therefore lie with the sinner, either be
cause he is incapable of being converted or because he
lacks the necessary good will. 1\ow, 110 man is incapable
of being converted, because, as we have seen in our
treatise on Grace,4 so long as there is life, there is hope,
even for the most obdurate sinner. It follows that the
particular sin of which our Lord speaks is unpardonable
simply and solely for the reason that the sinner refuses to
be converted.~ As soon as he changes his mind and is
sorry for his sins, the Church can and will forgive him.s

f3) The Pauline text adduced by the Novatians
(lIeb. VI, 4 sqq.) reads as follows: "It is impossible
for those who were once illuminated, have tasted also the
heavenly gift, and were made partakers of the Holy
Ghost, have moreover tasted the good word of God, and
the powers of the world to come, and are fallen away: to
be renev·,'ed again to penance, as they crucify again to
themselves the Son of God, and make Him a mockery." 7

To understand this passage correctly we must examine
3 Cfr. Pohle-Preuu, GTace, Ac/ual

and Habitual, pp. 153 sq'l.
40i'. cit., pp. 175 8'1'1.
ft Cfr. 51. Pacian. Ep. ad Sym·

pTa"., 3, n. IS: "In cad~Tis quip
pe pecea/is aut error, labimuT au/
mttu frGllKim"r alit carnis i"lirm;'
tat, sur,.romur: haec [i. ,. blasi''''
mia Spiritus] catritas est flO.. ddtT,.
'l"od vidtas et S. Spirit"s opera
diabolo d,putar, eamq"e gloriam
Domini. qua diabol"s ipse suptralllT,
diaboli appellar, v'-rh<l~m:'

II On Malth. XII, 31 .'1. efr. P.
Schanz, KommentaT lObe' das E~'an'

gelil4m du M. MattMus, Fr"iburg
I879.

7 rr"b. VI, 4 i'lq.: "Impossibile
(dllv~ClYov) tst enim eos, qui stmel
s«nt illuminati (1'0&' alTa~ ¢wn'
0'8l~Tas), o"s/averu"t e!iam <loflum
cotlestt, It partiripes facti $>Inl
Spiritus sanet', gusta~"nlnt f1'-hi/omi
nus bo..um Dei ""er/>um, virtuftsqut
saeculi I'e"/lIr', ,.t prolapsi (1f"Clpa.·
1f"lu6vTClS) SUM,. r"rSus rexo'!!ar' "d
poe..i/e"fiam (1f"ahlr d~aK(ul'lrlll'

lis ,un-ciVOlllr>' rllrJUm e....ciliztnfes
s.'bim,tipsiJ Fili"m Dei, tt os/....tui
habent ..s."
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what the Apostle means by the phrase, "to be renewed
again to penance." Does he speak of a renewal of Bap
tism or of the baPtismus labon'osus, i. e. Penance? Some
of the most eminent Fathers of the Church interpret the
phrase as referring to Baptism, and explain it as follows:
One who has fallen away from the faith cannot possibly
be "renewed again:' by a second Baptism, i. e. justified
with the same full effect as the first time, because Baptism
is incapable of repetition. Thus St. Chrysostom, com
menting on the passage, says: ,. Hence there is no second
Baptism.... Is there, then, no penance? There is a
penance, but it is not a second Baptism." 8 This inter
pretation derives additional probability from two facts.
The first is that St. Paul treats of Baptism a little farther
up in the text; ~ the second, that in Biblical parlance the
\vords .pW1'{~(tv and avaKatv{~(tv are principally applied to
Baptism, and sometimes to Confirmation.10

Modern exegetes are, however, unwilling to accept this
Patristic interpretation because it does not do justice
to the context. They argue as follows: St. Paul
says it is impossible for an apostate" to be renev·ted again
to penance" because he has abused many supernatu
ral graces and thereby hardened his heart and put
himself into a state of obduracy and impenitence
in which conversion has become so difficult as to be
morally impossible. This interpretation of Reb. VI,
4 sqq., which was known to 51. ]erome,l1 was adopted by
Vasquez, Cornelius a Lapide, Tirinus, Ad. 1hier, 2i11,
and others. No matter which explanation we prefer,

8 Hom. in Ep. ad Heb~., 9, n. 4.
_ The te"t is interpreted in the
lame sense by St, Ath'lnasius (Ep.
j)d Strap., 4, n. 13), St. Epipha·
niu. (Hae,.., 49, n. 2), St. Ambrose
(D. PotniJ., II, 2), and 51, John

Damascenc (Dt Fidt O,.thodo;r",
IV, 9).

II Reb. VI, I sqq.
10 Cfr. Tit. III, S.
11 C. lOtin" I. II.
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there is nothing in St. Paul's text to disprove the doc
trine that the Church has the power to forgive all, even
the most grievous sins.12

2. A sufficient argument from Tradition can be
construed from the Patristic texts quoted in a
previous section of this treatise. 13

12 The text is di~cussed thoroughly 13 V. supra, Ch. I, Sect. 2, Art. 2,

by Zill. Drr Brief an die Htbriitr, pp.:l6 ~qq.

Ma.yence 1879.



SECTION 2

THE CHURCH'S POWER TO FORGIVE SINS IS

NECESSARY

1. STATE OF THE QUESTlON.-The power to
forgive sins is necessary in the sense that no
Christian who is guilty of mortal sin can be
saved unless he submits his sins to the properly
constituted authority for the purpose of obtaining
pardon. In other words, it is the will of God that
the Church must be reckoned with in the remis
sion of sins.

The concrete manner of submitting one's sins to the
Church, as we shall show later,l. consists in confess
ing them \vith due sorrow to a properly ordained priest
who has the necessary jurisdiction.

The dogma with which we are dealing in this Section
of Ollr treatise is implicitly defined by the Council of
Trent when it says: "If anyone denieth either that sac
ramental confession was instituted, or is necessary to sal
vation, by divine right, ... let him be anathema." And:
" If anyone saith that in the Sacrament of Penance it is
not necessary, of divine right, for the remission of sins,
to confess all and each of the mortal sins which after
due and diligent previous meditation are remembered,

1 V. infra, Part III, Ch. II, pp, 181 JQ.q.
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even those [mortal sins] which are secret, and those
which are opposed to the last two commandments of the
Decalogue, as also the circumstances which change the
species of a sin, but [saith] that such confession is only
useful to instruct and console the penitent, and that it
was of old only observed in order to impose a canonical
satisfaction; or saith that they who strive to confess all
their sins wish to leave nothing to the divine mercy or
pardon; or, finally, that it is not lawful to confess venial
sins; let him be anathema." :l

Is the necessity of appealing to the power of the keys
in order to obtain forgiveness of sins, merely of precept,
or must it be regarded as a llecessitas tnediif' This ques
tion is answered by the Tridentine Council as follows:
"This Sacrament of Penance is necessary unto salvation
for those who have fallen after Baptism, as Baptism itself
is for those who have not as yet been regenerated.1> J •

The same Council further declares that, "although it
sometimes happens that contrition i~ perfect through
charity, and reconciles man with God before this Sacra
ment is actually received, the said reconciliation, never
theless, is not to be ascribed to that contrition independ-

2 Co ..c. Tria., Sess. XIV, can. 6:
"Si quis n"gaverit, eonfeu'""e1ll
'fIel 'nstillltam vd ad sa/ut"", t1eeu
sana", US" iur" divi..o; , • , Dna
th"ma sit." (Denzinger·Bannwart.
n. SII6).- Can. 7: "Si quis air",;t,
Itl saera",,,nto poenitentiae ad re·
missi"n"m pueatorum n"ccuarium
..on esu iure aivino cOllliten "mnia
" ri"Ku/a p~ccata mar/lilia, quorum
""mari" cum de!>ita "I di/iKe .. /i P"(Jt
... ,ditatio"t llabtatur, eti(J'" occu/t(J,
et qUi/e sunt eo"l..a duo ultima d,ci/
lOKi prateeNa, d circumslan/ias,
quat p"ccDti spuiem IO,u/ant; std
tam conftuionelll t(Jntl<m use «tile'"

aa trudiendum tt consolandu...
Pot"'tt"ttm, tt ali", abstrvatam
fuisst t(Jntu", ad satisfaction'... c,,·
t1onica'" impoKendal"; aut direrit,
eos, qui omnia pucata co..litt'" slu·
den/, niM/ r"lillquer" veil" div;n(Je
l1,istricordiae ;KnO$CIKdmn; ad de.
mum ..on lietr" cannier, p"ceata ve"i·
a/ia.. Ilnathema sil:' (Denzini"er
Bannwut. n. 1>1'7).

3 Conc, Trid., Sess. XIV, cap. ;II
" Est autnot hoc sacram""tum potll;'
tt"t,at lapsi.l post baptismuHI ad
salutt'" necessarium, 141 "ondu", re
re"tratis baptismus." (Denzini"er.
B;lnnwut, n. 895).
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entl} of the desire of the Sacrament which is included
therein." ,

From these definitions it follow's that recourse to the
power of the keys is a necessary means of salvation for
the sinner.

2, PROOF FROM SACRED SCRIPTURE,-Thc doc
trine just set forth can be indirectly proved from
Sacred Scripture by an analysis of the power of
binding and loosing which the Church has re
ceived from her Divine Founder.

As already noted,~ the power of forgiving sins is two
fold: - to loose (potestas solvendi s. rctnittclldi) and to
bind (potestas ligandi s. retinendi). The function of the
former is to forgive (sententia absolutionis) , the func
tion of the latter, to retain (sententia retentiollis).6 A
mortal sin which the Church refuses to loose (i. e. for
give) on earth, remains unforgiven also in heaven. The
Scriptural phrase. (( et quorum. rctinueritis, retenta sun!
(Xf./(paT7JVTUt, i. e. retenta maneut)," 1 plainly signifies
something stable, permanent, irrevocable. The same
is true of the locution, « quaecumque alligaveritis super
terram, erunt ligata (8f.8f.,ulvu) el in caelo," in the Gospel
of St. 1'!atthew.8 If these Scriptural texts are not en
tirely meaningless, they signify that a sin which the
Church retains, i. e. refuses to forgive on earth, remains
ltnforgiven in the eyes of God.

4 Ses5. XIV, cap. .' "Dacet
pratttrta [saxeta synod>!sJ, ctsi ean
tritiantm hane aliqu!1"do caritate
ptYfutam esse continzat homi"t,n.
que Deo Ttca1lnliare, priuS'luam lioc
sacramentum arlu suseiNatllr, ipsa'"
nihi!ami""s rteaxeiliat;anem ipsi
cotllridani sine saeram.,.nti vata, quod

in ilia inc/uditur, f1a" esse adscriben
dam." (Denzingcr·Banllwart, n. 898).

5 V. s"tra, p. '7.
6 efr. Co"e. Trid., SC55. XIV,

cap. 5.
7 John XX, 23.
8 Matth. XVI, XII.
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In other words, to obtain forgiveness of one's
sins it is necessary to have recourse to the Church.
If this favor could be obtained directly from God,
the power of the keys would be illusory; for a
power of binding which does not bind is a contra
diction in terms.

3. PROOF FROM TRADITION.-The Fathers
teach that God does not forgive sins without the
cooperation of the Church. See the Patristic
texts quoted infra, Part III, Ch. II, Sect. 2, Art.
3, pp. 206 sqq.

The history of the penitential discipline of the Church
shows that at no time was the sinner free to perform
the prescribed penances; on the contrary, it was always
held that he who refused to submit to the penitential
regulations of the Church was eternally lost. St. Au
gustine says in one of his Sermons: "Do penance, as
it is done in the Church, in order that the Church may
pray for you. Let no one say to himself: 'I do
[penance] secretly before God; God knows it, and He
will forgive me, because I am doing penance in my heart.'
Has it, therefore, been said without reason: • \Vhatso
ever you shall loose on earth shall be loosed also in
heaven'? Have the keys been given to the Church of
God for nothing? Do we frustrate the Gospel and the
words of Christ?" ~

IISer"", 392, C, 3. n, 3: "At;t,
po"";t",,tiam, qua/is agitwr in Ec
c/uia, wt orel pro vobis Eccl",ia,
N","o sibj dkat: OCClllt, ago, a/,,,d
V""m ago, no<';/ V",u q"i mihi
;/lnolcat. quia ;n cord" m"o IJ/{a.

Erio sine causa d,ctum ut: Qllae

so/vnitis in t~rrll, sa/uta "nlnl in
cat/a! ErKa sin.. causa 11I"t c1a.'tS
data, Eccl"sia, D,i! Fr"stromws
,vo"g"li"m, frustramu 1/'1'1>11 Chri,
stif"- The :lrgument from Tradi.
tion is well developed by Palmieri,
D" Po'nit., tbell. 10.
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4. THEOLOGICAL DISCUSSION OF THE DOGMA.

-To obtain a better understanding of the dogma
under consideration, we must regard the relation
of the" power of the keys to venial sin on the one
hanel, and to perfect contrition on the other.

a) Venial sins also fall under the power of the keys,
but not in the same way. For whereas the Church can
loose, i. c. forgive them, she call110t retain them, and
therefore no one is bound to submit his venial sins to
her tribunal, i. e. to confess the same. " Vcoial sins,"
says the Council of Trent, "... although they may
rightly and profitably and without any presumption be de
clared in confession, as the custom of pious persons dem
onstrates, may nevertheless be omitted without guilt and
be expiated by many other remedies." 10

The reason why venial sins need not be confessed lies
in their very nature. They do not destroy the supernatu
ral life of the soul nOT entail eternal damnation. Conse
quently they cannot in the nature of things remain penna
nently unforgiven. Somehow and at some time God must
pardon all venial sins.u Hence mortal sins are the only
necessary subject-matter of the ecclesiastical power of the
keys.

b) Perfect contrition effects the immediate justification
of the sinner without the Sacrament of Penance, as we
shall show presently.12 How can this extra-sacramental

10 Conc. Trid., Se~s. XIV, cap.
S: "Y~ll;alia .... l,Iuamqu"", rtcl,
d utilit,r dlral,lu·" an",tI>I praesump·
liolltm in cOll/tuionc dirantwr, quod
p£orum homi>lu", llSUS d,mons/rat,
tartri lam,n cilra culpam mullis·

1,114' aliis r,m,diis ~rpj"ri possunl."
(Denzinger·Dannwart, n. 899).

11 For a proof of this proposition
see the treat; ... on E~hatology.

12 Infra, Part III, Ch. I, Sect. I,

Art. z, pp. J39 s.qq.
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efficacy of perfect contrition be reconciled with the dogma
that the power of the keys is necessary for the forgiveness
of sins? 'Why have recourse to the Church if mortal sin
can be forgiven b)' perfect contrition? The answer is:
As Baptism of desire (baplismus flamil/is) justifies only
when it includes a desire to receive the Sacrament (vol/fm
baptisnzi),U so perfect contrition effects justification only
when accompanied by a desire to receive the Sacrament
of Penance (votum sacramcllti pocllitcntiac).l1 This
limitation did 110t apply to the Old Testament, which
lacked the power of the keys; but under the New Cove
nant it is part of the very essence of perfect contrition
that it effects justification only in relation to the Sacra
ment of Penance. Hence the obligation of every one
who is guilty of mortal sin to have recourse to the power
of the keys.

IS err. Pohllt·P«'1.lss. Th~ SonG

"''''''', Vo:d. r. pp. 243 aqq.
14 V. npra. pp. 59 Iq.



SECTION 3

THE POWER OF THE CHURCH TO FORGIVE

SINS IS JUDICIAL

1. STATE OF THE QUESTION.-Thc power to
baptize includes the power to forgive sins; but it
is not exercised after the manner of a judicial
sentence (per modwl't iudicii) ; it is bestowed as a
free gift (per mod",n beneficii). The case is
different with the power to forgive post-bap~

tismal sins.

a) The Tridentine Council says: "It is certain be
yond doubt that the minister of Baptism need not be a
judge, seeing that the Church exercises judgment all no
one who has not entered her pale through the gate of
Baptism.... It is otherwise with those who are of the
household of the faith, whom Christ our Lord ...
wished ... to be placed as criminals before this tribu
nal." 1

The judicial character of Penance is based on a positive
precept. Had God so pleased, lIe could have empow
ered the Church to forgive post-baptisnl:11 sins in the
same manner in which she forgives sins committed be-

1 COliC. Trid., s~ss. XIV, cap. 2:
"Constat urtt, baptism. ministrum
iudicem tSst "all oporlcrt, quum
Ecdtsia in ntmint:m iudicium tzu·
uat, qui 11011 prius in ipsam ptr
baptismi ianuam Iutrit inlrtSSus.
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... Secus tit dt dO>Jll'sticis fidti,
quos CI,risiIlS Do",inus ... antt
hoc tribunal lamq"a,n nos s;sll
ttult." (D~nzingcr-Bannwart, En
chiridiol1, 11. 895).
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fore Baptism,- per modum bClIcfiCii,- though it is
easy to understand why the former should be subject
to severer punishment than the latter.l! In matter of
fact, however, our Divine Saviour instituted Penance as
a sort of trial court, w'ith His Apostles and their suc
cessors sitting as judges. This truth is declared by one of
our leading modern theologians to be "as it were the
piYol around which the whole Catholic doctrine of Pen
ance revolves." S

A judge is an officer clothed with public authority, who
decides as to the guilt or innocence of accused persons and
passes sentence upon them according to law and justice.
His faculties include (I) the power to pronounce an au
thoritative sentence, and in this a judge differs from a
mere arbiter; (2) the power to determine the extent of
the guilt and to apply the law, which excludes arbitrariness
and a too wide range of subjective opinion. The exami
nation of the charge and the hearing of witnesses do not
appertain to the judge, as such, because these functions
can be performed by others; but they are an indispensable
requisite of the orderly administration of justice and
therefore a conditio sine qua 1/on of every judicial sel1
tel1Ce.

b) That the power to forgive sins is a true
judicial pO\ver and must be exercised in judicial
form, is a dogma expressly defIned by the Council
of Trent: "Our Lord Jesus Christ, when about
to ascend from earth to Heaven, left priests, His
own vicars, as presidents and judges, unto whom
all the mortal crimes, into which the faithful may

% Clr. Hcb. VI, 4 &qq.; X, 26 sqq. 3 ,\lzbf.rgcr ;Il Schcc!>cn's Dozma-
ti,lo, Vol. IV. J, 681, Freiburg 19°3.
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have fallen, should be carried, in order that, in
accordance with the power of the keys, they may
pronounce the sentence of forgiveness or reten
tion of sins.'" Against the self-styled Protes
tant Reformers the Council particnlarly empha
sized the judicial character of absolution:
"But although the absolntion of the priest is
the dispensation of another's bonnty, yet it is not
a bare ministry only, whether of announcing
the Gospel or of declaring that sins are forgiven,
but is after the manner of a judicial act, whereby
sentence is pronounced by the priest as by a
judge.'" This dogma is so important that the
Council pronounces anathema against all who
deny it: "If anyone saith that the sacramental
absolution of the priest is not a judicial act, ...
let him be anathema." 6 The reason why abso
lution is a judicial act is intimated in such phrases
as "in accordance with the power of the keys," 7

"the ministry of the keys," 8 etc.
"Cone. Trid., Sess. XIV, cap. s:

.. Dominus nosier Ies«" Christus e
terris -a.rcensuru.r ad coelo.r sactrdote.f
sui ipsius vicar'o.f reliquif t,m'quam
praNidu et iudiets, ad quos omnia
martalia crimina de{erantur, in quae
Christjfid~lu redderint, qllo pro po
testat~ clacium remissionis al,t re
tentionis !,eceatorum sententjam pro
ffuntieHI." (D~nzing~r·Bannwart, n.
899).

/; Sess. XIV, cap. 6: "Quamvis
autem absolutio saeerdotis alie,.i
btntficii sit disptnsalio, tame" no"

tst .solum nudum minisleriuJIl 1'el
a"nuntiandi et'altge!ium tiel dulrJ
raltdi remusa u.s, !'Iceala, s~d ad in
star aelu.s iudicialis, quo ab ipso I'e/ut
a iudice .fententia pra"untiatur."
(Denzinger-Bannwart, n. 902).

6 Sc~~. XIV, can. 9: "Si qui.s
dixerit, ab.folutionem sacramentalem
.faardatis nan essl aelllm iudicia
lem, ••• anathema sit." (Denzin
ger-Bannwart. n. 91\1).

7 Cone. Trill., Sen. XIV, cap. 5:
" pro poustatl elaviunl."

8 Ibid., cap. 6: "elavium minisle
,illm,"
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2. PROOF FROM HOLY SCRIPTURE.-A Bibli
cal argument for our dogma may be evolved by
logical deduction from the texts already quoted.
As we have seen, the power of the keys is two
fold-it can bind as well as loose. The power of
binding may be exercised either by denying ab
solution or imposing a penance.

a) That the imposition of a penance is a true" bind
ing" may be inferred from the general tenor of our
Saviour's words, « Quaecunquc alligaveritis," etc. The
fact that the Church is able not only to "loose," i. c. give
absolution, but also to bind, in the twofold manner just
explained, proves that the power of the keys partakes of
the nature of a judicial tribunal (tribunal s. forum poetli
tellliae) and that the duly authorized confessor is a true
judge (iudcx, praeses, praetor). This logical connection
can be shown by means of a syllogism.

The power of a judge comprises three distinct
elements: (I) legitimate institution; (2) the
power to compel accused persons to appear before
him; and (3) the power to sentence gnilty crim
inals according to law. Now these three ele
ments are present in the exercise of the power of
the keys. Consequently, this power is judicial
and its sentences are binding upon those con
cerned.

b) The major premise of this syllogism requires no
proof.

In regard to the minor we may observe:
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(r) The power of the keys is divinely instituted be
cause it comes from Christ.9

(2) The tribunal of Penance is not a mere court of
arbitration, to which the faithful mayor may not appeal,
as they think fit, but a tribunal with power to compel
sinners to appear before it. It follows that all who are
guilty of mortal sin must appear before this tribunapo

(3) \\Then the sinner appears in the tribunal of Pen
ance, the priest acts precisely as a judge in court. If,
after hearing the evidence, he finds that the sinner is peni
tent, he looses him from his sins and at the same time also
binds him, after a fashion, by imposing a certain satisfac
tion. This satisfaction is partly calculated to propitiate
divine justice (poena vindicativa) and partly intended to
prevent a relapse (poena medicioolis). If, on the con
trary, the confessor finds the sinner unworthy of absolu
tion, he "retains" his sins and obliges him to return to
the tribunal of Penance as often as necessary until he is
properly disposed. The entire procedure is not arbitrary,
dictated ·by personal whims, but governed by divine law,
which provides that the contrite and humble should be ab
solved, whereas the unrepentant sinner should be sent
away until he shows true sorrow for his sins, because with
out true sorrow there can be no forgiveness and the ex
ercise of the power of" loosing" would be null and void.ll

3. PROOF FROM TRADITION".-The ancient pen
itential discipline of the Church, as we have seen
in a previous chapter, \vas exercised in strictly
judicial form. This is one part of the argument

g V. supra, Ch. '.
to V. s"pra, S~etion 2.
11 Ch. Palmieri, De Potllit., the!.

T'; Chr. Pesch, PracltCt. Dogmal.,
Vol. VII, 3rd ed., pp. 44 sqq., Frei·
burg '9(19.
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from Tradition. The other is furnished by such
Patristic utterances as the following.

St. Hilary of Poitiers says: "The immutable judg
ment of Apostolic severity ordained that those whom they
bind on earth ... and those whom they loose ... by
the tenus of this Apostolic sentence are loosed or bound
also in heaven." 12

St. Chrysostom: "The chair of the priest standeth
in heaven, and he has the prerogative to administer heav
enly things. Who has said this? The King of Heaven
Himself: 'Whatever you shall bind upon earth,' etc.
\Nhat is there that can be compared with this honor?
Heaven derives the principal pO\\'er of judgment from
earth. For the judge sits upon earth, the Lord follows
His servant, and whatever the latter has judged here
below, He ratifies in heaven." 1a

St. Jerome says that priests ;, have the keys of the
kingdom of Heaven and, after a fashion, exercise the
office of judges before the day of judgment." U

In the Pseudo-Apostolic Constitutions, which reflect
the views of the fifth century, the bishop is apostrophized
as follO\vs: "Sit thou, 0 Bishop, preaching in the
church, as thou hast the power to judge sinners. For to
you bishops was it said: • \Vhatsoever you shall bind,'
etc. Judge, therefore, 0 Bishop, by virtue of thy power,
as God Himself [judgeth]." l~

St. Gregory the Great (+ 604) says: <I The Apostles

12 In Mo.tlh., c. 18, n. 8: "1m.
mobile u~'crital;s cpasta/ko" ;udi
cium pratmUil, ul quos i" terris
lil:overinl ... el quos soh'c.;nl,
•.. hi apaslo/ieol eond#iont se ..·
Ir"tiat j" cae/is quoque 6ul so/uti
si"t aut /;o:ati."

laHom. de Verb. Is., S. n. I.

14 E/'. '4 6d Heliod., n. 8:
"••. qlli elaz'lS ,.,gni cotlorum ha·
b"ntlS quodammodo ant" di"m iudie;t
iudle6"t."

1~ Canst. Apos/., 1. II, up. 1
(Micne, P. G., 1, 61<4-).
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obtained the prerogative of supernal judgment, by which,
as the representatives of God, they retain sins in some
and loose them in others.... Behold how those who
dread the strict judgment of God are made the judges of
souls." 16

4. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN A CRIMINAL COURT

AND THE TRIBUNAL OF PENANCE.-The analogy
which we have pointed out between the sacred
tribunal of Penance and a secular court of crimi
nal correction is not complete. But this fact, far
from furnishing an argument against the tribunal
of Penance, rather 'demonstrates its superiority
to secular courts.

The first and chief difference between the two tribunals
is based upon their objects. Penance was instituted, pri
marily, not to find the sinner guilty and condemn him to
condign punishment, but rather to absolve him from his
crimes. A criminal court, on the contrary, exists for the
purpose of punishing. If it occasionally discharges a de
fendant, this is pure accident. The expiatory element
is not entirely lacking in the tribunal of Penance, however,
for the confessor is bound to impose a penance in propor
tion to the sins committed.

A second difference between the two courts is that
Penance is essentially a forum interntt-m, whereas a secu
lar court is limited to the forum externum.

A third difference consists in this that no secular judge
is able to restore a contrite criminal to innocence, as does

18 Hom. in Evanz., :>6, I. 2

(Migne, P. L., LXXVI, I197):
" AI'Olioli f'ri.,ci/,afum .fwpenli iudi
cii lortill/llur, ut via Dri ([Ui/JUl-

dam peccata Htilltant, q..i/J,udam
""".rent. •.• Ecce qui ,/illrict..m
D"i iudkilltl1 m.-fllunf, animurllm
iudice: fiu1lt,"
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the confessor when he pronounces the sacramental abso
lution. If the accused is guilty, the judge has to con
demn him in accordance with the law and may at most
mitigate his punishment by giving him the benefit of ex
tenuating circumstances. If he pronounces a defendant
not guilty, this sentence does not effect innocence, but
presupposes it.



PART II

PENANCE AS A SACRAMENT

,Ve have shown that the Catholic Church has
the power to forgive sins.

It remains to prove that in exercising this
power she confers a Sacrament.

Penance is a Sacrament because it was insti
tuted by Jesus Christ as a visible sign communi
cating invisible grace.

The visible sign is contained partly in certain
acts performed by the penitent and partly in the
form of Penance, which is that of a judicial tri
bunal pronouncing sentence on a self-accusing
criminal.

That this visible sign confers invisible grace
follows from the efficacy of the priestly absolu
tion, which is unconditionally valid before God
and in the court of conscience.

That Penance is a Sacrament has been sol
emnly defined by the Council of Trent: "If any
one saith that in the Catholic Church Penance is
not truly and properly a Sacrament, instituted by
Christ our Lord for reconciling the faithful unto

72
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God, as often as they fall into sin after Baptism,
let him be anathema." 1

The many intrinsic and extrinsic relations of
Penance have given rise to a variety of names.
Thus the Fathers often refer to it as "laborious
Baptism" (baptismtts laboriostts). Tertullian
and St. Jerome call it "a second plank after ship
wreck" (sewnda post nattfragi",n tabulo).' By
synecdoche the Sacrament is frequently referred
to as confession,3 penance;' or absolution.1i From
its effects it is known as reconciliation, peace, com
munion; () from a ceremony anciently in use and
still traceable in the motion made by the priest
when he gives absolution, it was also at one time
called "imposition of the hand." 'l' '

\\'e shall treat, first, of the matter and form of
tllC Sacrament (Ch. I, Sect. I and 2) ; second, of
its efficacy (Ch. 11), and third, of the persons en
gaged in its administration (Ch. III.)

The necessity of the Sacrament of Penance
coincides with the necessity of confession,- one
of the three acts of the penitent to which we shall

1 S~SS. XI\', ".0. I; "Si qu;s
di.rtrit, i .. cathclic" Ecclcsia poe..;·
tIn/jam ..on nst 'Iilrt II prop";, sa
erllm"ntvm f'ro fid"libllS, quoti"s
posl baf>/ismum in pecco/a /"!>lInfuf',
... "'111117"''''11 sit." (Denzinger·
Bannwart. n. 911).- Cfr. Dcer"IIWI
pro Arm"nis (Denz.-Bannwart, D.

(99).
2 efr. Cone. Trid., Sess. XIV,

can. z.

3 Confusio, l~o~oX6')'7)0"s, I(Q')'6
pwau.

"PoC,.'I"nlio, ~tT&.I'Ola. i. I. con·
trition.

G Absolufio. AvalS.
e Reconciliolio, pa~, cO"'lnll,.io.
7 Manus impoJilio._ On this rite

see Palmieri. DI Poeniltnlia, pp.
159 sq., Rome 1879.
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devote the third and last part of this volume. In
dealing with confession we shall also demonstrate
the divine institution of Penance as a Sacra
ment.



CHAPTER I

MATTER AND FORM

SECTIO~ 1

THE MATIER

As we have shown in a previous volume of this series,l
no Sacrament can exist without matter. The Tridentine
Council in treating of the Sacrament of Penance, takes
this tnlth for granted.2

The matter of a Sacrament need not be a material
substance, such as water, oil, bread, or wine; it may be
something intangible, though in some manner subject to
sense perception, related to the form of the Sacrament
in the same way ill which the ablution is related 10 the
baptismal fonnula in Baptism.

Theologians are not agreed as to what constitutes the
matter of the Sacrament of Penance. The majority, in
cluding the Thomists, hold that it consists in the three
acts required of the penitent, ti=.: contrition, confession,
and satisfaction. The Scotists regard these three acts
merely as nettssary " dispositions" of the soul and main
tain that the visible sign of the Sacrament lies in the
priestly absolution, which, therefore, according to them,
under different aspects, is both the matter and the form
of Penance.

1 Pohle.Preuss. Th, Sacramttols. Vol. I. Ilil. 59 ,qq.
2 Su•• XIV, cap. :I.

7S
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1. THE THOMISTIC THEORY.-St. Thomas
teaches: "The proximate matter of this Sacra
ment are the acts of the penitent." 3 He com
pares the matter of Penance with that of matri
mony. In neither Sacrament, he says, have we a
material object, but sensible actions take the place
of ordinary matter. 4

This view is followed by all Thomists (Gonet, Billuart,
et ai.) and by most of the great Jesuit theologians (Car
dinals Bellannine and Toletus, Suarez, De Lugo, ehr.
Pesch, Tepe). It has even been adopted by some Scatists,
notably 11astrius and Brancatus de Laurea. The argu
ments adduced in its support are very strong indeed.

a) Following the example of Pope Eugene IV/ whose
teaching is almost literally couched in the language of St.
Thornas,tl the Tridentine Council defined: (I) that" the
acts of the penitent himself, to wit, contrition, con~

fession, and satisfaction, are as it were the matter (quasi
materia) of this Sacrament"; 7 (2) that" the ,form of
the Sacrament of Penance, wherein its force principally
consists, is placed in those words of the minister, 'I ab
solve thee,' etc.," S i. e. in the absolution.

By quasi materia the Council can hardly have meant
matter in a purely figurative sense, for the Roman

S Summa TIl~ol., 3a, quo 8<l-, art.
2; ".M'at~1'ia p1'o;rima huilfs saC1'a
mel'll, .sunl aclu.s potniltnti.$."

"L. c., art. 1, ad I: "In i/lis
sac1'am,,"tis qwa~ lIab..nl ,df.-clltm
""1'1'uPendtnf.. ,n humanis aclib,.s,
ipsi aet,.s !lwmal'li senslbilts sunt
I""" matenae, ut ae(fdit in po,,...·
le"lio el mal1'imonio."

n See the Deeretllm p1'O Armt"is,
issued A. D. 1439.

GOpuse., V, De Articu/i.s Fidei
et Eee/eriae 50cra'''e,</i.1.

7 Su•. XIV, cap. 3: "Sltl'll ow·
tem quasi mattn'a Il,.i"s saeramenti
iN'uS patnite"tis actlts, I)e"'/,e COil'
trilio, confessio, salisfaeti"."

S Ibid.: "... formam sacramenti
poenitentiae, in qwa praecipue ipsiw.s
t'is sita est, in !flis ",inistn ~,t1'bis

po.1itam ..ss~: Eee tt absolvo, ~tc."
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Catechism, which officially interprets the teaching of
Trent, says: "Nor are these acts called by the holy
Synod' the matter as it were' because they have not the
nature of true matter, but because they are not matter of
such sort as may be applied externally, like water in Bap
tism and chrism in Confirmation." 9

As the fann of the Sacrament consists principally
(praecipue) in the absolution, the sacramental efficacy of
Penance must partly lie in something different from the
absolution. This being the case, the absolution cannot be
the sole matter of the Sacrament, as Scotus teaches.
Now, outside of the absolution there is nothing in the Sac
rament that could be designated as its mattcr except the
three acts performed by the penitent, i. e. contrition,
confession, and satisfaction. Consequently these three
acts must be the essential matter of the Sacrament.

b) The Tridentine Council not only says that the three
acts of the penitent are the quasi materia of the Sacra
ment, but calls them" parts of penance" and adds that
"they are, by God's institution, required in the penitent
for the integrity of the Sacrament and for the full and
perfect remission of sins." 10 Now, if these acts of the
penitent are parts of the Sacrament, required to pro
duce its effects, they must be more than mere" disposi
tions." 1\0 one would think of calling faith the quasi-

~ Cat. R"",.. P. II, c. 5, n. '3;
"Ntqut vtra hi actuI quas' maltria
a s. Synlld" apptllantur, quia 'lIrrar
mattriat ratianel» non habranf, std
quia rillS Ernrris nlatrna non sunt,
quat crtrinseeuI adhilualur, wi a'1ua
in baplumo rt chrisma in confirma
tiant."

lOSeS!. XIV, cap. 3; "Qui
[ael"s], quaftn ..s in p"rnittllft ad
inteEri/aftm sacramtll/j ad plena",
qUt tt ptrFreta", pucatar..m rt-

m;u;onr,n ex Dti i"stillltione rt
quirunfur, hac rat;o"t parnite"tiae
paries dieu"'lIr." (Den'tingcr-Bann
wart, n. 896).- Sess. XIV, can. ,p
" Si quis IUEat'erit, od integra", et
ptrFulam peeca/orum r""iss;antm
"qu'r' Ires actus in pat"'/t"lt quasi
ma/er;al» sacramtnti po'niUnliat,
(lid. e",,'nl;antm, conftssiancm et
satufaeti"ncm, quat Ires Partes
pDtn;I,nliat die"nlur, anaf],e",a sit."
(DcDzingcr-Bannwart, n. 914).
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matter or an integral part of Baptism because it is a nec
essary disposition in the recipient. Hence the three acts
of the penitent must be regarded as essential parts of the
Sacrament of Penance. They are as necessary for the
integrity of the Sacrament as, say, body and soul for
the integrity of human nature. And since they are not
the form of the Sacrament, either whole or in part, they
must be its matter.

c) The Sacrament of Penance is essentially a tribunal
of justice and the priestly absolution has all the charac
teristics of a judicial sentence. l1 Such a sentence pre
supposes a formal accusation and the hearing of witnesses,
in order that the judge may have the material necessary
for fanning an opinion. In the tribunal of Penance,
plaintiff, defendant, and witnesses are all one, and
hence at least confession, as the suppositum or sub
stratum of absolution, enters into the essence of the Sac
rament. Xow confession is more than a mere recital of
one's sins. It is a contrite and humble declaration of
guilt, coupled with a firm purpose to sin no more. Hence
contrition and the determination to make amends must
as it were vivify the act of confession as the soul vivifies
the body. This is 'what the Scholastics mean when they
speak of con/essio dolorosa. Contrition, confession, and
the purpose of amendment are, therefore, more than mere
<I dispositions" for the worthy reception of Penance.
They are integral parts of the Sacrament, and conse
quently its matter.1Z

2. THE SCOTISTIC THEORY.-SCotus says:

"These three [vi~.: contrition, confession, and

11 V. ,",pra, pp. 64 sqq. R~ Silcrameniaria, Vol. II, 2nd ed.,
a Cfr. Biiluart. De Poen;felllia, pp. 22~ Iqq.

disli. t, art. 2; De Augustinis, D.
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satisfaction] are in no wise parts of the Sacra
ment, because the Sacrament of Penance is the
absolution given in certain specified terms. But
contrition is no part of the latter; ... neither
is confession,... nor satisfaction... . Yet
these three are required for the Sacrament of
Penance, either before or after, in order that it
may be worthily received." 13 According to this
theory the whole Sacrament, both as to matter
and form, consists in the absolution, and the three
acts performed by the penitent merely prepare
him for its reception.

But how can the priestly absolution he both matter and
fann of the Sacrament? The Scatists answer: As an
external rite, i. e. as words pronounced, absolution is the
matter of Penance; as the bearer of an intrinsic mean
ing, it is the form. a This view, defended by such emi
nent pre-Tridentine theologians as St. Bonaventure l~ and
Caprcoius, found supporters even after the Council of
Trent in Andrew Vega, .:\Ialdonatus, and A. Ballerini. 1u

These later writers do not, of course, object to having
the three acts of the penitent called" parts 0' of Penance
and the quasi-matter of the Sacrament; tbey merely

13 Comm~nt. in Sent., IV, did.
16, quo I, n. 7: "Ista tria [seil.
eonlrit;o, eonfessio, sa/isfaetio] "ullo
modo sunt partes eius [i. e. .faCTa
me"til, quic poenitentiae sacramen·
lum esl ilia absolutio facta cel'lis
verbi$. Hu;tls aulem nullc pars est
eontritio ... neque co"fess;o •••
neque sati$factio•. •. Haec tame"
tria ad sacram~,,'um po~nilentiae ad

hoc, HI dig"e reciNatlir, requiru/ltur
•...tl praevia vel sequentia."

14 Cfr. Maldonatus, D~ Poeni/en.
tia, r. 3, quo J, thes. 7: .. Absoll<'
tio, qualemu cst ex/erna qllaedam
eaerimonia, est materia,' quatenus
f,abel vim significandi, esl forllla."

1~ Comm..nt. ill S,nt., 1\', diat.
17, p. ~,art. I, quo J.

10 O/,us Moral" .,d. Palmieri, Vol.
V, .;rd ed., 1>p. ~ ~qq., Prati 1898.
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maintain that these acts are unable to effect the sacra
mental grace ex opere operata. They defend their con
tention as follows:

a) The very definition of a Sacrament implies that the
external sign (matter and form conjointly) not only signi
fies grace, but actually produces it.1T Now, with regard
to the Sacrament of Penance, two things are certain:
first, that it is the priestly absolution alone which signifies
the remission of sins; secondly, that the priest, not the
penitent, is the minister of the Sacrament.

If the absolution alone signifies the remission of sins,
the three acts of the penitent contribute nothing to the
production of the sacramental effect, but are merely a
conditio sine qua nOli thereof. They do not signify, and
therefore cannot produce the sacramental grace nor co
operate in its production.

The: minister of the Sacrament of Penance is the
priest, not the penitent. If the: penitent supplied an es
sential part of the matter, he would co-operate in the pro
duction of the sacramental effect, i. e. help to absolve
himself, which would be manifestly absurd. 18

b) But what is the meaning of such phrases as "quasi
materia" and" partes poenitentiae:' applied to the acts
of the penitent by the Tridentine Council? The Scotists
say that these expressions are equivocal and do not con
stitute an argument against their thesis. It cannot be
proved, they say, that the Council, in employing the term
" quasi materia/' or even" materia," meant to designate
the sacramental" materia ex qua."

It must be admitted that the word "materia" is em
ployed by Catholic theologians in a variety of meanings.

17 V. Pohle·Preuss, The Sacra· tions see p"lmieri, J. c., pp. lS.z
""ent~, Vol. r, pp. 8 !qq. tqq.

l-i For an an!wer to the.e objec·
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In connection with Penance it may mean either the true
and proper materia ex qua, or the remote materia circa
quam (sin), or, figuratively, the dispositive acts of the
penitent, which belong to the category of material causes
in the wider sense of that tenn. Moreover, the addition
of the word" quasi" to ({ materia" would seem to show
that the Council did not mean to designate the materia
ex qua in the strict and proper sense of the word. Nor
does the employment of the tenn "partes" prove any
thing against the Scotistic contention. The Council no
where says that the acts of the penitent are parts of the
Sacrament. It merely says they are" parts of penance,"
which the Scatists do not deny. But even if the Council
had designated these acts as «partes sacramenti," it
would not follow that they are essential parts of the Sac
rament as such. Merely integral parts do not enter into
the essence of a thing, and the choice of the phrase
{f actus pocnitentis ad £ntegritatem sacra11lf'llti reqllirul1
lur" shows that the Council did not wish to assert that
contrition, confession, and satisfaction belong to the es
sence of the Sacrament in the sense of a materia ex qua.

Under the present discipline absolution may be given
conditionally to an unconscious person who is in immediate
danger of death, even if he manifests no sign of contri
tion or desire to receive the Sacrament. The Church
presumes that he has the required disposition. i11

In Dc Lugo's time no one was absolved unless he asked
for the priestly absolution,20 or at least showed a de
sire to receive it. This rule was based upon the principle

H efr. St. Alphon.u~ d,,-' Liguori,
Theol. },fora/is, De Poenit., n. 4!.J
",.

20 De Lugo, De Poen't., di.p. Ii,
teet. 3, n. '9: "..• lion poss, con·

Ferri absolutionem socromentalem,
nisi ,,~ part, po,nit,,,tis praecedaf
salt,,,, petitio $tW desiderium CCII
ti/elld!."
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that there can be no administration of the Sacrament if the
essential matter be lacking. \Vhere no water is available,
for example, even the worthiest applicant cannot be bap
tized,. no matter how urgent the necessity. If it were
true that contrite confession (OnTIS the matenOa ex qua of
Penance, the modern practice would be frivolous, be
cause the priestly absolution, being merely the form, can
no more constitute the Sacrament of Penance without its
requisite matter,- which an unconscious penitent jn arti
culo mortis obviously cannot supply,-than the bap
tismal fonnula could effect Baptism without water. The
case appears different if viewed from the Scatistic point
of view. Assuming that both the matter and the form
of Penance are contained in the absolution, the Sacrament
can be validly administered whenever there is an interior
desire for confession on the part of the sinner. This
argument was so effectively developed by Ballerini that
Palmieri expressed the wish that tbe whole controversy
might be once for all officially <.lecided.!1

3. CRITICAL ApPRECIATION OF THE Two
THEORIEs.-a) \Neighing the two theories
against each other we find that neither can claim
theological certainty. Hence the advocates of
either must be allowed to develop their arguments
without interference.

E,'cll such decided antagonists of the Scotistic theory
as Suarez and De Lugo admit that it has at least an ex
trinsic probability based upon authority. The Council of
Trent purposely evaded this controversy and chose its

21 Opus Morale, Vol. V, 3rd cd., cit, CIIj/ibel d,sid,r;lIni subtlylah.Y
p. .t13: "R,s "0 adducta est, "I fa- o/icl<il<J" ll11th,ntica, d,clIlYlllill"is."
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expressions so that they cannot be interpreted as a con
demnation of the Scotist position.2'3

b) A careful examination of the arguments
adduced in favor of the two theories shows that
the Thomists have the stronger case.

The Catechism of the Council of Trent and the Roman
Ritual unequivocally endorse the teaching of St. Thomas,
which is also decidedly favored by the Tridemine deci
sions, not to speak of the famous Decretum pro Armenis
(Florence, 1439), composed by the Angelic Doctor him
self. The strongest argument that can be alleged in sup
port of the Scotistic contention is the custom, now over
two hundred years old, of giving absolution conditionally
to the dying when they are unable to signify a desire
to receive the Sacrament of Penance. But this argument
is taken from moral rather than from dogmatic theology,
and must not be overrated. The vaJue of conditional ab
solution in articulo mortis is as doubtful to-day as it
was at the time of De Lugo, and it is always safer in
cases of urgent necessity to administer Extreme Unction
after giving absolution. Secondly. it is not easy to see
what advantage Scotism gains over Thomism by refusing
to admit that the three acts of the penitent are t~e matter
of the Sacrament. The Scotists admit that these acts are
indispensable conditions of validity. They, or at least
some of them, concede that a judicial sentence without a
preceding accusation would be a contradiction, and there
fore insist on the necessity of a contrite confession in
some form or other for the validity of absolution.23 But

22 Cfr. Pallavicini, Hi,t. ClItiC.

Trid., XII, e. '0: Eusebius Amort,
D6 P06t1it,,,tia. disp. <I, quo <I.

23 Thus ScotUl, Andrcw VCil,

Hiqu3!:Us, Renno, Bosco, all cited by
Tepe, Itlstil. TIl,ol., Vol. IV, pp.
-4'" aqq., Paris ,896.
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a contrite confession, in concreto, is identical with the
three acts demanded by the Thomists.

From which it follows that the Thomistic doctrine is
more solidly established than that of the Scotists, and
hence we need not wonder that the latter has gradually
lost ground.24

24 On this controversy the student may profitably consult Palmieri. De
Poenilentia, thea. 14'



SECTION 2

THE FORM

The sacramental form of Penance is contained
in the words of absolution. This was denied by
Dominicus Soto, who regarded absolution merely
as a "complement" of confession; but the Triden
tine Council expressly defines that "the form of
the Sacrament of Penance, wherein its force prin
cipally consists, is placed in those words of the
minister, 'I absolve thee,' etc." 1

1. MEANING OF THE FORMULA OF AnSOLU

TIoN.-The formula of absolution now used in
the Latin Church reads: "Ego te absolvo a pec
cat-is tut's in nomine Patris et Filii et Spiritus
Sancti."

This formula is ordinarily preceded by sorpe words
which aim at freeing the penitent from excommunication,
suspension, and the interdict. They have nothing to
do with the absolution as such. For the Tridentine
Council says that the prayers laudably joined to the for
mula of absolution "according to the custom of holy

1 Co"t, Trid., Sen. XIV, eap. J:
.. Dotlt !'rluterto s. Synodus, .Iocr,..
mtnti fo,nit,,,tioe formom, <in qua
f"auiplu i!,siws "i, .Iita ul, in iIIis

8S

",inistn t'I"bi.l !'osilom 1.111: Eto
I' absolvo," Itc. (Denzinller·Banll·
wart, II. 896).
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Church," "by no means regard the essence of that form,
neither are they necessary for the administration of the
Sacrament itself." 2

\Vhich are the essential words in the fonnula of absolu
tion?

Theologians generally hold, against Durandus,3 that the
invocation of the Blessed Trinity is not essential. There
is nothing in our Saviour's \vords of institution, or in the
custom of the Church, or in the nature of Penance, which
would indicate that the Sacrament is invalid without this
invocation.4 The words "Absolvo te," on the other
hand, are essential, because they embody the judicial sen
tence of the priest. The words "a peccatis tuis" are
implicitly contained in (( absolvo te," and therefore may be
regarded as non~essential.i:> Of course, we are speaking
merely of the validity of the Sacrament; arbitrarily to
Qu,it any part of the prescribed formula is forbidden un
der pain of sin.

a) \Vhat is the precise meaning of the for
mula of absolution? Different writers have ex
pressed different views on this subject. Thus
Peter Lombard holds that, as God alone can bind
and loose, the Church, in absolving a sinner,
merely declares that his sins have been forgiven
in Heaven (sententia declaratoria).6

a) To say that the formula of absolution simply means:
., I declare (or announce) that God has forgiven thee thy

z L. c., "••• prten quaedam
laudabilittr adi'H1Kuntur, ad ip$ius
ta'''t .. for,nae ustnt;om ntquaq"am
Ifp,da..t."

:I Commtnt. in S,,,t., IV, dist. ~z.

quo ~.

"Cfr. 51. Thomaii, Summa Theal.,
3a, quo 84, art. 3. ad 3·

~ For further information on this
point efr. De Lugo, Dt Po,n't"".
tia. disp. i3, sect. i.

sS""I., IV, dilt. 18.
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sins," is to deny that the Church possesses the power of
absolving. This inevitable deduction is not modified by
the admission that the Church can remit temporal punish
ments. Hugh of St. Victor (+ 1141) is an exception
among the writers of this school, in as much as he holds
that, while the priestly absolution is a mere declaration,
it nevertheless has power to free the penitent at least
from the eternal pnnishments due to sin. No matter how
we may interpret the tcaching of the" Magister Senten
tiarum," it is certainly opposed to the true nature of the
power of the keys, and we need not wonder, therefore, that
Richard of St. Victor (+ about 1I73) combated it as
frivolous and foolish.1

(3) It is not at all difficult to prove that the
power of the keys is not limited to the pu"ish
ments due to sin.

1£ a priest in giving absolution merely remits the pun
islunents due to sin, he remits either the eternal punish
ment of hell or temporal punishments. If the former,
than he eo ipso remits the mortal sins themselves, for
the punishment cannot be remitted while the guilt
remains. In that case the formula of absolution would
mean more than" Absolvo te a poena aeterna." Indeed,
God Himself could forgive mortal sin only on condition
of a simultaneous forgiveness of the eternal punishment
due to the same. In that case, ho\ycver, the subsequent
sentence of the confessor would not be an effective abso
lution, but a simple declaration or announcement of a

'( D~ Potut. LiKondi d Solvendi,
c. 12: "E:rstol quoru..da", d, po·
tr.rtat~ lizD ..di Dlqu, so/t" ..di u ..I,.. ·

tia lam (rivola, ul "id,,,da poti..s
~;d,al .." quam ",t,llt..da••..

N'IImquid DO"'''t1us dieil: QUDdeu..·
qu~ ligal"m ost,,,deris tnl ligalum,
It quode""Que selulum osl,,,du;s
"it selul"mr" (!'r[i~ne. P. L.,
CXCVI, 1168).
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judgment passed in Heaven. This conclusion negatives
the assumption with which we started out.

\Ve come to the second assumption, vi:;.: that the
priestly absolution merely affects the temporal punish.
ments due to sin. The power of the keys is twofold,
the Church can loose, but she can also bind, and, under
certain conditions, she can bind forever. Temporal pun
ishments are not of this kind. To assume that a temporal
punishment could become eternal is repugnant, for the mo
ment it became eternal it would cease to be temporal.
Hence the fonnula of absolution means exactly what it
says, viz.: I absolve thee from thy sins.

y) Some of the older Scholastic theologians 8 explained
the formula of absolution thus: "Ego te absolvo ab
obligatione subiciendi peccata clavibus.JJ This is a one~

sided and defective interpretation. To release one from
an obligation is not to forgive his sins. A penitent
guilty of a sin reserved to the bishop or the pope can
be (indirectly) absolved therefrom without being re
leased from the obligation of confessing the same sin to
another confessor, equipped with larger faculties. Con
versely, a penitent who re-submits to the power of the
keys a mortal sin from which he has already been absolved,
certainly does not seek absolution for the purpose of
being released from an obligation which no longer exists
for him.

Baius taught that a penitent sinner who seeks absolu
tion in the tribunal of Penance receives new spiritual life
not through the ministry of the absolving priest, but di
rectly from God, who vivifies and resuscitates his soul
by inspiring him to do penance,- the ministry of the
priest merely lifting the obligation to undergo punish-

8 See Suaru. Dt Po,njlt1ltia, disp. J9••ect. 'I.
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ment. This proposition ·was condemned by Pius V.9 It
can be refuted with the same arguments which we have
adduced against the teaching of Peter Lombard and his
school, and is, moreover, open to the objection that it
places the efficacy of absolution in the external rite as
such and underrates the office of the minister. In mat
ter of fact it is the priest who forgives sins through the
absolution. If this were not so, the formula of absolution
might be enunciated with equal effect by a parrot or a
phonograph.

b) After refuting these erroneous OpInIOnS,
which, be it noted in passing, must not be con-.
fused with the views of the Protestant Reform
ers, we have to answer the question, in what way
the formula of absolution expresses the infusion
of sanctifying grace. without which there can be
no true forgiveness of sins.

a) The priestly absolution, being an external sign of
internal grace, must effect that which it signifies. In
the present economy there is no other way in which
sin can be forgiven than by the infusion of sanctifying
grace.10 Therefore, the absolution must first effect
grace and, through grace, the remission of sins. In order
to express both these functions 51. Thomas suggests the
formula: 'Sacramentum absoll'tionis tibi impelldo." 11

9 Prop. Baii datil/I. a Pio V, a.
1567, prop. 58: "Ptccator poetii
tens no" ,'wilicol"r m;nisterio saur
dotls abso/t',,,I;s, ud a solo Deo,
qui poenitenliom sugg,re"s el in
spiral1s ,';vilicat t'''m el res"scitat:
ministen'o aul,m saccrdotis SOIUItI
r,alus [seil. obligarw ad poenam;

efr. Prop. 56} fOIUl"r." (~nzin

ger·Bannwart, n. 1058).
10 Cfr. Pohle·Preuss, Grace, Ac

tual and Habitual, pp. 322 !>qq.

11 Summo TIlt'ol., 3a, quo 84, art.
3. ad 5.- Cfr. De Augustini" D, Re
Sacrament., Vol. II, p. 287.
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Suarez expresses the meaning still more clearly by say
ing: f( Ego tibi gratiam sallctificantem cOllfero remis
sivam peecati, quantum est ex se." 12 De Lugo rejects
both these interpretations for the reason that they have
no immediate reference to the absolution of the penitent
from sin, and substitutes the following: « Ego fibi (ab·
solt'cndo) remitto peccata p.cr infllsionem gratiae:' 18 As
explained by Suarez, the accepted formula of absolution
could \vith equal propriety be used in administering Bap
tism because it does not sufficiently express the judicial
character of the act. De Lugo's formula, on the other
hand, enunciating as it does both the remission of sins
(direct effect) and the infusion of grace (indirect ef
feet), correctly interprets the mind of the Church.

(1) It may be asked: What about sins that are con
fessed more than once? Are they also forgiven more
than once? Or does the formula of absolution lose its
true meaning in the so~called devotional confessions now
so popular among the faithful? How can a priest forgive
sins which no longer exist in the moral order? How can
a criminal be released from chains that no longer bind
him? Oswald 14 finds it hard to solve this difficulty. Yet
the custom of confessing the same sin repeatedly can be
justified. A man can obligate himself repeatedly to the
performance of a duty to which he is bound anyhow, a
creditor can again release a debtor from an obligation
from which he has already been freed. If you have been
insulted, there is nothing to prevent you from forgiving
the offense twice, three times, nay a hundred times, if
you like. The example of the chained criminal proves

12 Dc POl'llitentia, disp. 19, sect.
2, n. 20.

u De Lugo, D, Po,nitenlia, disp.
13, ,ect. 3, II. 72,

14 Dir dc&matischr Lehrr von dell
hi. Saltra,"ellten, Vol. n, 5th ed., p.
208.
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nothing because the physical does not resemble the moral
order in all respects. There is no doubt whatever that
one and the same sin can be forgiven more than once
and that in each case the formula of absolution has the
same meaning: vi:;.: I forgive thee thy sins by the infu
sion (which in this case means an increase) of sanctify
ing graceY'

2. CHANGES IN THE FORMULA OF ABSOLUTION.

-The indicative formula of absolution now used
in the Latin Church is prescribed by Eugene IV
( '439), by the Council of Trent," and by the
Roman Ritual. Hence probably no other is now
valid, though, of course, the Church could per
mit or even command the use of a different for
mula, such as the one formerly employed: uSis
a me absolutus per ministeritl1J1, meum."

While the Church is not authorized to alter the form
of Penance in any essential respect, there is no doubt
whatever that she can withdraw jurisdiction from any
priest who refuses to employ the prescribed fonnula of
absolution. thereby making the administration of the
Sacrament impossible. Hence we must reject Dominicus
Soto's assertion that if a confessor employed the formula
i< Absolvit (or absolva,t) te Christus," the absolution
\vould be valid, though the priest would commit a
sin. l1

It is rather more difficult to decide the question whether

15 Cfr. Palmieri. Dt Pot"it., pp.
124 sq.

16 V. supra, No. I.
1750to, Commt'"t. in Stxt., IV.

diit. 3. qu. uniea. art. 5: "I" s.

cramtnto Potlt,lt'ItI'at licet quOs di·
cerd: /I&sol,,;t tt vtl al>solvot It
Chris/lIS, vtrt obsolvtrtt, quomvil
ptceart/."
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absolution is invalid if pronounced in any other than the
indicative form. Theologians differ on this point.

a) Many maintain with St. Thomas 18 and his
school that absolution is invalid if clothed in the
form of a deprecatory prayer.

This view is held by Billuart,U Simmonet, Antoine,
Munier, and has found a contemporary defender in Dc
A%oustinis.20 The subjunctive mood employed in a
form~da does not necessarily prove that it is deprecative.
In the deprecative form the confessor simply prays God to
forgive the penitent, without mentioning the power of the
keys. \\Then this power is expressly mentioned, even
though it be only in the form of a prayer or wish, the
formula, whatever its grammatical construction, is log
ically and theologically indicative, and consequently
valid. Such apparently deprecatory but in reality indic
ative formulas are: if Sis a me absolutt/s per mini
sterium meum/' U Deus te absolvat per ministerium
'Hteum," etc. As long as absolution takes the form of a
i udicial sentence, it is valid, regardless of its grammatical
structure.

The case is different with such purely and essentially
deprecative formulas as, « Deus, rt!mitte peccata huic
servo tuo." Here the question may be rightly raised:
Can a mere wish or prayer have the effect of a judicial
sentence? This is vigorously denied by the Thomists,
who maintain that even Almighty God Himself could not
forgive sins in the tribunal of Penance by a purely
deprecative formula.

18 Otmsc., ,8 (in lom~ ~dition, 2oD, R, Sacrame"taria, Vol. II,
22), D, FormlJ Abso!u/io"is. pp. 294 sqq.

1P D, Poen,tentia, dils. I. art. 3.

'"
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b) Nevertheless Morinus 21 and most modern
Church historiaus hold that the Greek Church
has always employed a purely deprecative for
mula, and that in the Latin Church, too, up to
the ninth or possibly the tenth century, absolution
invariably took the form of a prayer."

a) Henry Charles Lea, in his History of Auricular
Confession and ltldulgences in the Latin ChllYch,23 asserts
that the change took place some time between the eleventh
and the thirteenth centuries and that the indicative for
mula became the only valid one through the powerful in
fluence of the Sorbonne, about the year 1240. Lea's con
tention that the Roman Church revolutionized the ancient
penitential discipline and prevaricated the teaching of
Christ has been refuted by l'vIsgr. P. M. Baumgarten,24
Father P. H. Casey, S.].,25 and a Protestant writer, Dr.
K. Miiller.26 But it seems undeniable that an important
change took place in the external fann of absolution at
about the time indicated. The fact that the most ancient
rituals, sacramentaries, pontificals, penitentials, etc., all
without exception give the deprecative formula only,
proves that their authors knew no other. This is con
finned by certain utterances of the Fathers. It will not
do to ascribe the absence of the indicative formula from
the ancient documents to the Discipline of the Secret or

21 Comm<!'nt. Hist. dt Administr.
SCicr. Potllil., I. VIII. c. 8 sqq.

22 For the proof. of this aller
tion ~e lIIorinus. op. cit., Ap~nd_.

e. J9; M:art~n~, Dt Anliq. Eccles.
Ritib..s, I. I, c. 6, art. 5. 7; Binterim,
Dt"ltwii.rdick~ittll d~r christltatll.
Kirche, Vol. III. 3. 244 sqq.

23 Vol. I, pro 129 _qq., Philadel
phia 18'7.

24 Di, ~Vtrkt '/10" Hmry Charlts
L,a u"a l',",-,,,,,dt,. Bikhty, Miimter
i. W. 1908 (English tr. New York
1909).

n Notts on a History of Auric...
lar Co"fessio" .. H. C. Lta's Auo.."t
01 tht Powtr 01 thit Ktys ill tht
Early Chllrcl.. Philadelphia 1899.

2~ In the Theal. LiUratllrzritllni,
1897. pp. 463 sqq.
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to intentional omission. The disciplina arcani had been
abandoned for centuries when the deprecatory formuh
was still in general use, and the liturgical records in ques
tion are very full and complete. As late as the beginning
of the thirteenth century ·William of Paris 21 says that
priests do not pronounce sentence after the manner of
secular judges, "Absohi1nlls te," but pray, "Dimittat
tibi Deus peccata, quae confesst/s es mihi." The anony
mous writer whom St. Thomas combats in the eighteenth
of his 0 pusCf/la,28 asserts that the deprecatory formula
was in general use up to thirty years before the time of
his ' .... riting.20 This statement may not be strictly accu
rate, yet to say that it is without foundation would be
unwarranted. Such eminent Catholic theologians as
Cardinal Gatti, Tournely, Duhamel, Hurter, Oswald,
Palmieri, Frank, and Pesch freely admit that the dep
recatory formula was in exclusive use up to the end of
the twelfth century.so

f1) The ancient euchologia of the Greek Church bear
no trace of the indicative fonnula of absolution,sl and
even to-day all Oriental churches employ the deprecatory
formula. The Armenian Church is a solitary exception to
this rule.all Arcadius with much trouble succeeded in
finding one indicative formula,aa but it undoubtedly origi
nated in the West.s~ That the Latin Church does not

27 De Sacramento Paenil., c. 19.
28 In some edition~ this treatise is

printed as No. 22 of the Opuscula.
2~ "Vir tri£inla anfl' s><nl, quod

omnes hac soM forma deprecali'lla
ulebollt'jr."

so Cfr. Palmieri, De Poenite/llia,
pp. 127 sqq.; Koniger, Burchard
I. t'on Worms und dil.' dl.'utsche
Kirch" sdner Zeit (Iooo-ro2S), pp.
'39 sqq., Munich 19O5.

31 Cfr. Goar, EuchalaQ., PP. 673
sqq.

82 Cfr. Denzinger, -. R;I. Orient.,
Vol. I, p. Jar: "Forma ab.$Olutianls
apud Orientales catholicos d-- nan
cathalicos, si solos ArmenDs e:rcipias,
deprecah'TlfJ est."

3a "EX.,) (Je (JlJ'YKeXI,oJP'1J.d.~o .. 
Habeo te ca/ldonatum.

H The same is true of the indic
ative formulas in U5e amOOi the
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object to the Greek practice on this point is evident {rom
the famous decree (A. D. 1595) in which Clement VIII
allows the pastors of the Greek Uniates in southern Italy
to absolve members of the Latin Church on condition
that they employ the indicative formula prescribed by
Eugene IV, but immediately adds: « Et postea, si
volueri"t, dicQnt orationem illam deprecat-ivamJ quam pro
forma Itt/ius absolutionis dicere tantum cOllsueverunt." 3~

This pontifical decision proves (I) that the United
Greeks ordinarily employed the deprecative formula, and
(2) that the Holy See did not object to this practice so
long as it was 110t extended to the Latin rite.

c) Since there is no reason to doubt that the
ancient Church employed the deprecative for
mula in absolving sinners in the tribunal of
Penance, we can do no more than attempt to
square the dogmatic teaching of the Church, as
set forth above, with the historical fact men
tioned.

All Catholic theologians, including the Thomists, admit
that if the formula employed in giving absolution con
tains some reference to the ministerial agency of the ab
solving priest, there is no difficulty, because then the dep
recatory formula (deprecatio potestativa, as Palmieri
calls it), is equivalent to the indicative.31J

The difficulty begins when we have to deal with a for
mula which is manifestly nothing more than a prayer,
pure and simple, e. g. « Deus, remitte peccata lmic scn'o

ArmeniaD$; efr. Mansi, S",ppl,m. 31J Cfr. De Lugo, D. Porliilrlitia,
Cone., Vol. III, p• .j.88. disp. 13, sect.....

ID Bullarillm Roman",m, ,d. Tau
nn., V'll. X, p. 2U.
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tuo." These words obviously do not embody a judicial
sentence. Are they perhaps equivalent to sucb a sen
tence? \Ve must interpret them by the circumstances of
the case and as they were understood by the people.
If a secular judge were to say to a prisoner: .. Let the
warden release you," he would be uttering what is sub
stantially a judicial sentence. The case is similar with a
confessor who absolves a penitent by praying that God
may absolve him. There can be no reasonable doubt as
to the meaning. The priest is sitting as a judge in the
tribunal of Penance; he has the power of the keys, which
the (.>enitent begs him to employ in his behalf. Conse
quently, no matter in what words he clothes the fonnula
of absolution, it is a judicial sentence, and was universally
so regarded when the priest was wont to say, U AbJolvat
te Deus per milliJ/erill1J! 111eunl," just as it is to-(jay, when
he says, " Ego Ie absolvo."

3. AnSOLUTION PRONOUNCED IN THE AnSENCE

OF THE PENITENT IS INVALID.-This proposition
cannot be demonstrated from the definition of a
Sacrament, for matrimony can be validly admin
istered by proxy; nor does it follow from the ju
dicial character of absolution, for a judicial sen
tence can be issued in writing; but it can be abun
dantly proved from Tradition.

a) Every Sacrament consists of matter and
form. The form, as a rule, is made up of words.
Exceptions, as in the case of matrimony, must be
proved as such. Of Penance the dogmatic De
eretttl" pro Armenis says: "The form of this
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Sacrament is in the words of absolution, which
the priest utters when he says: I absolve thee,
etc." 37 As the words must be actually uttered
to make the Sacrament valid, it follows that the
penitent must be physically present, for else the
words would be uttered in vain, i. e. affect no
body as a judicial sentence. vVhen the confessor
says, "r absolve thee," he means the person kneel
ing before him. It is absurd to suppose that his
sentence would be valid if shouted across the
ocean.

Moreover, absolution must in all cases be preceded by
auricular confession. This means confession by word of
mouth, which, as a rule, can take place only from person
to person. In exceptional cases, it is true, the accusation
may be made in writing, but the priest is never allowed to
give absolution in writing, precisely for the reason that
absolution is the form of the Sacrament and must be
uttered in words; much less could he transmit it by letter
or messenger.

b) History records no case where absolution
was conveyed to an absent penitent by messenger
or letter. Oral utterance has ever been regarded
as essential for the validity of the Sacrament.

Morinus cites a few cases which seem to prove the con
trarY,S8 but the" absolution" conveyed to the absentee .vas
in every instance merely a remission of canonical punish-

tll" FQr",,, "<ii,,, sacr,,""nt' stint
1',rb" "bscltl/;c"is, qua.. s"ctrdos
tro(..rt qW>lm dicit: Ere I .. "bs"lve,

ric." (Den~inger.Bannwart,n.699).
88 Comm""t. Hist. de Adminislr,

Sacr. Po,nit., I. VIII, c. :2S.
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rnents or a grant of indulgences. The ancient penitential
books either expressly state, or presuppose as a matter
of course, the necessity of the personal presence of the
penitent. This explains the principle governing the once
popular practice of confessing to laymen, vi:::.: "In case
of urgent necessity it is better to confess one's sins to a
layman who is present, than to an absent priest."!9

In order to arrive at a fair judicial sentence, the con
fessor is bound to inform himself regarding the penitent's
state of conscience and disposition. This cannot be done
unless the penitent is personally present. If absolution
could be given by letter, it might happen that a penitent
would experience a change of heart while the absolution
was on the way, and consequently be no longer worthy
of receiving it when it arrived.

A few Spanish theologians -lO taught that absolution
conveyed to an absent penitent by letter is valid in case
of extreme necessity; but their teaching, far from finding
acceptance, ,vas officially condemned.

c) Pope Clement VIII, after a hearing granted
to both parties, declared it "false, foolhardy, and
scandalous" to teach that sins can be confessed
and absolution given absente confessore, by letter
or messenger." He strictly forbade theologians
to defend this opinion or to put it into practice,

3~ S. Thomas, Commtnl. in Se"I"
IV. di~t. J7, qu, 3. art. 4: "In
eztnnla necessitate ulilius est COli'

fileri laic!) /,rautnti quam sacerdoti
absenti."- On thc vractice of COn·
fessiug to lay person~ see G. Gromer.
Dit Laitnbticht im Millelalter, tin
Beitrolf zu ihrer Gtschichtt, Munich
1909,

.0 Paludanu~, Peter Soto, .and
John Medina.

H" SaJ1cJiss1mus [i. e. Papa] pro
positionem, scil. 'licerc pu literas
seu inlernuIIJi"", cOllfessario absenli
prccato sacrame..tafiter co"fileri eI
ab eodem ab.unte absolulion"m ab.
till"rt,' <Jd minus lit falsam, teme
r<Jri<Jm et scandalosam d<Jlflnavit."
(Denzinger·Bannwart. n. 1088).
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thereby implicitly declaring that confession and
absolution by letter or messenger are both illicit
and invalid.

a) Suarez 42 limited this condemnation to absolution
and said that it did not apply to confession. His arbi
trary interpretation led Paul V to declare, by a decree of
the Holy Office, dated Jttly 14, 1605, that the Clementine
decree applied in sensu diviso as well as in sensu copula
tit-·o. Hence it is invalid and forbidden for a penitent
to confess his sins by letter or messenger to an absent
priest, as well as for the priest to send him sacramental
absolution. Suarez in reality had not meant to attack the
papal decree. He merely expressed himself incautiously.
The case he had in mind was that of a dying penitent, al
ready unconscious, who had expressed a desire to receive
the Sacrament. Of such a confession i,~ voto (which is
really not a " confession" at all in the strict sense of the
term) Suarez maintained that it was sufficient for valid
absolution.{~ This proposition was never censured and
is held by aU moral theologians. Suarez's hypothetical
case is affected neither by the decree of Clement VIII
nor by the authentic interpretation of Paul V.

(3) Can sins be validly confessed and absolution given
by telephone? Two persons conversing over the telephone
cannot strictly be said to be absent from each other.
As far as verbal intercourse goes, the telephone brings
them so closely together as if there were no space between
them. The question as to the validity of confession by
telephone has been submitted to the Sacred Congregation
of the Holy Office, without however eliciting a reply. If

t2 De Poe"ite"tia, disp. 21, leet. culll Su IneaiflJ, ed. I. B. M,IQu,
4· Bruxellu ,8S9.

4~ Sec Suarez's posthumous Opus-

Coil. Chri.ll r: • .,j,
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we consider that the telephone does not convey the voice
by the natural medium of air waves but reproduces it
artificially, and that, on the other hand, sacramental ab
solution and the judicial character of the cOJlfessor require
a "presence" which enables him to communicate nat
urally with the penitent, we shall hardly go wrong if we
declare against the validity of confession and absolution
by te1ephone.u

H On the notion of "physical St. Alphonsus de' Liguori, Theol.
presence" see the moralists, e. g. ].[orl>l., Vl, n. 4:<:9.



CHAPTER II

SACRAMENTAL EFFECTS

The chief effect produced by the Sacrament of
Penance is thus summarized in the Decretum pro
A rmenis: "The effect of this Sacrament is abso
lution from sins." 1 The Tridentine Council ex
presses substantially the same idea when it
says: "The effect of this Sacrament ... is re
conciliation with God." This reconciliation, the
Council adds, is lIsomctimes, in persons who are
pious and who receive this Sacrament with devo
tion, wont to be followed by peace and serenity of
conscience with exceeding consolation of spirit." 2

The theologians go a step farther and examine
the effect of the Sacrament on previously ac
quired merits and previously committed sins.

I. RECONCILIATION OF THE SINNER WITH GOD

THE FIRST AND PRINCIPAL EFFECT OF THE SAC

RAMENT.-That reconciliation with God is the
first and principal effect of the Sacrament of Pen
ance follows from what we have said before, and

1" Effeetus huius saeramnlti tJt
absolutio " peee"Jis," (Denzinger
Bannwart, n. 699).

2 Sess. XIV. cap. 3: .. reeollcili"Jio
cum Deo"; "collscient,,,, p,,;; "e
sue"it"s," (V. i"fr,,_ note 12).

JOJ
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hence we can limit ourselves to a brief explana~

tion.
a) According to the conciliary decrees of

Florence and Trent, the reconciliation of the sin
ner with God and absolution from sins are ob
jectively identical. Since forgiveness of sins
can be effected only by means of interior sancti
fication, it follows that the first and principal
effect of Penance is justification. Justification in
this sense (iustificatio prima) entails sanctifying
grace with all its formal effects and supernatural
cancomitants. 3

It belongs to the very essence of justification that the
sanctifying grace which it infuses into the soul blots out
all mortal sins.4. This settles the Scholastic question
whether the Sacrament of Penance may remit some mor
tal sins in the penitent and leave others unforgiven.
Whatever may be said on this subject on purely abstract
principles, it is certain that in the present economy mortal
sins are either all forgiven or all retained. The case is
different with the punishments due to sin. Though abso
lution remits the eternal punishment, it does not of itself
remit all temporal punishments.5 Some of these usually
remain to be wiped out by works of satisfaction, by indul
gences, or, in default of these, by suffering in purgatory.
In this respect Penance differs from Baptism, which re
mits all punishments together with the sins by which they
were incurred.5

~ For a mOre detailed explanation
of this point see our treatise On
Grau.

-l efr. St. Thomas, Summa Th,ol.,
3a, quo 86, ah. 3.

5 V. infra, Part III, Ch. III, Sect...
8 efr. Pohle·Preus~, The Sacra·

menU, Vo], I, pp. 231 sqq.
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If a penitent has none but venial sins to confess (and

he is entirely free to approach the tribunal of Penance
with only such) / the Sacrament merely effects an increase
of sanctifying grace (iustificatio secunda), since venial
sin cannot destroy the state of grace. Here another diffi
culty arises. How can the Sacrament of Penance effect
the forgiveness of venial sins e.v opere operatoJ since a
man can be validly absolved only from those sins for
which he is truly sorry, and contrition blots out the
guilt of venial sin ex opere operantis, without the Sacra
ment? The answer is that God may forgive a sin more
than once,s and therefore the same sin can be made the
subject of repeated absolutions, even though already blot
ted out by perfect contrition. (This also holds good with
regard to obligatory confession of mortal sins already ex
tinguished by perfect charity.) Other effects which the
confession of venial sins produces in the soul, are: in
crease of grace, remission of temporal punishments,
strength against temptations, etc. It is to be noted,
however, that venial sins are not forgiven through the
Sacrament of Penance unless the penitent has at least
imperfect contrition (attrition), because, according to the
Thomists as well as the Scatists, the validity of the Sacra
ment requires both contrition and confession (confessio
dolorosa). On account of the danger of frustration,
therefore, it would be w'rang to confess only venial sins
(or which one is not truly sorry; but it is sufficient to have
true sorrow for at least one.{I

b) \Vherein does the sacramental grace of
7 Cfr. Cone. Trid., Sess. XIV,

can. 7: "Si qvis dinril, ••. non
lie,r, confiltri plCcata vtnia/ia,
anat~tma sit."

8 V • .rvpra, pp. go sq.

{I On the remission of veni;l,l sins
in i"eneral see Scbeeben-Atzberi"er,
Docmatilt, Vol. IV, 3, 7~.r sqq.,
Freiburi" l,03·
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Penance consist? The Decretum pro Armenis
suggests the answer to this question when it says
that the objeet of confession is to heal the soul
which has become infirm through sin." This ef
fect is peculiar to Penance and produced by no
other Sacrament, except possibly Extreme U ne
tion, which may be regarded as the completion
of Penance.

We have explained above that the first and principal
effect of Penance is justification. Justification, in its
quality of gratia sanans, may be regarded as the specific
sacramental grace of Penance. Nor does it make any dif
ference whether we conceive it as a certain modality
of sanctifying grace or simply as a moral claim to all
those actual graces which, ,...ith the cooperation of the
penitent, safeguard the fruits of the Sacrament, espe
cially zeal in making satisfaction and avoiding future
sins.ll

2. PEACE OF CONSCIENCE THE SECOND EF
FECT OF THE SACRAMENT.-The second effect of
Penance is peace of conscience. It is purely acci
dental. This truth is defined by the Council of
Trent as follows: "The effect of this Sacra
ment, . . . reconciliation with God, . . . some
times in persons who are pious and who receive
this Sacrament with devotion, is wont to be fol
lowed by peace and serenity of conseienee with

10" Q~odsj peJ' pt"Ccatum a'£ritu. 11 Cfr. Pohle·Prel15~. Th, So.CTlI·
di",m incurrimus a"ima" per poeni- m,nls, Vol. I. pp. 10 ~qq.

tenttam spiritualiter sonamllr!'
(Denzinger.Bannwart, n. 6!fS).
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exceeding consolation of spirit." 12 Experience
teaches that this effect is most commonly felt by
habitual sinners after making a good confession
with the intention of "turning over a new leaf."

The cautious language in which the Tridentine decree
is clothed suggests the question whether the effect with
\vhich we are dealing is sacramental or merely psycho
logical. The peace of conscience and consolation of spirit
that sometimes follow a good confession may be owing
to relief at having got rid of one's sins, and to the cer
tainty of divine forgiveness. If the priestly absolution
were merely an empty declaration, or a sermon, it could
scarcely produce such effects. Nevertheless, there is
nothing to prevent us from assuming that the peace of
conscience which sometimes follows confession is a spe
cific, even though only hypothetical, effect of the Sacra
ment as such. Being conditioned upon piety and devo
tion, it does not always follow the reception of the Sacra
menU"

3. THE REVIVISCENCE OF PREVIOUSLY Ac
QUIRED :MERITS THE THIRD EFFECT OF THE

SACRAMENT.-Every baptized Christian possesses
a certain number of supernatural merits. He
loses these when he falls into mOltal sin. Are
they lost for ever or tan they be recovered through
the Sacrament of Penance? .

12 s~ss. XIV, cap. 3: "... Quam

[ruonciliationem] i"terd"", in fliri~

pii.$ et cllm devoli01le hoc lacra
""nfllm percil'i'1IIibJ<s conscie1ltia,
pa$ DC urll"itas ""m t',htmt"ti

~f'irit", co",olo#on, cOIJscqlli solt/."
(Denzins:~r·Bannwart. n. 896).

13 On this effect as res 1/1 sacra
""",,turn ~ee rohle·rreu~s, Th, So.
craments, Vol. I, pp. 84 aqq.
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The actions of a Catholic, good or bad, may be divided
into fOUf categories:

(a) Living works (opera viva), i. e. good works per
formed in the state of sanctifying grace and therefore
supernaturally meritorious.

(b) Dead works (opera mortua), i. e. works in them
selves good but not supernaturally meritorious because
perfonned in the state of mortal sin.

Ce) Death~dealing works (opera martifera), i. e. mor
tal sins, which destroy the state of sanctifying grace and
all the supernatural merits previously acquired.

(d) Opera mortiftcata, i. e. such good works as were
once alive and meritorious but have been destroyed by
mortal sin.

The question regarding the revival of supernatural mer
its can apply only to the fourth and last of these categories.
Living works need not be revived; dead works cannot be
revived because they are still-born; death-dealing works
are absolutely incapable of life because they are in them
selves dead. Hence the opera mortificata alone are
capable of reviviscence. Though there exists no official
decision on the matter, theologians generally hold that
lost merits are recovered, together with sanctifying grace,
through the Sacrament of Penance or by an act of per
fect contrition.

a) This truth has a solid foundation in Scrip
ture. Cfr. Ezech. XXXIII, 12: " ... the
wickedness of the wicked shall not hurt him, in
what day soever he shall turn from his wicked
ness." 14 But the wickedness of the sinner
would hurt him greatly if the supernatural merits

H eft'. Ez~ch. XVIII, .21 sqq.
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which he acquired in the state of grace were lost
forever. Hence they are not lost forever but can
be recovered.

«) To deprive a converted sinner of his previous merits
would be to inAict some sort of eternal punishment for sins
already forgiven. Against this interpretation some wri
ters urge Eztch. XVIII, 24: "If the just man tum him~

self away from his justice, and do iniquity, ... all his
justice which he hath done, shaH not be remembered."
But this text docs not prove what it is intended to prove.
God here speaks of an obdurate sinner who wilt never be
converted: "In his sins which he hath committed, in
them he slJall die." U

fJ) Some theologians cite Heb. VI, 10 sq.; "For God
is not unjust, that he should forget your work, and the
love which you have shewn in his name, you who have
ministered. and do minister to the saints." 1$ \Vere
these words addressed to converted apostates, as Epi
phanius, Primasius, Alcuin, 5t. Thomas, Suarez, and
Estius assume, it would be legitimate to conclude from
them that if God were to punish forgiven sins by depriv
ing the converted sinner of the supernatural merits of all
his previous good works, He would indeed forget the
sinner's good works, which would be contrary to divine
justice, But the COntext shows that 51. Paul is not
addressing apostates, but honest Christians in danger of
perversion, His object is to admonish and strengthen
them by reminding them of the merits they have stored

n E2ecb. XVIII. 24.-Cfr. Kn.1
benw,ll<:T. CotOlmut. ill cud., Paris
1890.

1$ Ho:b. VI, 10 tq.: Ov 'Y"P
6.oll,or 0 9(6r, i1rI}\Ct(J~I1(JQl '!'oii
fpi'ov vp.i:J" K(1.1 'fijr Q')'6.lI"lJr !}T

l ..&JeolJ(Jo: o:b TO 3POIHL dTOU.
"1IU:O~i<r~VTIJ Toif 11)110'1 11'<;111 ",(1.
KOl'Oii~n. 'E1f,(JvJ«lii,Jtu 01 bll'
"'TO' iJ,Jtw, 'f1r" (1.h~" 1/t6flll')'ur:r~(1.1

"'1fou6~" lI'por Nj" lI'JI.71potpopl",/t '!'ij,
iA'II"I~o, «XPI T~Ollr.
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up and the reward awaiting them in Heaven. The text
can, however, be indirectly utilized for the truth we are
defending, as it makes the merit of good works dependent
on three conditions, viz.: the state of sanctifying grace,
the supernatural character of the works themselves, and
a happy death. These three conditions are verified not
only in the living works of the faithful but likewise in the
good works that have been killed by mortal sin, and con
sequently it is legitimate to conclude that these can be and
are revived through Penance. l1

'Y) Another contested text is Gal. III, I sqq.: "0
senseless Galatians, who hath be"witched you that you
should not obey the truth ... ? Are you so foolish that,
whereas you began in the Spirit, you would now be made
perfect by the flesh? Have you suffered so great things
in vain? If it be yet in vain." St. Chrysostom, Theo
doret, St. Jerome, and other Patristic writers paraphrase
this text as follows: I hope you will come back from
Judaism to the Catholic faith, lest what you have suffered
for Christ be in vain. Your sufferings will be useless
unless you regain your previous merits through Pen
ance.18 But this interpretation is not convincing. There
is nothing in the Apostle's words which would justify the
assumption that the Galatians had relapsed into Judaism.
They were headed towards apostasy, but had not yet
fallen away. says St. Augustine.l~ The Apostle, seeing
them waver, hastens to support them by advice and warn
ing. Hence the text proves nothing for our present pur
pose.20

11 Cfr. Cone. Trid., Sess. VI, cap.
,6.

19 Cfr. Ripalda, D~ Ent, Supu
"Murali, disp. 9', lICe!. I.

n .. Quamvil isti f10ndum uddi"
.sNit, ,<,d iam inclina~antur, fit cad,·

rent." (~Iigne, P. L., XXXV,
~IIa).

llll For other more acceptable ex
planations of Gal. III, I sqq., see
Palmieri. C"mm'nt. in Epilt. ad Gal.,
pp. lIt liq., Gulpen 1886.
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b) The fact, however, that tbe Patristic wri
ters whom we have mentioned, interpret Heb. VI,
10 and Gal. III, 4, as they do, is a clear proof of
their belief in the revival of merits.

St. Chrysostom says: "H you wish to reawake and
recall yourselves, 1 trust you may not have suffered in
vain. \Vhere now are they who abolish penance? Be
hold, these [the Galatians] had received the Spirit, they
had wrought signs, had confessed the faith, ... and yet,
after so many just works, they had fallen from grace.
Nevertheless, he [St. Paul] said: If you will, you can
recall yourselves." U St. Jcrame inculcates the same
truth in similar language.::

C) A convincing argument can be construed
from the following canon of the Tridentine Coun
cil: "If anyone saith that ... the justified, by
the good works which he performs through the
grace of God and of Jesus Christ, whose living
member he is, does not truly merit ... eternal
life, and the attainment of that eternal life, if so
it be, however, that he depart in grace, . . . let
him be anathema."" The Council plainly de
mands three conditions for the supernatural mer-

u 1. Ep. oJ G.J•• c. 3. n. 2
(Mipe, P. G.• LXI. ho).

u I" EI'. ltd Gill.• I. I. c. 3:
•• O.k....q ..~ ob OrUtf Rde... IDb_
''"it tI p""'/(4 ID""., ,"urit i" Pte:
cQ.tIt"', sievt priOl'Il ,i"r ea..,a di·
cit .... punu ( ..i'sr. d ..... pucal. sic
flIr,ltm "0" prrdtt ea, si cd anliq....... ,Iudiltm ret·rrlcl .......- err.
St. EpiphilUiuI, H"rrtl,. S9. n. 9.-

Other Patrilli<: texts q\,\otrd by De
A"Ill.cini•. De Rc S'CT!lmrftt.• VoL
II, :ntd M., PI>- '08 aqq.

2S Ce..c. TrUi., Sen. YI. un. 31:
u Si q"i, d'reril. ' •. il'~"'" iUfili
~Illll'" bo"" l)p"ib", qltar cb ee pr..
Dri r"al'allt ,1 111. Cllri,li, e"iws
tiwllm membn.m til. lilt"'...".. I"'"
mtr'n ..• tiltom (ltl"'nll," tt '!>slu,
'IIitae /Jet,Nlae, si lam'" jft f ..alia
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itoriousness of good works, viz.: (1) that they be
performed with the help of actual grace, (2) that
they be performed in the state of sanctifying
grace, and (3) that he who has performed them
depart this life in the favor of God.

All other requisites (excepting, of course, those
founded on the natural law 240) are excluded by the re
mark of the Council that" nothing further is wanting."'2~

If the opera 1nortificata were not rewarded in heaven,
the Council should have added as a fourth condition that
H the state of grace must never have been interrupted by
mortal sin." No such addition was made, and conse
quently we may conclude that, as the Scholastics put it,
.( opera mortificata reviviscllnt." This, in spite of some
minor differences, was practically the common teaching of
the Schoolmen, and since the Tridentine Council no
longer has any opponents within the Catholic pale.2G

d) To the Scriptural and theological argu
ments already adduced may be added three others
based on reason.

a) If a person who has the misfortune to commit a
mortal sin were thereby deprived of all his previously ac
quired merits, this would mean eternal punishment, at
least in part. For as the damned are entirely deprived of
the beatific vision of God in consequence of their unfor
given mortal sins, so the elect, in that hypothesis, would

drcuserit, conuc<,ticntm, ... ana
thema sit." (~nzinger·Bannwart,

n. 8"..).
N Cfr. Pohle-Preuss, Grace, Ac.

turd and Habitual, pp. 410 ~qq.

25 L. CO, cap. 16; "niilil ampJil/S

dtt.rll cr,dcndum ,"st." (Denzinger.
Bannwart, n. 809).

211 Cfr. Suarez, Dt Rtvivisc,ntia
Meritcrum. sect. 2; De Lugo, De
Paenitentie, dilp. 10, !ect. I.
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lose part of the glory of Heaven on account of their
forgiven mortal sins. Such a partial poella damni would
be a real evil, irreconcilable with the beatific vision.
Hence the hypothesis must be false.

{3) Merits are not physical but purely moral entities.
They live and are revived in the knowledge and accepta
tion of God, which cannot be destroyed, though it may
be temporarily interfered with by mortal sin. The Sac
rament of Penance admittedly removes the interfering
obstacle, and there is no reason to assu~e that the merits
are not revived after the obstacle has been removed.
1'Iortal sin is purely an obstacle (obex), which Penance
removes, thereby reviving the merits previously acquired
by the penitent.

y) The contrary hypothesis involves absurd conse
quences. Thus a man who had served God faithfully
all his life but had the misfortune to commit a mortal
sin shortly before his death, for which he immediately
did penance, would receive a smaller reward in Heaven
than a wicked criminal who after a career replete
with iniquitous deeds turned contritely to God shortly
before being called hence. It would be difficult to recon
cile such a treatment with the justice and mercy of God.n

e) To what extent and in what degree can
merits destroyed by mortal sin be revived through
the Sacrament of Penance? This moot question
cannot be decided by the authority of 51. Thomas
because he is invoked by extremists on both
sides.28

n Cfr. Toletus. Comment. in
Sent., III, QU. 89. art. 5; De LUiO,
D# Poenitentia, disp. II, leet. I.

28 For the mo~t probable interpre
tation of his teaching lee ]. Gottler,
D#r Ill. Thomas ~on Aqwin wnd di#
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a) Banez. who is followed by a few Thomists like
Sylvius and Contensoll. holds that the merits of one who
has committed a mortal sin are never revived in the full
measure of their former grace and glory, but that they
effect a new degree of grace and glory (possibly far
inferior to the old), which is granted on the strength of
the twofold title of previous as well as present merits.29

In its ultimate analysis this view denies the revival of
merits, since Banez's If twofold title n really is a « titulus
sine re."

(3) Dominicus Soto teaches that lost merits are re
vived in proportion to the contriteness and zeal of the
penitent, and that whilst a complete reviviscence of merits
is granted to those who have the keenest possible sorrow
for their sins, all others recover only a portion of their
previous merits. This opinion was adopted in a some·
what modified form by Alvarez, Ledesma, Gonet, and
Billuart.M It is untenable for the reason that its cham
pions arbitrarily add to the three conditions of merit
established by the Tridentine Council a fourth of their
own invention, namely, due proportion between the sub
jective disposition of the penitent and the merits to be
revived. There is no basis for this assumption either in
Revelation or the dogmatic teaching of the Church.

y) Scotus asserts that the merits of a sinner are
completely restored by Penance, but that their restora
tion does not involve the simultaneous revival of the
previously attained state of grace, which is not fully re
covered until the hour of death, when God complements

t'C'rtridenli"ischen Thomis/en uber
d.. Wirkunztn dts Bus:akramtnlts,
flP. 97 sqq., Freiburg J90<l.

2~ Banez, Comment. in S'o""lam

Thtol., II, ", quo "4, art. 6, dub. 6,
concl. 3.

M Billuart, Dt Potniten/io, din.
3, art. 5, I 2,
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the restored measure of glory by an equal measure of
sanctifying grace. This curious conjecture has found
but few defenders outside the Scatist camp. It is op·
posed to the theological principle that grace and glory go
hand in bantl and an increase of the one inevitably entails
an increase of the other.

8) Suarez teaches that the worthy reception of Pen
ance is always followed by a full and immediate revival
of previous merits, both as to grace and as to glory, so
th3t the converted sinner, as far as his previous merits
are concerned, is in exactly the same position in which
he wns before he had the misfortune of committing mor
tal sin. This view is in conformity with Revelation and
the teaching of the Church and is now held by practically
all Catholic thcologians.:J1

The revivisce1ltia lIIentarum must not be confused with
the rcviviscenlia sacramclIli, which is quite a different
thing.a: Penance as a Sacrament is incapable of re
vival because its validity depends on the worthiness of
the fccipient.u

4. THE NON-REVIVAL OF SINs.-Unlike mer
its, sins that have been forgiven cannot revive.
This trutb bas nothing to do with the effects of
Penance, and the only reason why we deal with it
here is that the non-redval of sins forms a coun
terpart of the revi\'al of merits, and furnishes
fresh proof that the reconciliation of the sinner

n For a fuller dlKuuion of Ibi~

prDblem aee ]. S'l'heller, .. W~d..r·
ou",b~" d~r d.. rcn ,i"t (Ch1J!nt
S~"dt UIOltlt" Vtrdi,,1I1r." in the
Inn,bruck Ztillchri{r {lir "11th.

Th~to"·t. ISSH. ,"p. ,'} 1<1'1.
n On the b.Uer Ice I'ohle·l'reuSi.

Tltt SlItr"", .."r" Vol. I. pp. 193 .qq.
.8 Cfr. Chr. Pesch, PrISt/at. Der·

mot., \'01. VII, 3rd ed., pp. 91 'Q'l.
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with God is the first and principal effect of the
Sacrament of Penance.

The question in debate, which was already treated by
the early Schoolmen (Peter Lombard, St. Thomas, et at.),
may be stated as follows: If a man who has been ab
solved in the tribunal of Penance commits a fresh mortal
sin, does he fall back into the same guilt, and incur the
same punishment, or does a mortal sin once forgiven re
main forgiven always?

Hugh of St. Victor and \Villiam of Paris held that
the guilt of a fonner sin is revived in case of a relapse,
especially when a man is guilty of hatred, apostasy, or con
tempt of the Sacrament of Penance, or when he regrets
having had contrition for his sins. Hence the lines:

u Fyatres odit, apostata fit spemitque fateriJ

Poellitlti-sse pigct: pristil1a cltlpa redit."

But the great majority of the Schoolmen regarded it as
certain that a sin once forgiven is always forgiven and
never revives either in regard to guilt or punishment.

a) Holy Scripture leaves no doubt that God
has made the forgiveness of sins dependent on
but one condition, viz.: contrite recourse to the
power of the keys vested in His Church." What
the Church looses is loosed in Heaven. Now, the
Church looses unconditionally, that is to say, she
forgives sins ahsolutely. Hence there can be no
reditus peccatormn.3

!'i

H Malth. XVI, 19; XVIII, 18;
John XX, 23.

n Cfr. I,. I, I8; Ezech. XXXIII,

12; :Mich. VII, 18.-Cfr. Rom. XI,
29: "Sint l'ocnittnlia ,/lim lllni
dona 1/1 t'ocatio Dti."
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It may be objected that absolution is sometimes given
conditionally. It is. but only in the sense that the ab
solving priest takes into account the disposition or capac
ity of the penitent, as .."hen he is in doubt as to the exist
ence of genuine contrition, or does not know for certain
whether the subject is alive or dead. In the sense in
which we have just employed the phrase, absolution is
never conditional.

A sin once forgiven could be revived only by being
reproduced. But how could a sin be reproduced? God
cannot reproduce a sin because He is all-holy and de
tests iniquity. Nor can man reproduce his own sins.
All he can do is to commit new sins specifically identical
with those committed before. But could not God con
tinue to impute previous sins? Not if He has truly for
given them, blotted them out, destroyed them, as He has
promised to do, under certain conditions, in the Sacra
ment of Penance. A sin that is still imputed to the sin
ner is not truly and unconditionally forgiven. Nor
could sanctifying grace dwell in the soul of one whose
sins were not .really forgiven. The imputation theory
can only be held by those who believe that God in the
process of justification merely" covers up 0' sins instead
of blotting them out.

b) The Fathers unanimously deny the possi
bility of a revival of mortal sins, though some of
them seem to assume a reditus secundum quid in
their explanation of the parable of the servant
(Matth. XVIII, 23 sqq.).

a) St. Ambrose comments as follows on Is. XLIII, 25 :
"He says, . I will not remember [thy sins], but thou
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shouldst remember,' that is: I do not recall the sins from
which I have absolved thee; let them be covered up as
by a sort of oblivion." 36 St. Prosper says: "He who
withdraws from Christ and ends this life a stranger to
grace, does he not fall into perdition? But he does not
fall back into that which is forgiven, nor will he be
damned in original sin/' 37

/3) But what docs Pope St. Gregory the Great mean
when he says: Cf Si ex toto corde non dimittimus quod
i,~ nos delinquitur~ et hoc rursum e-rigitur a nobis, quod
iam nobis per poclIitentiam dimissum f"isse gallde
humus}}? 88 The holy Pontiff evidently wishes to em
phasize the gravity of the new sin that is committed by
one who refuses to forgive his neighbor after he himself
has obtained forgiveness from God.

A more difficult passage is this from St. Augustine's
treatise" On Baptism against the Donatists": (t Redire
dimissa pecrata, ubi fratema caritas non est, apertissime
Dominus docet de ilia servo, quem quum invc1tisset dcbi
torem decem millill1n talclltorum, dcprecal1ti o1l1IJia re
misit:' etc,as Palmieri has shown that this passage proves
nothing against our thesis."'o The most satisfactory ex
planation is by De Lugo, who says that St. Augustine
employs the word" redire" to signify a reditus SCCUH

dunt quid, inasmuch as the new sin involves the aggra
vating circumstance of gross ingratitude, which God takes

36 De ['oenitl'lIfi", II, 6, 40:
" Ego, i"qllit, ml'mor non ero, tn IIU

tem memo, Ufo, hoc est: NOli

revoco ill~, quau""que delicta dotlavi
tibi, t'eJut quadam obliTiione tecta
si"I,"

37 Rest. ad Obiut. Gallor., I:
"Qui rec"dit a Christo et ali""us II

gr~tia finit h~"c vit~m, quid nisi in
9trditionem cadit! Sed non in id,

Quod remis.Mltll "st, rl'cidil flU i"
original; peccato damnabilur,"
(Migne, P. L., LI, IS8). FOI other
Patristic teJ<t~ of like tenor ~ee De
A"g"stini~, De Re Sacr" Vol. II,
znd ed., pp. HO ~q.

UDial., IV, 60.
3~ De Batt. c. Donat., I, H. ZOo

4.S Palmieri, De PO"nitentia, Pl;'.
zoz sq.
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God takes into account in forming His final judgment.
Other theologians 4.1 think that St. Augustine in the pas
sage quoted merely employed an argumclItllm ad hominem
which did not express his real conviction.

c) Theologically the revival of forgiven sins
must be rejected for the reason that it would en
tail the necessity of confessing the same sins more
than once and also of being rebaptized.

If mortal sins forgiven in the tribunal of Penance were
capable of being revived, it would be necessary to seek
forgiveness for the same repeatedly. Now the only
means whereby baptized adults can obtain forgiveness of
mortal sin is confession, and hence all previous mortal
sins would have to be confessed over again every time
the penitent had the misfortune to fall from grace. But
this conclusion has been declared false by Pope Benedict
XI.42 Consequently the premise must be wrong.

'What is true of mortal sin, must be equally true of orig
inal sin, as Baptism remits original sin no more effectively
than Penance remits mortal sin. Now original sin can
be forgiven only by Baptism. Hence, in the hypothesis
of our opponents, a sinner would have to be rebaptized
as often as he committed a mortal sin. But to assert
this would be heretical. Hence the antecedent is false. 43

RUDINGS: - M. Schu, Die Aussohlllmg drs SUnders mil Gott
durek das Sakramellt der Blisse, Paderborn 1872.-*M. Buch-

41 See De August;nis, Dr Rt SQ,
crllmtlll., Vol. II, p. 1Z4.

42 ExtTlI'/!. COmmJlII., Lib. V, Tit.
vii, Dr P.it!ilrf;iis, cap. I: .. I"lr,
c""clas,"

43 Cfr. J. Scheller. " DIU Ni'htawr
'tbtll dtr schw'rln Si'ndr," in the
Z,ilscltrift tilr kath. Tl<toJot;t, Inn.·
bruck, 1891, pp. 241 sqq.
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berger, Die Wi,R$Ulgtn des Bu.uakram,Iltl',f muh der LehTe des
hI. Thomas, Freiburg ll}O2.- W. Rutten, Stlldien ::fIr milldalter
lichnr. Bussfehrt mil baond,rer BerucksichtigulIg der iilt/'rm
Fran:iskanerschult, Munster 1902.- J. Gottler, Dey hl. Thomas
von Aqui'l und die vortridl'lltiJ!iscnen ThomisftJl uber die
Wi,kungf!11 des Bussakramenlts, Freiburg [904.



CHAPTER III

THE :MINISTER

Penance being both a Sacrament and a tribunal
of justice, requires for its valid administration the
twofold power of order (potestas ord;n;s) and
jurisdiction (potestas iurisdiction;s).

These faculties are logically and really distinct
and therefore can exist separately.

Intimately connected with them is the right of
the ecclesiastical authorities to limit jurisdiction
by reserving cases (ius sibi casus reservandi).

Thesis I: Only ordained bishops and priests can
administer the Sacrament of Penance validly.

Tl::is proposition is de fide.
Proof. There are three divinely instituted

hierarchical orders in the Church: the episcopacy,
the priesthood, and the diaconate. Only the
bishops and presbyters, however, are priests
(sacerdotes) in the proper sense of the term.
Deacons and those in minor orders are merely
clerics. 1 OUf thesis excludes clerics and, a for~

tiori) laymen.
1 See the treatise on Holy Orden, Pohk·PreuSi. Th, Socrom,ntl, Vol.

IV, Pan II.

"O
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The medieval vValdenses, Wiclifites, and Hussitcs as
serted that all pious laymen have the power of giving ab
solution, and that this power cannot be exercised by un
worthy priests. Luther claimed that" any Christian, even
though only a woman or a child," can administer the
Sacrament of Penance.:';: Against this heretical teaching
the Council of Trent defined: "If anyone saith that
... not priests alone are the ministers of absolution,
... let him be anathema." 3 By priests the holy Synod
understood bishops and presbyters!

a) Our Divine Lord conferred the power of
the keys exclusively upon His Apostles and their
successors. Cfr. Matth. XVI, 18 sq.; XVIII, 18;
John XX, 23. To them alone He addressed the
words: "As the Father hath sent me, I also
send you." IS

If laymen were empowered to give absolution, there
would be superiors but no subjects, which is incompatible
with the divine constitution and hierarchy of the Church.

The only doubt that might arise in this connection con
cerns the meaning of sacerdotes. If this term includes
the presbyteri, why not also the deacons? This question
can be answered only in the light of ecclesiastical Tra
dition.8

2 Prop. Lutlleri a Ltont X. a. 1520
damn., prop. 13: " ••• quilibe~

Chris#anus. ttiams; muli,r aut putr
esstl:' (Dl:nzinger.Bannwart, n.
753).

a5els. XIV. can. 10: "Sj qui&
dj:urit, .•. non solos sacerdotls
ISSI ministras absolutioni&,.,.

anathlma sit." (Denzinger·Bann·
l'I'art, n. 920).

4, Cfr. 5els. XIV. cap. 6:
", .. praettr episcopol d sactrdo·
Us [i. t. presbyt'ro.r]." (Deozin.
gcr-Bannwart. n. 9(2).

~JClhn XX, 21.
8 Cfr. Tepe, Instit. Thlol., Vol.

IV. pp. 503 aqq.
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b) Since the differentiation of the episcopacy
and the presbyterate it has always been held that
both orders have the power of absolution. Bish
ops and presbyters alike were formerly called
sacerdotes, though of a different order. The
bishops were sacerdotes primi ordinis, the presby
ters, sacerdotes secundi ordinis.7

a) The Fathers know no other ministers of the Sacra4

ment of Penance than bishops and priests.8 Not a few
of them expressly exclude all who are not priests. Thus
St. Ambrose says: " This right is reserved to the priests
alone." ~ St. Basil, replying to the question whether a
penitent may confess his sins to anyone, declares: "Con
fession of sins must be made to those who have in their
keeping the mysteries of God." 10 St. Ephraem Syros
writes: "\Vithout the venerable and divine institution
of the priesthood men could not obtain forgiveness of their
sins." 11 St. Leo the Great: "The forgiveness of God
can be obtained only through the supplications of the
priests." U

fJ) Since the power of absolution is reserved to
bishops and priests, it cannot be exercised by mere
deacons.

7 Cfr. Epiph;nius, Haefts., 75.
II V. Sllpra, pp. 26 sqq._
g De Potnit., I, 2, 7: "[us hoc

solis permiulllJl est sacerdafWus."
10 Rec. Brev. 11l1err., ::88.
11 Or. de Sacerdalia.
12 Ep., 108: "l..dIlICe..tia Dei

..isi sll!>pUcatia..Wus sacerdalum ..e
quit obtilleri."-The assertion that

the early martyrs were permitted not
only to issue 5o-called fibelli l'acis,
but to forgive sinlJ outright, il a
fable. See K. Adam, Der Kirclun·
bei:riff Terlwllians, Pl'. 66 sqq.,
Paderborn 1907; G. Rauschen, E,,·
charist and Ptnanct in tile Fir4f Six
Cent"ri", of the Ch"rch, pp. 20"1

$Qq., St, Louis 1'13.
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Morinus 13 holds that in the primitive Church deacons
gave absolution in cases of necessity. He bases this
opinion principally on a passage in St. Cyprian, viz.: « Si
presbyter repertus non fuerit et urgere exitus cocperit,
apud diaconum quoque exomologesim facere delicti sui
POSSi11t, !it manu cis ad poenitentiam imposita velliant ad
Dominu1lt ctlm pace." U But (( e.xoJJlologesis" need not
mean sacramental confession. The term was often ap
plied to a purely devotional confession, followed by (not
the sacramental but) canonical absolution, whereupon
the deacon was permitted to give the Holy Eucharist to
the dying man, provided he showed perfect contrition.
This custom existed up to the thirteenth century, as
we know from a passage in the writings of Regino of
Priim (+9IS)H and from the decrees of the councils of
York (II9S), London (1200), and R<;lUen (1231). But
there is no authority for assuming that where deacons in
cases of necessity heard confession, this confession was
sacramental and followed by the sacramental absolution.
On the contrary, ado de Soliaco, bishop of Paris
(+ 1208), in his diocesan statutes expressly forbade
deacons to hear confession, "because they have not the
keys and cannot absolve." 16 When abuses crept in, the
authorities promptly took measures to abolish them.
Thus the Provincial Council of Poitiers (1280), having

13 Comment. Hid. ae D'sciP/ina
in Aministr. Sacr. Poenitent'ae XIII
Prim~ SauuUs, XIII, ~J.

H 51. Cyprian, Ep., 18, n. l
(Mign/!, P. L., IV, 258).

1~ De S;ynod. Caus. ct Eccles.
Discipl., I, c. ~95: "Sicwt sacrifi.
&ium offerre 1Ion debent n's' ep~copi
d presbyleri, qllibus clmJ/?S reEn'
cae/orum traditae .mnt, sic nec
poenitentimn judicia alii wsurpu,rt

a,bent. Si aulem necessitas tuenerit
el presb}'ter non fuer't prauens, dia·
conus swscipiat poenilentem od s"nc,
tam communione",:'

16" Item prohibttur districte, lie
diaconi ullo modo "udionl confessi·
ones, nisi ;1' arctissima necessitate;
cloves enim non /wbent nec possu"t
absolvert." (Migne, P. L" CCXII,
68).
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learned that certain deacons claimed the right to give
sacramental absolution, decreed that deacons should not
presume to hear confessions because they have no power
to absolveP

Such ascetical confessions without absolution should
not surprise us, considering that. throughout the Middle
Ages, until far into the sixteenth century, it was cus
tomary to confess to Jay persons in cases of necessity
when no priest could be had. Bayard, the famous
"knight without fear and reproach" (+ 1524), having
been fatally wounded in battle, confessed his sins to his
hostler. This practice was based upon the conviction that
in case of extreme necessity the desire to receive the Sac
rament of Penance (votum sacramenti) ought to find ex
ternal expression in a real confession to show the peni
tent's willingness to do everything in his power to obtain
reconciliation. The custom was encouraged by the
pseudo-Augustinian treatise De Vera et Faisa Poeni
tentia~ which says: "Although he to whom confession
is made, has not the power to give absolution, neverthe
less one who confesses his crime to his neighbor becomes
worthy of the priestly absolution through his desire." 18

This view was approved by St. Bonaventure 19 and St.
Thomas Aquinas.20 Scotus, on the other hand, rejected
the practice as a piece of unnecessary self-humiliation.21

11" Abusum errone"m, qui ill
1I0stro dioues< er perniciosa fgllOo
ro"I'll i"o/evlt, eradiCllre voJe"les ill
hibt"'ws, ne diacoll1 con[tssianes tr·
dpianl el nt ;11 [oro potnileliliali ab
SOhOllt, '1" ..m ctrlwm tl indllbila
tum nt, i/'sos absolvere nOll posse,
'1..um dat'l!s nan "abeant, qllae ;11
solo sacerdotali ardin' confer..nl ..r."
(1b.nsi, Call. Conc.• XXIV, p. 383).

18 Dc Vera cl Falsa PQen., c. 10,

n. JS: "EtJi ilIe. clli c01dileb'llIr,
/,otestalem nOll habet so/t'endi, iii 10'

men di£n ..s venia sacerdolis duiderio
qlli cnmell contilelllY socia."
(Migne, P. L., XL, 1T~~).

19 Commelil. in Senl., IV, dis!. '7,
p. 3, art. I. quo I.

20 S. Theo/., SUN/., quo 8, art. 2.
21 Comment. ;11 Se"t., IV. dist. 14,

Q.U. -4.
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It was never the teaching of the Church that the power
of absolution can be exercised by others than priests,
though Siccard of Cremona, Hugnecio, and Albertns
l\Iagnus 22 erroneously held that absolution given by lay
persons in cases of urgent necessity has some sort of sac
ramental effect.

Having in the foregoing paragraphs adopted the
common teaching of Catholic theologians, we must add
that this teaching is involved in historical difficulties. In
the opinion of Morinus, KIee, Rauschen, and Poschmann,
St. Cyprian really believed that deacons could give the
sacramental absolution in case of necessity. According
to the ancient view, they claim, the essential part of the
Sacrament of Penance was 110t confession, nor even ab
solution, but the actual performance of the satisfaction
imposed on the penitent. It was only after long reflec
tion that theologians perceived that the priestly absolu
tion is really the most important thing, in fact, that it is the
form of the Sacrament, whereas confession and satisfac
tion belong rather to its matter. This conclusion, for
mally drawn by St. Thomas, marked the climax of the
theoretical development of the doctrine of Penance.

But how are we to explain the fact that "well into
the Middle Ages deacons, in cases of necessity, adminis
tered the Sacramcnt of Pcnance"? 23 It will not do to
say that absolution given by deacons was invalid. We can
see but one solution of the difficulty. It is to admit

22 Comment. in Stnl., IV, dist. 17.
art. 59: "Lied tTgO non lanlum
t{ftcfum conseq«atllT, sieut .Ii con
fiferetllT slleerdoti, famen cansequi
lu" absol"t;ontm in commutlj:'~

Cfr. P. Laurain, De 1'!nUrl.'enfjon
des La'lques, des DjacTes et des Ab
bessu dans l'Admin;sfrulion de la

Peniltnu, Paris 1890; J. N. S~idl,

De" D'-ukonal in dt" kalli. Kircht,
pp. l4l Y1q.• Ratisbon ,884_ Against
Laurain ~~~ Konjg~r, Die Beuhte
,.ach C<isar'''s 1'011 Htislerbach. pp.
66 sq(J .. ),funich I906.

23 HefeI~. Cancilit~gerelIichle, Vol.
IV, =d ~d., p. 1009.
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that our Lord allowed His Church a certain latitude in
bestowing the power of absolution. For a while, owing
to peculiar conditions, she extended this power to deacons,
but withdrew it later. Needless to say this solution is
merely tentative. At the present stage of historical re
search it is impossible to say with certainty whether or not
the practice under consideration was generaP4

Thesis II: Besides being properly ordained, a priest,
to be able to give absolution validly, must have the
power of jurisdiction.

This proposition may be qualified as "fidei
proxima.])

Proof. The power of jurisdiction is that
which assigns to a priest subjects over whom he
can exercise the faculties received in ordina
tion.

The power of jurisdiction differs from the
pO\ver of order in this, that while the latter can
be given only in the Sacrament of Holy Orders,
the former may be conferred by a mere act of the
will.

Jurisdiction may be either ordinary or dele
gated. It is ordinary (iltrisdictio ordillaria)
when acquired by reason of a benefice or office;
delegated (iltrisdictio de/egata) when granted by
the direct commission or concession of an eccle
siastical superior.

2~ err. Koniger, nit Btichfll lIads Cii$arius VOll Htislllrbach, Munich
1906.
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The Pope, by virtue of his office, has ordinary jurisdic
tion over the whole Church j the bishop, over his diocese j

the parish priest, over his parish. All other priests exer
cise delegated jurisdiction. This they receive, since the
Council of Trent/Oil by episcopal "approbation," which
means a judgment of the fitness of a priest to hear con
fessions. The Fourth Council of the Lateran ordained
that every Catholic confess his sins at least once a year
to his" own priest" (proprio sacerdoti) and that other
priests may absolve a penitent only with the express per
mission of his pastor.26 Pope Eugene IV (1439) draws a
clear-cut distinction between" ordinary and delegated au
thority." 27 The Council of Trent conditions the validity
of absolution on jurisdiction, ordinary or delegated:
"Since the nature and order of a judgment require
that sentence be passed only on those subject [to that judi,..
cature}, it has ever been finnly held in the Church of
God, and this Synod ratifies it as a thing most true, that
the absolution which a priest pronounces upon one over
whom he has not either an ordinary or a delegated juril;
diction, ought to be of no weight \vhatever." 28

a) Our thesis asserts that a priest, in order to
be able to absolve validly, besides being duly or
dained, must have the power of jurisdiction.

2~ Seu. XXIII, De Reform., c. IS.
26 Cone, Lat. IV, cap. 21: "Si

qu~ aulem alitno saccrdoti lIoluerit
iust" de cawsd eonfiteri pucala, licen
tiam prius postufet et obtineat a pro
prio sacerdoU, quum alilu ilIe ipsulll
flOn pouit absolvere lIel ligare."
(Dentinger-BlInnwart, n. 437).

27 Deenlurn pro Arme"i.l: .. aue·
torit(IS ab.lolt'endi lIel oTdinaria vel
elr commiuiolft superioris." (Den_

t;nger·Bannwarl, n. 699).
28 Sess. XIV, cap. 1: "Quoniam

igituT natuTa et Tatio iudicil illud
eXf'ouit, III sententia in .lubditos
dumta~at feratur, peTSUO.lUm sem·
per i" Eec/ena Dei fuit, ..• nu/
liu.l monltnli ab.lolutionem eam esSe
debeTe, quam sacudos in eum pro·
fut, in 'litem ordinariam aut sub
del..garam non habet iltrisdietionem."
(Dentinger-Bannwart, n. 903).
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This proposition is based upon the judicial char
acter of the Sacrament." As absolution and the
imposition of satisfaction are judicial acts, they
can be validly performed only by a competent
judge having either ordinary or delegated juris
diction over the penitent. Here again there is a
close analogy between the confessor and a secular
judge.

b) The Scholastics expressed this truth by saying that,
in order to be able to give absolution, a priest must
have two keys,- the <I key of knowledge" (clavis sci
entiae) to ascertain the disposition of the penitent, and
the" key of power" (clavis potclltiae), to forgive or
retain the sins confessedY'

The power of order is given to every priest at
ordination. Not so the pO\ver of jurisdiction. The two
are separate and distinct and pertain to different spheres.
The bishop in saying, « Accipe Spiritum sanctum, quo
rum remiseris/' etc., manifestly intends to confer the
former only. Durandus, Almain, and Armachanus held
that the power of jurisdiction is conferred in Holy Orders,
but its exercise without express authorization is prohib
ited by the Church. This view was rejected by the sen
tentia C01nl1HHlis.u The practice of the Church plainly
shows that a priest who absolves without jurisdiction ab
solves invalidly. The contrary teaching of the Jansenis~ic
Council of Pistoia \vas condemned by Pius VI,82

29 V. su!,ra, Part I, Ch. II, Sect.

80) Cfr. St. Tboma~. S. TlIeo/.,
Suppl., quo 17, art. 3.

!1 Cfr. Suarez, De Poe"i!., <li~p.

16, oeet. 3.
82 Co"stilutill "Auctor"l1l fid,i:"

" ... ta'''Quam ad t'/lUdum USlim hI<·
;us po!~slal;s non sit ttuess"ri" or·
di""ria 'f,'"lsubd~l"g"I" ;urisdictio-:
{"isa, t"m~ran'a, p"r"iCWS/l, Trid""·
lina contrari" ~l j"jurioSIl, ~rro,,~a."

(Denzinger-Bannwart, n. 1537).
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·Whence is the power of jurisdiction derived? The
pope has received his jurisdiction over the universal
Church directly from Cbrist.83 The bishops receive their
ordinary jurisdiction from the pope, while parish rectors
and other priests in tum receive theirs from the bishop.

The older Scholastics held that no faculties were re
quired for a priest to absolve a penitent from venial sins,
either because no jurisdiction is needed (5COtU5), or be
cause the necessary jurisdiction is given iure divino in
the Sacrament of Holy Orders (Vasquez) or by virtue of
an ancient ecclesiastical custom (Suarez). These views
are obsolete, to say the least, since Innocent IX has
strictly forbidden the faithful to go for confession to a
priest who lacks the necessary" approbation." a~

Thesis III: The ecclesiastical superiors (pope and
bishops) have the right to limit the power of jurisdic
tion given to ordinary confessors by reserving certain
cases to themselves.

This is de fide.
Proof. The Tridentine Council declares"

that reservations made by the pope and by bish
ops have "effect not merely in external polity, but
also in the sight of God, but that there shall be no
reservation at the point of death, and that there
fore all priests may absolve all penitents whatso
ever from every kind of sins and censures what
ever." The right of bishops to reserve cases is
emphasized in a special canon of the same Coun-

8S Conc. Vatic., Scss. III, cap. 3.
84 Decree of Feb. lJl, l679.

as Sess. XIV, ",,",p. 7.
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cil: "If anyone saith that bishops ha'"e not
the right of reserving cases to themselves, except
as regards external polity, and that therefore the
reservation of cases does not hinder a priest from
truly absolving from reserved cases. let him be
auathema. H:lll

The right of the pope and the bishops to reserve cases
to themselves is based upon the judicial character of the
Sacrament of Penance. It is of the very nature of the
ecclesiastical hierarchy that there be judges of a higher
and of a lower order. The highest, i. e. the pope, must
have the right to limit the jurisdiction of the lower judges,
i. c. the bishops, and these in turn must be empowered to
exercise control over the activity of the judges subject to
them, i. e. the priests. And since the powcr of order is
not sufficient ior valid absolution,n it follows that the
ordinary confessor cannot absoh'e from reserved cases
except with the pennission of his superiors.

For further information on this point we must refer
the reader to Moral Theology and Canon Law.

80 Sen. XIV. can. II: ,. SI. q.. ir
di..uril, ~rill:OrOI .."It haOtTl: .." r~

1~",II..d" nbi l'II.INI ..isi q..ood I:rt~

,.." .. rol;/ia". lI'qll~ ;d~o l'IIII1N'" u
,~I"t~/Oo""'" n_ trt>IIQ~,.t. '1"""'''''''''
""uTd", II TUIfn'/lI," ~TC IIUnlh-at,

IIHlllhcmfl nt." (Den~;ll.ger·Bann·

warl, n. 9:U). Cfr. Pro". "4 IInd.(5
of Ihe Council of Pi~toi". wndemn"d
by Pitls VI (DenzingeT·Ban..wJltI. n.
·5.........).

11 V. '''''rd, TheVI II.



CHAPTER IV

THE RECIPIENT

To be able to receive the Sacrament of Penance
validly, one (I) must be baptized, (2) he must
be guilty of personal sin, and (3) he must be
sorry for his sins, have a firm purpose of amend
ment, confess to a priest, and be ready to as
sume the satisfaction imposed.

I. THE RECIPIENT IvIuST BE BAPTIZED.-The
Sacrament of Penance, as 'we have shown, was
instituted for the remission of post-baptismal sins
only. It follows that no unbaptized person can
be validly absolved. For the remission of sins in
the unbaptized Christ has instituted the Sacra
ment of Baptism.

2. THE RECIPIENT MUST BE GUILTY OF PER

SONAL SIN.-One who has preserved his baptis
mal innocence can not confess or receive ab
solution validly. Except in the case of the
Blessed Virgin 1\1ary, however, such innocence
is purely hypothetical, since even the greatest
saints now and then commit at least a venial sin. 1

As venial sins can and should he submitted to the
1 efr. Pohle.Preuss, Grace, Actual and Habitual, pp. 114 sqq.

'30
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power of the keys, it follows that this second
requisite is present in all baptized persons with
out exception. The great majority of men is,
moreover, guilty of mortal sins, for which the
Sacrament of Penance, either in re or at least
in voto, is the only possible means of remission.

3. CONTRITION, CONFESSION, AND SATISFAC

TION AS THE TlIIRD REQUISITE ON THE PART OF

THE RECIPIENT.-Although the so-called three
acts of the penitent,--contrition, confession, and
satisfaction,-are primarily mere dispositions, in
dicating his worthiness to receive the Sacrament,
they are also (both according to the Thomistic
and the Scotistic view) conditions of validity,
for the reason that in this Sacrament worthiness
and validity coincide. These three acts are so
important that we shall devote the entire third
part of our treatise to them.

READINGS: - 1. Pruner, De Jurisdictione Ecclesiae ill Foro [n
tenlO ac de Casumt! Reservatione, Eichstitt 1865.- F. Lorinser,
Lehre vall der Verwa/tulIg des Bussakramentes, ;md ed., Breslau
1883.- P. Rota, EllChiridioli Confessarii, Turin i884.-Acrtnys,
Theologio Practica Complectells Practicam Institlltia1l('ln COI1

fessarii, 2nd ed., Pacll'rborn 18<}3.- P. Laurain, De I'lntervelltiol~

des La"iqllt'S. dl!s Diacrl!S et des Abbesses dOlls l'AdmiJlistratiou de
fa PEnitence. Paris 18<)c).-A. Schick, KlIr::e Anleitung :lur Ver
waltll1lg des Bussakramentes. 4th ed., Fulda 1910.- J. Reuter, Dcr
Beichtmter ill der F erwaltung seincs Amtes, 6th ed., Ratisbon
190I.-A. Devine, C. P., The Sacraments Ex/'laincd, 3rd ed., pp.
341 sqq., London 1905.- E. Tauntol1, Tile Law of the Church,
s. v. "Reserved Cases," London 1906.

See also the text-books of Moral and Pastoral Theology.



PART III

THE THREE ACTS OF THE PENI
TENT: CONTRITION, CONFES

SION, AND SATISFACTION

CHAPTER I

CO~TRITION

1. Contrition is defined by the Conncil of Trent
as "sorrow of heart and detestation for sin C0111

mitted, with the resolve to sin no more." 1 As
such a sorrow and resolve constitute the virtue
of penance,' it follows that to receive the Sacra
ment, one must have the virtue of penance.

2. Contrition, whether perfect or imperfect, in
order to be effective, mnst be

(a) internal, i. e. a tme sorrow of the heart
and will;

(b) nniversal, i. e. it must comprise all mortal
sins committed by the penitent;

(c) snpernatural, i. e. it must be inspired by
1" Conlritio est animi dolor ac d~. "rorosito non peccandi de cot/cro,"

tn/atio de peeeGlo commisso cum (Se~s. XIV, cap. 4).
2 V. Slopre, pp. I sq.
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supernatural grace and based upon theological
faith as the "beginning, the root, and the founda
tion of justification"; 3

(d) supreme or sovereign, not in intensity but
appreciatively, i. e. the penitent must detest sin as
the greatest of all evils.4

This sorrow must further be accompanied by
a firm purpose of amendment, i. e. a resolution
with the grace of Goel to avoid sin and its proxi
mate occasions. \\Tithout this resolve there can
be no true contrition.

A purpose of amendment may be either explicit
or implicit. Theologians are not agreed as to
whether the Sacrament of Penance requires for
its validity an explicit (i. e. formal) resolution, or
whether an implicit resolution is sufficient, though
Ballerini seems to have established the proposi
tion that, theoretically at least, a purely virtual
resolution suffices.:>

3- The most important division of contrition,
from the dogmatic point of view, is that into per
fect and imperfect contrition. The latter is also
called attrition. It is upon this distinction that
nearly all dogmatic controversies regarding con
trition turn.

s efr. Pro/,. ab [nlloc. Xl. Damn.,
Prop. 57: "Prol>al>i/e ut sufliure
o!lri/;o"e,,, natura/em, modo hone
Ita"••" (Denzinger·Bannwart. n.
'~07)'

... Cfr. Oswald, Die dogmal. Lehn

Va" d.... Ill. Sakramenten, Yo1, II,
5th ed., pp. 8, &'1'1.

5 Ballerini, 01'111 Morale, cd. Pal.
mieri, Vol. V, 3rd ed., PP. 75 51'1.,
Prati 1900.



SECTION I

PERFECT CONTRITION

ARTICLE I

PERFECT CONTRITION DEFINED

The distinction between perfect contrition and
attrition is mainly based upon the effects pro
duced by each. Perfect contrition justifies out
side of, and previous to, the Sacrament of Pen
ance, whereas attrition justifies solely in connec
tion with the Sacrament.

Besides this twofold effect it is necessary to
consider the intrinsic nature of each and the mo
tives by which it may be inspired.

I. NOMINAL DEFINITION.-Contrition (con
tritio) is derived from the Latin word conterere,
which means to grind, pound, or pulverize. The
Vulgate employs the term to denote compunc
tion of heart,' deep humiliation,' and utter help
lessness/ intimating by this usage that contrition,
as it were, grinds the heart of the sinner to dust,
in order that he may become favorably disposed

1 II. XV. S. 2 Is. LXV, 14
134

s Jer. VIII, 21.
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for the influence of grace. In this sense con
trifio is synonymous with complmctio cordis.

Attrition (attritio) is derived from attercrc, to rub
against. The word does not occur in the Vulgate in the
technical meaning of present-day theology, but appears to
have originated in the Schools about I230." St. Thomas
uses H contritio " in the sense of a profound sorrow which,
as it were, utterly crushes, while «attritio" merely soft
ens the heart and arouses a <I certain displeasure"
(quandam displiccntiam) , without, however, effecting true
compunction. The Angelic Doctor nowhere distinguishes
contrition and attrition by the motives which inspire them,
as modem theologians do and must do.~

2. REAL DEFINITION.-As the specific differ
ence between various virtues lies in the formal
motive inspiring them, it is necessary to search
for the motive in order to obtain a real defini
tion of perfect contrition. All theologians agree
in teaching that contrition is perfect when in
spired by charity, that is, a perfect love of God
(contritio caritate perfecta). \Ve love God

4 See MorinUl, Dt Co"t,.. It A/
trit., Pari. '703.- Harnack fail.
to perceive that conlrit'o and attri
lie are used in radically different
meanings in the writings of the pre.
Tridentine theologian~. The true
SCDIC must often be ucertained
with much difficulty from the con
text. Cfr. Mausbaeh in the May
cnce Ka/holik, ,897. I, 48 lIqq., 97
Iqq.; W. Riltten, Studi.." ':11,. mit·
ttlaltu/icllen B ..ssfeJr.rt, pp. 15 sqq.,
Munster Igel.

5 St. Thomas. S. Theol., Suppl.,
quo t. art. ~, ad ~.- Cfr. J. Glittler,
De.. Ill. Thomas von Aquj" "lid di,
'IIOrtndtllti"ilChtli Tllomisten iib.,
die WirkUligeli des Bussakram,nJes.
pp. J7 Iqq., Freiburg 19004.- On the
teaching "f the medieval Scholastic.
.ee N. Paulus in the Inn.hruck
Zeitscl,rifJ fur kall.. TJitologit,
19<'4, pp. I .qq., 04IO !KIq., 449 !KIq.
- On the alleged laxi.m of Duna
Scotu. sce P. Mingu, O. F. M., in
the tame review, 1901, pp. :lJI sqq.
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perfectly when we love Him as the supreme
good for His own sake and above all else.
UCaritas est al1lor Dei propter se super omnia."
To understand this definition we must know
wherein the essence of charity (as an act, not as
a habit) consists.

a) We can love God either as He is in Him
self, for His own sake, on account of His own
goodness (summum bonum £n se), or because He
is goo.d to us (summum bonulH nobis). If we
love Him for His own sake, we have what is
called the love of benevolence or friendship (am01:
benevolentiae s. mnicitiae). If we love Him be
cause He is good to us, we have the so-called amor
C011CUpiscentiae.

a) This difference of motive gives rise to a difference
of quality in the act of charity underlying contrition.
But there are also differences of degree within each
species. Both the amor benevolentiae and the amor
concupiscelltiae admit of degrees.e Perfect charity is
the love of God as the supreme good for His own sake
(propter se).

f3) To avoid misunderstanding it will be well to add
an explanation. Perfect charity, like friendship, though
it loves its object primarily for that object's sake, takes
pleasure in the act. Fenelon's view that perfect charity
must be absolutely disinterested (amour desillteresse) was
condemned by the Church. Personal pleasure and self
interest, however, must remain strictly subordinate to the

6 V. infra, Pl'. 153 $qq.
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interest of God. The devout Catholic finds greater
pleasure in contemplating the divine perfections and el1

halKing the divine glory, than in the joy which his own
soul derives from that contemplation.

b) "Vhat does it mean to love God above all
else (super omnia) ?

To love God above all else does not mean to love
Him with all the ardor of which the heart is capable.
Such affection is beyond the p<)\ver of the human will.
The very notion of an absolute maximum of finite love
involves a contradiction. Even relatively speaking, no
matter how ardently one loves, a higher degree of affec~

tion is always conceivable, and hence the relatively highest
degree of intensity would have to be sought for in the
greatest effort of the will (totus coila/its possibilis) , which
is possible with the grace of God, but nowhere demanded
by Revelation. All that is demanded is that our love of
God be supreme or sovereign in estimation, or apprceia
ti<'ely,o in other words, that we love God with both
intellect and will so as to prefer nothing else to Him.
A mother may love her child more ardently than she
loves God, yet her charity will be perfect if she is
ready to give up her darling rather than see him commit
a mortal sin.

c) When contritIOn is inspired by a perfect
love of God it is called perfect. Perfect contri
tion, therefore, rnay be defined as sorrow for sin
inspired by a perfect love of God.

\Vhat theologians term a preliminary stage of
perfect contrition is the so-called love of grati-
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tude (a11l0r gratitudinis), which is quite often
identical \vith perfect contrition or at least nat
urally develops into it.'

3. THE "AMOR CASTAE CONCUPISCENTIAE."

A small group of eminent divines (Bossuet,
Bolgeni, Ballerini, Hurter, and, 'to a certain ex
tent at least, De Lugo and Palmieri) hold that
contrition, to be perfect, need be no more than a
love of God above all else for our sake (amor
castae c01lcupiscentiae).

This opinion is by no means certain, though it may
claim some degree of probability. Its defenders ap~

peal to Holy Scripture, to St. Augustine, and to several
eminent Scholastic authors. Such texts as Ps. XLI, 2:
" As the hart panteth after the fountains of water, so my
soul panteth after thee, 0 God," and Phil. I, 23: "I
have a desire to be dissolved and to be with Christ," are
inspired by something more than love of God for His
own sake, they say. St. Augustine repeatedly extols the
amor c01fcupi-scentiae as the true love of God. " Love
God as God," he says in one place, If there is nothing
better than Him: desire Him, long for Him." II Hugh of
St. Victor 9 ~nsured certain pseudo-mystics because they
decried man's longing for the beatific vision as an impure

7 efr. Palmieri, De Poellit., thes.
22, Pr"ti 1896.

8" Am" De"m t"",quam D"um.
1110 melius ,,';hi/ ut .. ips"". deridera,
ips"", cO,lc"pisce." (In Ps., 85, n.
8).

9De Sacra",., rr, '3, 8: "Ego
hOlna sic dilig'; »ollem 11 vobis. ...

Q"omodo, i»q"il'nt, mucenar;; »0"
SUnil'S, si Dc"m propter hoc diligi"'UI
ut praem,,,,,, ab co aec,piam"l!
. . , Qui hoc die""t, virtutem dilee·
t,o"is "on i"telktu"t, Quid est
enim difitere ..isi it.!"", velie ha
beref Non a/iud ab iplO, sed ipsum,
hoc est gratis."
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affection. \Ve shall pronounce neither for nor against
this view.10

ARTICLE 2

PKRFECT CONTRITION AS A MEANS OJ:<' JUSTIFICATION

According to the Council of Trent "it some
times happens that contrition is perfect through
charity and reconciles man with God before the
Sacrament [of Penance] is actually received." 1

The Council originally intended to declare that
perfect charity always (semper), that is, by its
very nature, effects immediate justification,2 but
gave up this intention out of respect for Pope
Hadrian VI and Cardinal Cajetan, who had taken
the opposite view. \Vhen Baius ventured to
deny that, except in case of necessity or martyr
dom, perfect contrition, even if accompanied by
a desire to receive the Sacrament of Penance, re
mits mortal sio/ his assertion was condemned by
Pius V.'

1. PROOF FROM SACRED SCRIPTURE.-The An
cient Cov~nant knew neither Baptism nor Pen-

10 For a more detailed discussion
the .tudent is referred to Dc Lugo.
D~ Po~..rt., disp. 5. sect. I. and Pal·
mieri, Dt Potnit., the!!. ;!J.

1 Sen. XIV. cap. 4: " ..• COn'
tritiont,n haltc 1IliQllondo writatt
ptrfecta»> uu contingit homin"mQu"
D,o Tlfcanc,!,art, priusquam hoc sa
cram"ntum actu "uscipiotur." (Den·
z;n~r-Bannwart, n. 898).

2 rallavicini, lIist. Conc. Trw.,

XII. 10. 27.
s" P,r contritionl:m "Ham Cum

caritatl: plrftcta It CU»> voto ,ru·
scipiendi sacram""tum <'oniundam
nOn rl",ittitur crim"n t.ftra CtlSuln
necessitatis aut martyr;i sint actua/j
Susctrtjonl sacronunti." (Denzin·
ger·Bannwart, n. 1071).

4 Ibid. efr. COne. Trid.,Se.'. VI,
cap. 4; Pohle-Preu••, Tht Sacra'
mtnts, Vol. I. pp. 2<43 lQ,q.
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anee, and under it adult sinners had no other
means of obtaining forgiveness than perfect
contrition.s It is impossible to assume that
the New Testament is inferior in this respect to
the Old. Consequently, perfect contrition of
itself, i. e. without the Sacrament, though not
without a desire for the same, must have the
power to forgive sins in the New Dispensation
also. Our Lord Himself expressly asserts this
when He says: "He that hath my command
ments, and keepeth them, he it is that loveth me.
And he that loveth me shall be loved of my Father,
and I will love him...." 6

Jesus here evidently speaks of that effective love of
God for which the latter gives His own love in return,
thereby establishing a state of mutual friendship. As
this friendship is incompatible with the enmity resulting
from mortal sin, perfect contrition, which springs from
perfect love, must effect sanctifying grace.

The love of one's neighbor for God's s::tke has the same
formal object as perfect charity. Cfr. I John IV, 7:
II Dearly beloved, let us love one another, for charity is
of God; and everyone that loveth [his neighbor for .the
sake of Godl is born of God." Here, again, perfect love
and regeneration (i. e. justification) are so closely bound
up as to exclude the state of mortal sin. The opposi
tion between love and sin being absolute, it follows that

~ Cfr. Dent. IV, 29; Ezcch. XVIII,
21; XXXIII, 12.

UJohn XIV, 21; "Qlli ha!>t't
mandata m"a "I urt'al "a, ill.. tst

qui dili"il m... Qlli aul..m di!igit
mt, diJig"tllr a Patn mtD, tt tgD
di/iga", '1111I," (Cfr. I John III. 0;
IV, 16),



CONTRITION

the justifying power of love £lov.'s from its every essence
and therefore invariably accompanies it.

2. PROOF FROM TRADITION.-The teaching of
Scripture is echoed by the Fathers and Scholas
tics.

St. John Chrysostom has the following beautiful simile
in one of his homilies: "As a fire which has taken pos
session of a forest, cleans it out thoroughly, so the fire of
love, wheresoever it falls, takes away and blots out eyery
thing that could injure the divine seed, and purges the
earth for the reception of that seed. Where love is, there
all evils are taken away." 7

St. Chrysologus says: "You wish to be absolved?
Then love! Charity covereth a multitude of sins. \Vhat
is worse than the crime of denial? And yet Peter was
able to expiate this [crime] solely by love." 8

Among the Schoolmen, Sylvius held a different view,
which was, however, rejected by De Lugo and others.1I

That this important doctrine has not yet filtered
through into all our catechisms is not the fault of the
Catcclris11Hls ROHfalllfS, which clearly and positively
teaches: "Such is the efficacy of true contrition ...
that by its benefit we at once obtain from the Lord the
pardon of all our sins." 10

1 Hom. in 2 Tim., 7, n. " (Migne,
P. G., LXII, 640).

8" Absol.,j flisf Ama. Coritos co·
ot'trit mz<llitudi""", p"ccatarum.
NtZalio";,, cri",i,u' quid ptiusf Et
tamen Pelrus amore solo 'lIoluit hoc
delert." Serm., 94 (Migne, P. L.,
LII, 406).- Other Patristic text.
quoted in Pohle·Preusa, The Sacra_

ments, \'01. I, pp, 245 sqq.- Cfr.
also De Augustinis, De R, SaO'a.
mt"I., \"01. II, and ed., pp. 38 IIqq.

II De Lugo, D, Potn't., disp. 5,
sect. 8: .. Quod sit contra omnt.t
theoloros, c10riKS #st quam "t proba
tion, t'tl '"dwctio.. , 'ndigeat."

10 Cat. Rom., P. II, cap, 5, quo 34:
.. E.r quo /jest cO~nosctrt, vtrae co..'
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The Church invites the faithful to take advantage of
this teaching by granting indulgences for making an
act of perfect contrition and by permitting the reception of
all the Sacraments of the living (with the exception
of the Eucharist) 11 on the sole condition that the re
cipient first make an act of perfect contrition. Thus
the Pontifical of Popes Clement VIII and Urban VIII
says in regard to Confirmation: "Adults ought first
to confess their sins before they are confirmed, or at
least have a sincere sorrow for their mortal sins, if they
have committed any." 12 This does not, of course, mean
that the Church dispenses anyone from the duty of con
fessing his sins, for it is an article of faith that Christians
can obtain remission of mortal sins only through the
power of the keys; IS but this condition is fulfilled by the
vatllm sacramenti,- the desire to receive the Sacrament,
-which is included in perfect contrition.u

3. THEOLOGICAL CONTROVERsIEs.-Mastrius
and a few other Scotist theologians held that
justification can be effected by other virtuous acts
besides perfect charity and contrition. This opin
ion is difficult to reconcile with the Tridentine
teaching. Utterly untenable is the view that per
fect contrition depends for its efficacy upon the
intensity or duration of the act.
tritionis ... eam vim nse, 'It ilHus
beneficia omnium delietol'um veniam
stallm a Domino impetremus."

11 Cfr. Cone. Trid., S~n. XIII,
cap. 7.

12 "Adultj debertnt prius peecata
confittri et post~a confirmgri, fiel sol·
tem de mortalib"s, si in ea inciderint,
conterontur."

13 V. supra, pp. 58 5qq.

14 Pope Sixtu~ IV, in 1479, con
demned the following propo!ition
taught by P~t~r of O!ma: .. Feuota
mortolio quontum ad culpam et poe
flam alterius saeculi, delent..r per
sillam cordis contritionI'm si..e ordine
ad claz·u." (Denringer-Bannwart,
n. 724). Cfr. Bellarmine, De Poe·
nit., II, cap. l4.
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a) Some Scotistic writers maintain that contrition, in
order to effect justification, need not be inspired by per
fect charity, but may be based on such inferior motives as
justice, obedience, and gratitude, provided only that it is
directed to God. Hi Vasquez combats this view as er
roneous, whereas Suarez and De Lugo concede that it has
a certain probability, though the latter cautiously adds:
"It is necessary to hold, in conformity with the com
mon teaching of theologians, that contrition, to be suf
ficient for justification, must spring from a peculiar
motive of charity, i. e. the love of God above all else." 1ft

In matter of fact both the Bible and Tradition teach
that the only kind of contrition apt to effect immedi
ate justification is that inspired by perfect charity.
This teaching is confirmed by the Tridentine Council,
which, distinguishing bet\.veen perfect contrition based
upon perfect charity, and imperfect contrition (or attri
tion), denies that the latter has any justifying power
whatever outside of the Sacrament of Penance, and adds
that among the motives of attrition is hope, the virtue next
in rank to charity, which justifies the sinner only in con
nection with the SacramentY If hope, which is the sec
ond of the theological virtues, cannot effect justification
without the Sacrament, this must be true a fortiori of the
other virtues.

b) Among the theologians of the seventeenth and eight
eenth centuries some held that perfect contrition, to be

10 Mastrius, Dt Po"..it., disp. 5,
quo S, n. 9S: "Adhlle lamen eon
trili" "I potnittntia dt pteeali~ ex
motivo iu~titiac, qllaltnus ptecata
sunl contra dtbitum It e"nt,a il<J

Dti, .,,,1 tX alio Inotivo sptetante lId
Dtu", probabilil"r 't'ld"tur use Juf·
fieitn .. ... "d iustificandum ptcca·
tor"n."

HI Dc Lugo, De Pocnit., disp. S,
s~ct. I, n. ,,: "Diundum omnino
ul ellm communi stntentia c"ntri·
tionem suflicienttm ad illsliti"," dt.
btrr oriri U pteulian motivo e",ita
lis, Jcil. Dti sup" omni" diltcn."

H SCSI.. XIV, cap. ".
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effective without the Sacrament, must have a certain
degree of intensity. Hadrian VI demanded that the
act be elicited with the greatest possible effort on the part
of the penitent.!" Peter Soto 11 taught that perfect
contrition must exceed in intensity every other sorrow
of which the human heart is capable. ]uenin,20 Berti,
Gazzaniga, Estius, }'-Ierbes, and especially ehr. LUpUS,21

contented themselves with demanding simply "an in
tense charity." 22 These demands one and all were
new and unheard of in the Schools. For the older
Scholastics had taught with St. Thomas that, "no mat
ter how slight one's sorrow is, so long as it suffices to
constitute contrition, it blots out all guilt." 25 In this they
were of one mind "lith the Fathers, who knew no dis
tinction between such intense charity as effects justi
fication, and a weaker one which falls short of this ef
fect.2

'

As for the official teaching of the Church, the Triden
tine Council speaks, not of a caritas perfecta in contra
distinction to caritas remissaJ but solely of a co1ttritio
caritate perfecta, which invariably justifies the sinner,
provided his love of God be sincere.%~

Closely related to, though not identical with, the view
just criticized is that which holds that an act of contri
tion, to be perfect and productive of justification outside
of the Sacrament of Penance, must last a definite length
of time: It is customary to attribute this view to Duns

18 1" Stitt., lV, dist. de Poenit.,
quo 2; "lotus CD>I(lfUS possibilis."
(V. ,r"prfJ, p. 137.)

19 Dt Po,,,it., lect. 14 sq.
20 Dt PO'nit., quo 4, c. 4'
21 Dt Contr. tt AUT., c. 7.
22 Carita.r intenSG.
2! S. Th,ol., Suppl., quo S, art. 3:

.. Owant..m.:Jlnq..t parv..s zit dolor,

dwmmodo ad ralionrm cOlilritionis
s..fiidaf, "mntm clI/tam ddd."

24 Christ'l mandate (ilIatth. XXII,
37) may refer 10 appreci:rtion, hut it
has nothing to do with intensity.

2~ The same eonclusion may be de·
duced from an analysis of the con
demned propositions of Baius; dr.
Palmieri, D, Po,nit., pp. 266 Iq.
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Seatus, though the Scatists deny that their master enter
tained it. The Jansenistically~minded theologians of a
later epoch defended this opinion vigorously. "The an
cient Church was convinced." says e. g. Jueniu, "that
contrition is not the work of one day, but of many months,
nay sometimes of years." 26 vVhy not indeed of a whole
life-time? This opinion is refuted by the same considera
tions ""ruch we have adduced against the one that makes
the efficacy of contrition dependent on the intensity of its
underlying motive. Though the gradual development of
perfect contrition through the preliminary stages of faith,
fear, hope, repugnance, etc., undoubtedly requires time,
the act itself can be performed in an instant.27

Certain Gallic bishops who had refused absolution to
dying sinners were reminded by Pope Celestine the First
that conversion may take place instantaneously and must
be gauged by the state of a man's conscience rather than
by any specified measure of time.28

ARTICLE 3

PERFECT CONTRITION NOT A REQUISITE OF SACRAMENTAL

ABSOLUTION

1. STATE OF THE QUESTION.-It cannot be de
nied that, under the influence of Peter Lombard

26De Poellit., quo 7, c. 6: "Toti
antiqllilMi fuit persullsum, conlr£
lionem non esse unius diei opus, sed
mullorllm mensium, imo et nonnu,,·
quam llllnOrUItl."

27 Cr.. 51. Thorna~, Summa Theol.,
III, quo 89, Int. 2: "Undt in e<J.
dtm inslallti ul grotiae ill/usia cum
/,rllediclO motu Uberi arbilri;, .•. ill
quo quidtm mot.. comprehtnd,lUr ac·
tus poenittlltiae."- For Kriptural

proofs see Tepe, but. Tlleol., Vol.
IV, pp. >4.3' sq.

28 Ep. >4. ad Episc. Provo Vit'n. el
Narb., n. 3: "Et durtl'(l~'il de
dtmentia Dei, q..j rum ad s..bvenJ,.
,lIdum ",orient, suffictrt vel mO

nllnlo passe "on crtdidit. ••. VeTa
ergo ad Deu", cont'tnw in ultimis
positorum nunle poliu aUfi",allda
est qua", temport." (Migne, P. L.,
L, 43.),-Confirmatory Patristic
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(+ 1164), some of the older Scholastics, notably
Alexander of Hales, St. Bonaventure, Ockam,
and Thomas of Strassburg (+ 1357), regarded
perfect contrition as a necessary requisite of
Penance and held that the priestly absolution is
purely declarative.'

Though not all the writers cited by Launoy 2 held
this view, a number of Scholastic theologians certainly
did believe with St. Bonaventure that" the power of the
keys does not extend to the guilt of sin; and no priest
would venture to absolve a man except on the presump
tion that God had already forgiven him." S The Ser
aphic Doctor (though he elsewhere contents himself
with demanding a cot/tritio existimataJ which he calls
attntie), undoubtedly meant that the Sacrament of Pen
ance, like the Eucharist, confers the grace of justification
only per accidens on those who believe in good faith that
they are already justified through perfect contrition:' In
vain have the latest editors of St. Bonaventure's writings

t~xts coll~d~d by Bcllannine, D,
Pom't., n, II.

1 Ch. Peter Lombard, Sent., IV,
dist. 18, c. 6: "[Saurdotes] t:rgo
"eecala dimittunl t't! retinent, dum
dj",issa a neo '1iel rctenta judica..t et
oste..dunt."

:: Opera, Vol. I, Dt Menle Co ..c.
Trid. circ(J. Contrit. et Attrit., G~n

eva 1731.
sSt. Bonaventure, Comment. in

Stnt., IV, disl. 18, p. I, art. 2, quo
I: .. Potestta clan"um proprie 10
quendo non sc e~tendit ad culpam:
......quam cni". saccrdos absolTJeret
qUtmq1wm, de quo no.. praesumerd
qwod esset absofulU,f a Deo."

"' Comment. in Sent., IV, dist. 17.
l'. 2, art. 2, quo 3: "Sicul diclum
est quod nOll tenef/lUT CId Ewchari
sh"am oecedert cum caritat" secun·
dum veritatem, ud sufficit quod se·
cundum probobi/ifatem, sic diea quod
ad sacrame..tum poenitentiae ..on est
necuu quod accedar habelU carita·
tem I'd dispositione." ad caritatem
sufficicntem secundum I'eritatem, sed
suffieit secundum probabi/italem.
Haec auUm dispasitio attrilia ut,
quae frequenter ab confessio..em
superadiunclam el absolutiontm sa
cerda/is formalur per gra!iam. ul tiM
co..lntio."
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endeavored to defend their fellO\v-Franciscan against the
charge of an exaggerated Contritionism now no longer
tenable. The erroneous tcaching of St. Bonaventure on
this point was counteracted by the authority of St.
Thomas Aquinas, who vigorously insisted on the power
of the keys and identified the effect of that power (ab
solution) with the effect of Penance.~ Durandus of
St. Poun;ain (+ 1332) and Henry of Ghent expressed
themselves in a similar manner. Under the influence of
Seotn5 6 and his followers this view gained the upper
hand in the Schools. Since the Council of Trent 7 theo
logians are practically unanimous in tcaching that it is un
Catholic to say that perfect contrition is essential to the
validity of sacramental absolution.8

2. CONTRITIONISM REFUTED.-Assuming that
the first and principal effect of the Sacrament
of Penance is the reconciliation of the sinner with
God (justification), the refutation of Contrition
ism follows from the intrinsic incompatibility of
these two propositions: (,) Sacramental absolu
tion is invalid and consequently inefficacious with
out perfect contrition; (2) Perfect contrition jus
tifies the sinner outside and before the reception
of the Sacrament of Penance. These two propo
sitions, under the assumption mentioned, are con-

~ For a full proof of this a5Sertion
see ]. Gottler, Dtr hi. Thomas lion
Aq"in .."d dit 'IIortridtntiuische ..
TllOmisten libel' dit lVirkl<nge.. du
BUs.fokrom'ntn, pp. 3' Il<l'l., Frei
burg '904.

II Comm,nt. i .. S'nt., IV. did. '4.
art. 4.

1 Cfr. Se~s. XIV, cap. 4-
8 Cfr. the 58th of the propositions

of Raius condemned by the Holy See;
also the 36th of the condemned prop
ositiona of the Council of Pistoia.
On an orthodox apecies of Contri
tionism see infra, pp. '7~ aq<:;l.



148 THE THREE ACTS OF THE PENITENT

tradictory, that is to say, if the first is true, the
second must be false, and vice versa. Now the
second is true, and therefore the first must be
false.

Le Drou tries to avoid this patent contradiction by
arguing II that the Sacrament of Penance exercises on
those who have perfect contrition a retroactive iniluence
similar to that which the death of Christ exercised in jus
tifying the patriarchs of the pre-Christian era. This is
tantamount to asserting that perfect contrition justifies the
sinner not so much by its own power as in virtue of the
subsequent sacramental absolution. \Ve ask: How can
the Sacrament produce a retroactive effect when the
penitent dies immediately after making an act of perfect
contrition without receiving absolution? How can some
thing that never existed exerci~e an influence? Evi
dently then, in such a case, perfect charity (contrition)
would not justify at all,- which is contrary to the
teaching of the OlUrch. The parallel with the death
of Christ proves nothing, for the atonement is a historical
fact.

It is further contended in support of the view we are
combating that, as perfect contrition is admittedly in
efficacious without a desire to receive the Sacrament, its
justifying power is derived wholly from the sacra
mentum in voto, in which the power of the keys is, as it
were, exercised in advance. This contention, though
it can claim the authority of the Angelic Doctor/o is not

II De Contyi/. el Altyjt., C. 5-6.
Rom.. '707.

10 St. Thomas, De Veritate, quo
2S. art. S, ad. 2: "Conlrilla, in·
quantum habet dytuleln clavium in
vota, ~ic ~acramenlaliter opera/llr in

drtule Jacramtnti pacnittnliat."
For a mar" d"tailed expb.nlltion see
),1. Buchberger, Dit W,r*ungen de~

Bu~~akramtnlu. pp. 134 fiqq., Fr"i
burg 1901: ]. (',.ottler, Der hl. Tlwmcu
VOn Aquin und die "arlridcnli"isclttn
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well founded. The .. -otum sacrollumti is not the cause of
perfect contrition. At most it can only be a condition
thereof,-a condition with which God dispensed in the
Old Testament. The advocates of this view really deprive
the Sacrament of its efficacy. According to Le Drou (not
St. Thomas) the Sacrament itself (sacramentum in, re)
cannot directly effect the remission of sins because perfect
contrition, and consequently the state of grace, arc neces
sary requisites for the validity of absolution. If the sa
cramclltlfln ill re cannot effect forgiveness, much less can
the sacramentum in vota. If the actual taking of a
medicine will not cUre a disease, surely the mere desire
for it cannot restore the patient to health.

It should be noted, also, that the Council of Trent
places the efficacy of the Sacrament of Penance not in
the vot"ln sacramcllti.. but in the forma.. i. e. the words of
absolution.11

A third argument alleged in defense of the theory we
are combating runs as follows: If the Sacrament of
Penance did not remit sins directly ex opere operato, but
required the state of grace effected by perfect contrition,
the priestly absolution would still exercise two distinctly
sacramental effects, vi::;.: it \....ould increase sanctifying
grace and remit some of the temporal punishments due to
sin. Dut Penance is not a Sacrament of the livingj it is
a Sacrament of the dead, and as such must be able to jus
tify the sinner as completely as Baptism. To limit the effi·
cacy of absolution to the remission of temporal penalties
would be to degrade the Sacrament of Penance to the level
of Jon institution for the granting of indulgences, and to
deny that the Church has the right to compel sinners to

TIt"miJI~n iiber di, WirkKnt.n dn
S"Slglltam,,,tn, pp. 4S .qq., Frei·
bura 1904.

11 Seu. XI\', cap. 3: "... in
qua [form"] pratcipu, '1'1'111 !IiI ,ita
ut."
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appear before her tribunal,12 for the temporal penalties due
to sin can be cancelled by works of satisfaction in
this world (satisfactio) as well as by suffering in purga
tory (safispasS1·O).n

12 V. ~Pf'O. pp. 58 $qq. by r;tlmieti, Dt POln;t., the!. 25,
13 Otlier objections are Ituwered Prati '896.



SECTION 2

IMPERFECT CONTRITION, OR ATTRITION

ARTICLE I

ATTRITION DEFINED

1. THE MOTIVES OF CONTRITION IN GENERAL.

-Perfect Contrition can spring from only one
motive, viz.: charity or perfect love of God. Im
perfect contrition, or attrition, on the other hand,
may be inspired by various motives. As not
every form of attrition suffices for the valid re
ception of Penance, it is important to know what
motives are insufficient or hardly sufficient for the
Sacrament.

vVhat causes a person to be sorry for his sins?

a) The Council of Trent 1 declares that" contrition,
which holds the first place among the ... acts of the
penitent, is a sorrow of mind and detestation for sin
committed," inspired by one of the following motives:

(I) perfect charity (caritas), which calls fOfth perfect
contrition, or contrition proper;

(2) the" turpitude of sin" (turp£tudo pacati);
(3) the" loss of eternal happiness and the incurring of

1 Se'a. XIV, cap. 'l; can. 5.

'S'
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eternal damnation" (amissio aetcmae beatitudillis et
aeteruae danmationis itlcursus);

(4) the" fear of hell and of punishment" (gehennae
et poenac).

The last three are expressly designated by the holy
Synod as motives of "that imperfect contrition which is
called attrition," 2 and which, "with the hope of pardon,"
must" exclude the wish to sin." S

A little reflection will show that the four motives enu
merated by the Council may be reduced to three, namely,
charity, fear, and hope.

b) That this enumeration is exhaustive appears from
the following considerations:

A man who is sorry for, his sins, is sorry either be
cause sin is an evil done to God (malum Dca), 'or because
it is an evil done to himself (malum llOnrilli). If his
sorrow is inspired by the first-mentioned motive, i. e.
perfect charity, which not only loves God as the highest
good above all else, but likewise abhors whatever is op
posed to Him, he has perfect contrition.' All other
kinds are necessarily imperfect.

The sorrow which a man feels because sin is an evil
opposed to his own welfare, may be t\vofold, according
as he regards sin as a malum culpae, i. e. guilt, or
a malum poenae, i. e. an offense deserving of punish
ment. In the fanner case contrition arises from the
turpitude of sin as opposed to the different virtues. Its
leading motive is an imperfect love of God. In the latter
case the detestation of sin is inspired by the {ear of losing
eternal happiness (pocna daJlllli), which forms the object
of the theological virtue of hope, or by the fear of in-

:: Sen. XI\', cap. 4. i V. supra, SecL T, Art. I, Pl'. T3"1-
3 Loco cit.: "si VO/HllfatEm PI'''' Iqq.

,andi EXcludaf ,urn sp, ~'eniat."
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curring eternal damnation (pocna senslls) and other, tem
poral, punishments that inspire the human heart with a
dread of divine justice.

c) It is to be observed that love, fear, and hope, as well
as the motives inspired by them, cannot exist separately,
but, always go hand in hand, so that, ,vhen one is form
ally present, the other two are latent in the soul, only
waiting to be called forth. \Ve shall try to explain our
meaning a little more fully.

2. THE THREE STAGES OF CONTRITION.-The

ologians distinguish three stages of contrition ac
cording to the form assumed by the underlying
motives of love, fear, and hope.

a) The first is perfect contrition, inspired by
that perfect love of God which is called charity
par excellence. Perfect contrition reconciles the

·sinner with God before the Sacrament of Pen
ance is actually received."

As the love of G~od cannot be entirely separated from
man's love for himself and his OW11 welfare, charity vir
tually includes the theological virtue of hope, though it
is to be remarked that some of the grcJ.test saints
possessed charity in such a heroic degree that they were
willing to give up all hope of heavenly beatitude and
endure eternal torments if they could only continue to love
God.o In this stage fear, which is never entirely absent,
aSSll'UeS its highest form and becomes \\'hat theologians
call timor lilialis, dreading neither punishment nor pain,
but solely the divine displeasure.

~ V. slItra, S~ct. I, Art. 2, e Cfr. Rom. IX, 3.
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b) The second or intermediary stage of con
trition is also based on the amor concupiscent·iae,
i. e. that love by which a creature is attracted to
God as its greatest good (Deus SU1JlHUtm bonum
Ilobis).'

At this stage the hope of eternal happiness is up
permost in the soul. It is in this that the amor con
cupiscenfiae, also called amor spci, essentially differs from
perfect charity,! To the sinner's hope of eternal happi
ness corresponds the fear of losing heaven (paetla dan£lli),
or suffering the torments of hell (poena sensus) and,
possibly, other punishments of a temporal nature. This
fear is not inspired by perfect charity and consequently
cannot be regarded as timor filia/is. It is akin to the fear
that characterizes the sen'ant, and is therefore termed
ti11l0r simp/icill'r senlilis. Note, however, that the object
of this fear is not punishment as such, but God, in so far
as He punishes, and is by His very nature compelled to
punish, sin.

Contrition inspired by such motives, either severally or
combined, is called imperfect contrition or attrition.

c) The third and lowest stage of sorrow for
sin is that inspired merely by hope of reward or
fear of punishment.

The love that underlies this species of contrition is a
naked self-love, or mere egoism. Theologians pertinently
call it omor mercetlorius. The sinner who feels this mer
cenary sorrow for his sins, thinks only of himself and

'2' v. 111f!ra, S~ct. t, Art. t. 8 V. supra, pp. t35 Iq.
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wishes to be saved by God's grace because there is no
other way. ·Were it possible, he would just as lief be
saved without God. He has no other aim and object than
his own gratification. If there is any real hope in his
selfish heart, it is little more than a rude sensual longing
for the pleasures of Heaven, similar to that which leads
the Turk to people his imaginary paradise with beautiful
women. The fear which corresponds to such a selfish
love cannot be a true fear of God; it is merely a fear of
being punished by Him. Theologians caU this fear timor
serviliter servilis, and compare it to the dread a dog
feels when he sees the whip in his master's hand.~

A sorrow based on such an ignoble motive cannot
properly be called attrition and involves no true conver
sion or change of heart. Hence this species of sorrmv is
not a means of regaining grace, but rather a new sin,
because it excludes God and makes man his own last end
and purpose.

3. IN WHAT ATTRITION PROPER CONSISTS.

It is plain from what we have said that attrition
proper can be found only in the second stage de
scribed above under NO.2. Its negative charac
teristics are: (I) absence of perfect charity; (2)
absence of a desire to seek reward merely for
reward's sake; (3) absence of both the timor filia
lis and the timor serviliter servilis. Its positive
characteristics are a true love and fear of God,
though these need not always be formally present
in the soul.
~ Oswald, Di, dogmat. Lehrt VOH dtH hi. S~kr~m,nttH dtr .htll. Kirck,.

Vol. II, p. 93.
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a) The love of God that is essential for attrition need
not be a love of friendship (amor amicitjae). That im
perfect love called amor cOllc-upiscentiae, which culminates
in the theological hope of eternal happiness, suffices.

b) The fear of God involved in attrition, on the other
hand, must be superior to the canine timor serviliter ser
vilis. It may be described as a timor simpliciter ser
vilis which fears nothing so much as to be eternally sep
arated from God and thereby forever unhappy. The
penitent who has this fear may have an eye to the turpi
tude of sin, but he is repelled by it not so much out of
consideration of the infinite lovableness of God, as by such
inferior motives as the violation of the moral order, the
disfigurement of the soul, etc., which sin involves.

Sorrow for sin inspired by fear is called by Billuart at
tritio formidolosa. It occupies an important place in dog
matic theology because around it revolves the famous
question what kind of sorrow is required for true
conversion and the valid reception of the Sacrament
of Penance.10 Hence it is necessary to inquire how the
timor sim/'liciter servilis, which is sufficient for attrition,
differs from the slavish fear called tintor serviliter servi
lisY

These two kinds of fear differ in four essential particu
lars:

(I) They are based upon different judgments of the
intellect, the former regarding hell merely as an evil,
...vhereas the latter considers it the greatest of all evils anf}
therefore more dreadful than sin itself;

(2) They stand in a different relation to punishment,
the former dreading punishment from a motive of ordi-

10 V. infra, Art. %. bard simply terms timor strvilis, in
11 What later theologian. cali ti- eontradistinction to timor initialis.

mol' ser1lilittr strl'ilis Peter Lom-
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nate and therefore moral self-love, whereas the latter is
inspired by inordinate egoism, which sets its own welfare
above God;

(3) They are inspired by different kinds of self-love,
the former standing in (at least potential) relation to
God, whereas the latter absolutely excludes God and
rests in the Ego as its finis simpliciter ultim'lls;

(4) The timor simpliciter.servilis is capable of devel
oping into a higher form, whereas the timor serviliter
servilis is utterly and hopelessly slavish.

ARTICLE 2

IMPERFECT CONTRITION SUFFICIENT FOR THE VALIDITY OF

PENANCE

If, as we have shown,l perfect contrition is not neces
sary for the validity of Penance, Penance requires a
species of contrition which does not justify the penitent
outside of the Sacrament. In other words, imperfect con
trition or attrition is necessary and sufficient for the va
lidity of Penance.

No one has ever doubted that attrition is sufficient for
the validity of Penance when it is directly and formally
inspired by imperfect charity or theological hope. For
these two motives, severally and in conjunction, exclude
the will to sin and inspire a salutary horror of offending
God, and consequently produce a true change of heart.

The case is different when attrition is inspired solely
by the fear of hell (metus gelle1l11ae). Lutherans and
Jansenists have joined in denouncing this motive as un·
worthy and contemptible. They declare that attrition
inspired by fear is not a true and profitable sorrow but

1 Supra, Sect. I, Art. 3.
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makes a man a hypocrite and a greater sinner (Luther),
keeping his hand from committing, but not deterring his
heart from loving, sin (Quesnel), In opposition to this
heretical teaching the Catholic Church insists: (I) that
attrition inspired by the fear of hell is a good and salu
tary sentiment, and (2) that it suffices for the valid re
ception of Penance.

Thesis I: Attrition inspired by the fear of hell is a
good and salutary sentiment.

This proposition is de fide.
Proof. Luther asserted that a man who is

sorry for his sins merely hecause he fears hell, is a
hypocrite and a greater sinner than he was hefore,
and that "the more penitents are agitated by the
fear of punishment and the pain of loss, the more
they sin and are affected hy their sins, which they
are forced against their will to hate." 2 The
younger Jansenius declared that fear of eternal
punishment, being a product of "inordinate self
love," cannot effect conversion.3 Quesnel taught
that "fear restrains only the hand, while the heart
remains addicted to sin, so long as it is not moved
by the love of justice.'" This false teaching
was formally adopted by the J ansenists assembled

2 Strm. de PQtnit., 2: .. Hlue
cOlllriti" [<1% meta Ke1l'llnClt'] f(leil
hypoc,.itam, imo ma&is pucolfn',m.
.. . [mo quo fftaKis timor' roel<a, ,1
dolore Mmni sic co"tenllltllr, eo rna·
/iis ('leco"t et afficiu"lur luis pec
calis, quae cogllntllT, non olll,m '{J(J.
lUIII (Jdiss,."

:I De Gratia Ch,uli, 1. V.
"Prop. 61: .. TimoT 1I0nnisi rna·

lIU", cohibet, cor aulem tamalu pte·
cato addicilur, qua",diu ab amOTe
iuslitiae .."., dueilur." (D~nzing~r

BlInnwart, n. 14")'
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in council at Pistoia. The Fathers of Trent sol
emnly rejected the error by defining: "As to that
imperfect contrition which is called attrition, be
cause it is commonly conceived either from the
consideration of the turpitude of sin or from the
fear of hell and punishment, [the holy Synod]
declares that if, with the hope of pardon, it ex
clude the wish to sin, it not only does not make
a man a hypocrite and a ·greater sinner, but is even
a gift of God and an impulse of the Holy Ghost." ,

The disjunctive phrase" either from the consideration
of the turpitude of sin or from the fear of hell and pun
ishment," shows that, according to the mind of the Tri
dentine Fathers, either kind of attrition, that inspired
by the fear of hell and punishment as well as ·that based
upon a consideration of the turpitude of sin, may be
"a gift of God and an impulse of the Holy Ghost:'
This truth appears still more clearly from the Council's
fifth canon on the Sacrament of Penance: "If anyone
saith that the contrition ... whereby one thinks over his
years ... by pondering on the grievousness, the multi
tude, the vileness of his sins [or] the loss of eternal bless
edness and the eternal damnation which he has incurred,
... is not a true and profitable sorrow, ... let him be
anathema." e

~ Sess, XIV, cap, ... : "Illam N'~O

C'ontritionem impe"f,ctam, qua, at
t"itia dicitur, quo"ia", vel IX tu"pi
fudinil ",ccati canlideration, vel ex
gehe"na, €I po,,,a,,u,,, metu com
mu",'t,,, C'ondpitur, Ii valuntatem pee.
C'a"di ,,,cludal cum sp, v,n£a" d,~

c/a"at [so Synadusl non solum Iton
{au", homin,m Ir.ypoc'fitam II mOlis

plCcato"em, t',rum ,nam donum Dei
esse ,1 Spi"itus Sancti impufsum."
(Denzinger·Bannwart, n. 898).

Cs"n. XIV, ClI.n, 3: "SI quis
di.un·t, lam contrition,"'" •. qua
quis ",c",itat "",,"s sUGS .. , f!onde.
"ando ['I-',IJ peccatorum suorum Ira·
vitat,m, multitudin'm, fOldita.
tem, [vel] amissionem 0'1'''/1''"



.60 THE THREE ACTS OF THE PENITENT

Hence it is an article of faith that imperfect contrition,
inspired by the fear of hell, is " a true and profitable sor
row," ,. a gift of God," and consequently by no means
hypocrisy and an additional sin.7

a) Sacred Scripture frequently appeals to the
fear of God and His just retribution in order to
deter men from sin. Thus Moses tells the Is
raelites: "God is come to prove you, and that
the dread (terror) of him might be in you, and
you should not sin." 8 The Royal Psalmist
prays: "Pierce thou my flesh with thy fear: for
I am afraid of thy judgments." •

OUf Divine Redeemer, far from banishing the
motive of fear from the New Testament, employs
it as a means of converting the wicked. "It is
expedient for thee," he says, "that one of thy
members shonld perish, rather than that thy
whole body go into hell." 10 And on another oc
casion: "Fear ye not them that kill the body, and
are not able to kill the soul; but rather fear him
that can destroy both soul and body in hell." 11

These appeals show that the fear of hell and other
punishments is essentially good and wholesome.

b) This conclusion is amply confirmed by Tra-

beatitltdinis et acfernG' damnatlonu
incursum, •.. non cut! tic",»> et
utilem dolorem .• " anathema .sit."
(Denzinger·Ilannwart, n. ';1l5).

1" Against Que.nel .ee Denzinger·
Bannwart, n. 14II 'q.; again.t the
Janseni.t.!; of Pi.to;a, ibid.• no I525.

8 E;Il;. XX, ;!o.
II PII. CX\'JJI, 120; dr. h.

XXXIII, 14; Ecdu•. I, Z7 sq.; n.
19 sqq.

10 MaUh. V, 30.
11 Matth. X, 28; dr. Luke III, 7;

XIII, 3; John V, 14.



COKTRITION 161

clition. "\Vhen you withdraw from confession,"
says e. g. Tertullian, "think of heil, which penance
has extinguished for you, and imagine first the
magnitude of the punishment, that you may not
douht as to the remedy which you have re
ceived." 12 St. Chrysostom says: "\Vhat is
worse thau hell? But nothing is more profitable
than the fear thereof. For the fear of hell ob
tains for us the crown of Heavcn.13

••• If fear
were not a good thing, Christ would not have de
livered numerous and lengthy discourses on the
future punishment and torments." 14. St. Augus
tine, in particular, was a herald, as of divine love,
so likewise of the fear of God. "This fear," he
says in his homilies on the Psalms. "is not yet
chaste. . . . He fears punishments. Whatever
good he does, he does out of fear, moved not by
fear of losing good, but by fear of suffering evil.
He does not fear to lose the affection of the most
beautiful Spouse, but he fears to be cast into hell.
This fear is good and usefu1." 15

c) The Tridentine phrase u ex gellennae et
UD~ Poen;t., c. u: .. Si de n:·

omo!ozu; relraclas, tehe""a... i ..
corde considera, quam tibi t.~omolo_

t.nis erlinguit, d "Oe"M prius
ffl~znitudinem i",aginare, ut de reme
di; ad~ttlon, no" dubitt4."

13 ~ ,,(ttp rl/' ')'dY/I'l' q,6{10, r~Y

rl/' {1a.,n}.f!a., fjp.'Y Kop.lfn ITT€<Pa.
~OY.

1'10 HOffl. ~d Pap..l. AntiDen., 'S, n.,.

u In Ps., 127, n. S: "11/, timor
nOll dum eastus ... poenal timn.
7imore facit, quidquid boni facit, "0"
ti,,,on limit tend, bonum il/ud, sed
timore patiendi mud malum. NOli

timtt, ne ptrdat IImpltrUl puJehtrri
mi spans" ltd timtt, ne mittatur in
I"entnnam, Bonus Ilt istt timor,
..tilis Ilt."- On the ):lnsenistic mi'l
interpretation of this teaching of St.
Augustine see Palmieri, Dt Prunit.,
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poenartUJt mctu" 16 raises the question whether
the fear of purely temporal punishments (poenae
temporales), such as purgatory, famine, and war,
-is sufficient to inspire a wholesome supernatuf.al
attrition. Theoretically, it seems this question
can be answered in the affirmative, as there are
many pious Christians who have a great dread of
purgatory. Moreover, the example of the Nini
vites, quoted by the Tridentine Council, indicates
that the fear with which these godless people were
inspired by the impending destruction of their
city, was a wholesome sentiment which eventually
brought about their conversion. Suarez says:
"If [temporal punishments] be regarded as in
flicted by God, and as indications of His wrath
and, in a way, the beginning of His just retribu
tion, unless we repent, they may, in this respect,
move [us] to supernatural attrition, which is eas
ily reduced to that which originates in the fear
of hell." 17 De Lugo expresses himself in a simi-

-. lar strain. IS Vasquez, on the other hand,19
teaches that attrition must be inspired by "an

thesis "".- Many other Patri!tic
texts 00 the lubject in Alb. a Bul
sano. TJuel. DegmM. Special.• ed.
Gottfr. a Graun. Vol. Ill, pp. 70 sq"
Iomhuck 1896.

IG Seas. XIV, cap. 4_
17 D, Poel1jt., d;.p. 5, s"ct. ". n.

15: "Si COl1s'dera"tlir [po.·"ae tem
toraleJ] lit '"fl'dac a Deo et III no
bis indicant 'ram tius el quodammodo

inchoant div;nltm supplicil'm, nisi
,mendemur. sub ea ratione pessunt
movere ad supCrnallll'ale1ll attTi
';on,m, qua oplime rcdllcill'T lid ii
111m, qlille UI e~ met" gehcnl111C."

IS De Poenit., disp. S, sect. 9. n.
137 .q.

U Comment. in S. Theel., III. quo
9". art. ". dub, 3.
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eternal motive," which can be supplied only by a
consideration of the everlasting torments of hell.
In view of this dissentient teaching it is not ad
visable in practice, especially for the priest sit
ting in the tribunal of Penance, to be satisfied with
an attrition inspired by the fear of purely tem
poral punishments. A sinner who has no higher
motive than that, may possibly be actuated merely
by a timor servt"liter servilis and may regret the
loss he has suffered or fears he will suffer in his
body more than the injury inflicted on his
soul by sin. Needless to say, penitents should be
exhorted to base their sorrow on the highest pos
sible motive, and to strive to attain to a perfect
contrition, instead of resting content with the
absolute minimum demanded for the validity of
the Sacrament.20

Thesis II: Attrition inspired by the mere fear of hell
is sufficient for the validity of the Sacrament of Pen
ance.

Proof. The term "fear" (timor, metus) here
is not synonymous with timor serviliter servilis,21
but means that fear which St. Augustine, in a
passage already quoted, calls ((timor nondum

20 On the exemplary practice of the
Middle Aies 5"e N. Paulus, .. Die
R~we in den dewbchen SUr!>~!>iich·

lei,. des "lUleh~"de" MiUe/"lterJ,"

in the Innsbruck Zeitschrift fil,. kalh.
Thea/alit:, I904, P? 68" sqq.

21 V. supra, Art. J, Nos... and,.
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castus" and which modern theologians designate
as timor simpliciter sen/ilis. 22

It is also taken for granted, as a matter of course, that
the attrition inspired by the fear of hell" excludes the
wish to sin" and is accompanied by "the hope of par
don," 23 both of these factors being, according to the
Tridentine Council, an indispensable condition for the
validity of absolution.•

In speaking of attrition inspired by a mere fear of hell,
we wish to reject the contention of some theologians that
attrition, in order to be sufficient for valid absolution, must
be supplemented by a separate and distinct act of ir initial
charity."

Though the Tridentine Council does not expressly in
culcate our thesis, it can be cogently deduced from the
wording of its Caput IV. on Contrition and Attrition, and
hence quite a number of modern theologians, (despite the
opposition of a few so-called Contritionists), treat it as a
" theological conclusion."

a) The first argument for our thesis may be
briefly formulated as follows: Speaking of at
trition in general, and attrition based on the fear
of hell in particular, the Council of Trent says:
"Although this [attrition] cannot of itself, with
out the Sacrament of Penance, conduct the sinner
to justification, yet it disposes him to obtain the
grace of God in the Sacrament of Penance." 24

22 V. .supra, Th,",sis I.
23 CaJle. Trid., S",S9. XIV, cap. 4.
2i Sess. XIV, cap. 4: "Quam'L'il

,siJlt ,sacramento po....it ..ntiae ptr se

ad iustincationem puducer.. ptcca
torem ntqutot, tam"" "urn ad Dei
grah"am i" sacramento po"tli/ttltiat
imptfrandam disponif."
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"Vo maintain that disponit here is equivalent to
sltffieit. This can be proved as follows:

The Council says that attrition inspired by the fear
of hell disposes the sinner to receive the Sacrament of
Penance. A person may be disposed to receive a thing
either remotely or proximately. The Council cannot have
meant that attrition disposes the sinner for Penance merely
in a remote manner. Consequently, the disposition of
which it speaks must be proximate.

Proof of the minor: The Council cannot have meant
that attrition disposes the sinner for Penance merely in
a remote manner. For it had already declared it to be
a remote disposition for Penance when, a little far
ther up in the text, it inculcatcd_ the wholesomeness of
attrition in these words: "As to that imperfect contri
tion, which is called attrition, because it is commonly con
ceived either from the consideration of the turpitude of
sin or from the fear of hell and of punishment, [the holy
Synod] declares that ... it is even a gift of God and an
impulse of the Holy Ghost, who does not indeed as yet
dwell in the penitent, but only moves him, whereby as
sisted, the penitent prepares a way for himself unto jus
tice," 25 It cannot reasonably be assumed that the Coun
cil meant to repeat itself in the sentence immediately fol
lowing, Moreover, the opposition expressed by the
grammatical antithesis of qltam1.ois- tame1t, between jus
tification effected without the Sacrament and justification
effected in and through the Sacrament, would be meaning-

25 Sen. XIV, cap. 'j: "II/am
vero co"lrifion,m im!',rfecfam, qJtae
aUritio dicitJtr, quo"iam l,,1 ,r tur·
pil ..di"is !,cecat, cO'lsirl'ralio", !'d
,x gche""ae ct !,oe"arum ",etu com·
,"uniter eo"e;p;t"r , , . d,,/arat [So

Synodus] .•• donum Dei uu el
Spiritus sa..el; ;mpulsum, no.. adhue
quidem inhabitant;s, ud la"lum
mOl'lmtis, quo poe"itc"s adiutus V;aI»
sib; ad ;us/,tiam parat,"
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less if attrition in conjunction with the Sacrament of
Penance did not actually produce an effect which attri
tion without the Sacrament cannot produce. Conse
quently, attrition in conjunction with the Sacrament of
Penance effects justification; in other words, attrition in
spired by the fear of hell disposes the soul proximately for
the valid reception of Penance. Again: the Tridentine
Fathers oppose contrition to attrition by saying that the
former, as a dispositio proxima, effects justification im
mediately without the Sacrament,2ll whereas the latter, be
ing merely a dispositio re-mota, cannot produce this effect
outside of and anterior to the reception of the Sacrament.
Consequently, attrition obtains its sin-forgiving effect only
within the Sacrament of Penance, and in connection with
the Sacrament this effect is certain. To express the same
idea somev,'hat differently: Attrition, while not, like con
trition, sufficient for justification, is sufficient for the va
lidity of Penance.

To these three arguments may be added a fourth. Ac
cording to the Tridentine teaching, true sorrow for sin,
no matter whether it be perfect or imperfect, constitutes
the quasi-matter of the Sacrament of Penance.27 Now,
attrition inspired by the fear of hell is a true sorrow.28

Consequently, attrition may constitute the quasi-matter
of Penance. For the validity of the Sacrament, there
fore, all that is still wanting is the sacramental fonn,
which consists in the absolution. Consequently, attrition
is a proximate and sufficient disposition for the valid re
ception of the Sacrament. That this was the meaning of
the Tridentine Council is evident from the concluding
words of its chapter on Contrition and Attrition:

2& V. supra, Sect. I, Art. 2.

l1T V• .supra, pp. 76 sq.
28 V • .supra, The~i8 I, pp. Is8 .qq.
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.. Falsely, therefore, do some calumniate Catholic writers,
as if they had maintained that the Sacrament of Penance
confers grace without any good motion on the part of
those who receive it: a thing which the Church of God
never thought or taught." 2g This sentence contains a
defense of the theological doctrine that the «attritio ex
metu gehcmwe" is a "good motion," a "gift of God,"
and" an impulse of the Holy Ghost." The Council means
to say that the writers who teach this doctrine demand
just such an attrition for the valid reception of Penance,
and consequently do not assert, as they are falsely accused
of doing, that the Sacrament of Penance confers the grace
of justification" without any good motion on the part of
those who receive it."

Pallavicini relates:)o that the Tridentine Fathers sub
stituted ({ disponit" for ({ sufficit n in the text of the decree
as originally drawn. U Disponit" is a more general
term than (( sufficit," and its substitution for the latter
merely shows that the Council, in view of the contro
versies then raging among Catholic theologians, did not
wish to give a fonnal definition. This assumption is
confirmed by the absence of a corresponding passage III

the canons on the Sacrament of Penance.31

b) The second argnment for our thesis is based
upon the authority of the many Tridentine and
post-Tridentine theologians who appeal to the

29 Sus. XIV, cap. 4: .. Quamoh
rtm falso quidam calu",..ia ..tur
ellthoUeas scriptarts, quasi fradi
deri..1 sacramentum poe,,;u..tiat
absque bono motu s"sdpienli"",
rratiam conflrre, quod """quam
ECc/lSia Dei docui/ ntc unsit."

10 Histaria Cane. Tridln/., XII,
•0, :lS.

31 That the Couneil, though not
formall)' defining the doctrine,
mediately taught that attrition haied
on mere fear of hell ;1 sufficient for
the validity of Penance, i .. shown by
the careful anal)'sb of ii, decree
made by Palmieri, De Pain;!., the,.
30. Cfr. abo Tepe, Inst. Thla/ai.,
Vol. IV. pp. 443 ..qq•
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XIVth Session of the Council in confirmation of
their teaching that attrition inspired by a mere
fear of hell is sufficient for the validity of
Penance.

a) Andreas de Vega, who took a prominent part in the
preliminary discussion of the dogma of justification at
Trent,S2 says in his defense of that decree, published at
Venice in 1548: "Absolution may effect justification, i. e.
if one goes to confession without such a sorrow [a sorrow
based on charity] or merely with a SOTTOW based on hell
or other evils to be avoided... ." 33 Antony of Cordova,
who also participated in the deliberations, expresses him
self in a similar manner. "One who has such attrition,"
he says, " goes profitably to confession and is justified by
virtue of the Sacrament, for thus must be understood
the Tridentine decree when, towards the end, it says in ex
press words that the aforesaid attrition disposes [the sin
ner] for the reception of grace in the Sacrament, and 110t

outside of it." 34. The same view is held by the great
Jesuit theologians Suarez, Vasquez, Gregory of Valentia,
and De Lugo, by all post-Tridentine Scotists without ex
ception, by the majority of Thomists, and, in fine, by
nearly all moral theologians, including St. Alphonsus de'
Liguori.

S2 On De Vega see the Catholic
Encyclop,dia. Vol. XV, p. 3~O.

33 De Illsrilic.. XIII, e. 24:
"Absolul;o polut primo justificDr'.
n'd. qUUJn quis sine tali doloTe [,~

caritat,] vd cum ..010 dolo., de
p,ccatis /,'01''' (Jehenll<lm vel aUa
mala evilandll ... ad confe.rsion,m
acc,dit."

H Quatsl. Th,ol., I, quo z, opin.
3: "•.. talis attr;tus d f,,,(tuos,

COllfttltur et virtute s""ramenti
i".rrificat1<r; flam 1Ion pOtlst d,cu
tum TridlJHinum aliter inti1/legi,
quum in ullimu verbis expresS/!
dieat. qu"d in sac,ament". ,1 nan
rxtra, ilia attr;lia "d gratiam
obtinendam disponit."- For addi·
tional testimonk5 of the same kind
see Palmieri, D, Poetlit., pp. J:l7
Iqq.
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fJ) How was this vie\,>" so generally held since the
Council, regarded by the theologians of the pre-Tridentine
epoch? Cancina asserts:~ that the doctrine of the suf
ficiency of "attrition without charity" originated simul
taneously with Probabilism in 1577, at Salamanca.
Berti J~ claims that" Attritionism " was unknown before
the Council of Trent. Both are mistaken. Morinus 37

has demonstrated that the notion, nay the very term
attritio, occurs in Scholastic literature as early as 1230,

and may probably be traced to Alanus ab lusulis, who
died in the year 1200.38 "Attritionism" pure and sim
ple was taught by no less an authority than St, Thomas
Aquinas (+ 1274), who says in his commentary on
the Libcr Sentent£arum of Peter Lombard: "That a
man may prepare himself for the reception of grace in
Daptism, there is required as a preliminary condition
faith,-not, however, charity, because the preceding dis
position suffices, though he have no contrition." 39 Ac
cording to the testimony of Dominicus Soto C+ 1560),
the majority of Thomist theologians concluded from this
dictum of their master that, "if a man may approach
Baptism with the consciousness of mortal sin, i. e. with
attrition, knowing himself to be without contrition, he
may in like manner receive the Sacrament of Penance
without contrition." 40 This teaching was endorsed by

8~ D, Insuflicirnl;a Attri/ianis
S'rt'i/is, e. 4.

36 DiseiPf. Th,ol., Vol. VII, I.
34, c. 5.

81 Opusc. d, Con/rit. et Atttit.,
c. I.

88 efr. Rijtten, Siudun lIur mit
tt/u/ttrlichen Buulthrt, pp. 15 aq.,
:.Hinster 190~.

89 Comllltnt. in Sent., IV, did.
6, QU. I, atL 3: .. Ad /loc /iltod
homo pmtpurtt st ad iratiam in

baPtismo (!uci(!iendalll, (!rau.ngitur
fidts, sed non coriJas. /iltia sufficit
dispositio pratctd'ns, tui. non siJ
COlllf;tIU."

40 COlllltltnl. in Sent., IV, dist.
18, quo I, art. 3: " ..• quod sir-Ill
S. Thomus dixit posse /illtl1lpiam
IJcctdut cum conscitntia ('eecali
1l10rlalis ad ba(!lismltm. scil. CO""
attrilia"", cOinoscrns :, .,On esse
conlfi/o"", possil rariltf [acc,d"tl
It ad pOtnitl'lltiom."
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Duns Seotu5 (+ 1308) and his school, and hence it may
be truly said that, with the exception of a small minority,H
Attritionism was the common teaching of the medieval
Scholastics. It was precisely this belief in the efficacy of
attrition that Luther cast up to the Catholics of the six
teenth century and denounced as "hypocrisy" and "an
additional sin." '2

ARTICLE 2

ATTRITION ISM VS. CONTRITIONISM

1. ATTRITIONISM.-Attritionism is the theory
which holds that a sorrow for sins that is based
on no other motive than the fear of hell is good
and salutary, and sufficient for the valid reception
of the Sacrament of Penance.

a) Attritionism excludes from the concept of imper~

fect contrition not only perfect charity, but also the 50

called caritas initialis, i. e. that inchoate love of God
which forms the initial stage of perfect charity and, in a
measure, partakes of its essence. In other words, the
Attritionists teach that pure attrition, without any ad
mixture of charity, nay even without that imperfect love
of God known as 011wr concupiscentiae, suffices for the
validity of absolution. The chief representatives of the
Attritionist school, however, do not share the extreme

.1 V. sup,a, pp. 146 ~Q.

• 2 For a defen~e of 5cotus and
the Franci.can .chool of tbeologian~

again~t the false accu~ation~ lllised
by Harnack, Dieckhoff, E. Bratke,
and others, sce P. Minges, O.F.M.,
Competldium Tlleol. Dozmat. Spt-

cia/is, Vol. II, pp. IJ4 8qq., .Munich
1901.~ On the teaching of St.
Thomas dr. M. Schultes, a.p., Del'
hi. Thomas iib,r das Ved"i1tnis VOtl
Reuc lItld Bussak,amcnt, Pader
born 1907.
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view of Melchior Cano, who may be regarded as their
leader, that the validity of the Sacrament requires no
more than an attritio existimata. This kind of attrition
evidently does not exclude the will to sin, and therefore
cannot enter as quasi-matter into the Sacrament of Pen
ance. Oi course, this is not tantamount to saying that
a sinner who approaches the tribunal of Penance in good
faith with a merely presumptive attrition, necessarily com
mits a sacrilege.

b) The Attritionists hold that one may receive
absolution without making a formal act of (either
perfect or imperfect) charity; but they are far
from asserting that virtual charity is not neces
sary for the validity of the Sacrament.

Tournely, Antoine. Oswald. De Augustinis, and a few
other theologians who otherwise belong to the Attrition
isl school, postulate an express act of imperfect char
ity (omor C011Cf/p.iscentiae s. allfor stei) for the validity of
Fenance. But, as Tcpe shows,! the spes vCJliac demanded
by the Tridentine Council may be present without a formal
act of charity. All Attritionists agree that genuine attri
tion is psychologically impossible without the amor ill ili
aliso Liberius a]esu ~ enumerates no less than seventeen
reasons why attrition inspired by a mere fear of hell must
virtually include the" beginning of charity." The three
principal of these reasons are: (I) Attrition must in
spire hatred of sin as an offense committed against God,
nnd hence forms the natural preamble to formal love,
as Holy Scripture teaches: «The fear of God is the
beginning of his love." 8 (2) Genuine attrition must

I [/Uf. Thtol., Vol. .lV, pp. '1-50
"iq., Pari. 18p6.

2 D, POfnif" di.p. 3. Irt. I.

a Ecdu•• XXV, 16: .. Timor Dti
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be accompanied by a firm purpose of amendment, i. e.
a resolution to avoid sin and keep the commandments.
Kot the least among these commandments is the love of
God,· and consequently the penitent who has attrition vir
tually has the votum caritatis, and together with it, the
amor initialis. (3) According to the Tridentine teaching,·
attrition must be accompanied by .. hope of forgiveness"
(spes 'z.:eniae) , which in turn virtually includes the desire
of being reconciled to God. St. Thomas says: "By the
very fact that we hope that good will accrue to us through
some one, we are moved towards him as to our own
good, and thus begin to love him." !l

2. CONTRITIONISM.-There is an exaggerated
form of Contritionism, condemned by the Church,
which demands perfect contrition as an indispen
sable requisite for the validity of absolution.'
The so-called moderate or orthodox form of Con
tritionism, on the other hand, holds that attri
tion, while good and wholesome,8 is insufficient
for the valid reception of the Sacrament unless
accompanied by an act of "initial charity" (cari
tas initialis).

The former being no longer a free opinion since the

in;l;um dilection;s ei,u."- Cfr. St.
Thomas, S'll/WIG Tlleol., 2a 2ae, quo
'9, arL 8, ad 2: "Timor, qui est
, ..ilium dilutionu. rsl timor [si....
plicil"] u .....i/is, qui inlr"d"cit
carilal~m, sicut seta introducil
lignum."

.. Cft. Dent. VI, Si Mark XII, 30.
~ Sess. XIV, cap. 4.
e Summa TII'ol., 13 :<llle, qu, 40,

art. 7: "E... hDC quod per aliquem
spuamlu uobis POUl' pro1Jtnire
bona, ",,,vemur in ipsu", sicul in
bonum nostr"",; fl sic incipimus
ipsum ,mHlre."- efr. Scheeben
Attbetget, Dogmaiik, IV, 3. 697
~qq•• Freiburg '903,

7 V. suPt'a, Sect. " Art. 3•
II V. Supra, SecL 2, Art. 2,

The~i~ I, pp. 158 ilQq,
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Tridentine Council, we mean the latter when we speak
of .. Contritionism " within the Church.

The "alnor illitia(is" oi the orthodox Contritionists
is a rather mysterious thing, and the writers of this school
are by DO means a unit in defining it. They agree on
only one poim, 'O!i=.: that the awor illitialis, unlike per
fect charity, does not by itself effect justif.cation. As
to its true nature, there are three principal theories.

a) Cardinal Pallavicini g distinguishes a twofold cari
las; the a1ll0r Dei propter se et sltper omllia, i. e. perfect
charity which justifies by itself and outside of the Sac
rament,lO and the Qmor Dei propter .Ie, but not super
omnia, by which the penitent loves God in Himself and
for His sake, without, however, preferring Him abso
lutely to all else. The latter, Pallavicini assures us, is
the caritas i1l1tiolis which must impregnate attrition in
order to make it sufficient for the valid reception of sac
ramental absolution.

b) A second group of theologians, headed by Christian
LUpUS,l1 divides contrition into justifying and non-jus
ti tying, according to the degree of intensity of the charity
by which it is inspired. Both kinds of charity are a gen
uine amor Dei propter sc et super omnia, but they differ
in this, that justifying charity, because of its intensity
(can'las intcnsa), justifies immediately and before the re
ception of the Sacrament, whereas non-justifying charity,
because of its weakness «(arilas remissa, debi/is, initia/is),
does not of itself effect forgiveness of mortal sin.12 This
non-justifying charity Lupus and his followers compare to
a fertilizing germ, which attrition communicates to the soul

• D6 PUflit., c. 12.
10 V. nitra, Scet. r. Art. 2.

II Dr Co",nt. " Allrif., Louvain
,666.

12 On thil untenable ~ltlon lee
".itra Sect. r. Art, 2, NO.3. pp.
r4~ Iqq.
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of the penitent, thereby enabling him to receive the Sacra
ment validly.

c) A third group of authors (Billuart, von Schiizler,
Glassner, etc.) IS draw an essential distinction between
what they call one-sided charity and mutual charity.
Each is a true love of God for His own sake and above
all else; both are dictated by a pure alnor benevolentiaeJ

not by a mere selfish amor conclIpiscent£ae,. - but while
the former remains a mere amor benevolentiae on the
part of man, the latter elicits a corresponding sentiment
on the part of God, and thus develops into a mutual love
of friendship (alllor amicitiae). As long as the one-sided
love of benevolence is mixed with fear, it lacks the power
of justifying outside of the Sacrament; but when fear
is overcome, the love of friendship enters and justifies
the soul. The attrition necessary for valid absolution
is that which is inspired not merely by the fear of hell
but likewise by the one-sided love of God defined above.
Hence, in order to be sufficient for valid absolution, at~

trition must be based on something more than fear,
namely, on love of God.

3. THE OFFICIAL TEACHING OF THE CHURCH.

-By his famolls decree of May 5, 1667, Pope
Alexander VII commanded all parties to this con
troversy to avoid mutual recrimination and re
served the final decision to the Holy See. As no
decision has ever been rendered, the controversy
between Attritionists and Contritionists remains
unsettled. The papal decree referred to is of

13 Dilluart, De Poenit" d;ss. 4.
art., 7; von Schiizler, Die Wirk·
lomkeif d~r Sakromente, § 26.

1Iiinster 1860; GloBSner, Dogmati",
Vol. II, pp. 40~ !qq., Rati.bon
187<4-_
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great importance in forming a just opinion of the
opposing theories, and hence we will reproduce
its principal passages.

The Pontiff says he has learned with distress that
" some Scholastics were disputing among themselves with
excessive harshness and scandal to the faithful" on
the question" whether that sort of attrition which is in
spired by the fear of hell, excluding the will to sin with
the hope of forgiveness, in order to obtain grace in the
Sacrament of Penance, requires [in addition to such fear]
some act of the love of God; some assert that it does,
while others deny this proposition, and each party cen·
sures the opinion of the other." U The Pope, .. by virtue
of sacred obedience and under pain of the severest ec
clesiastical penalties," warns all who "in future will
write or teach or preach on the subject of attrition, not
to presume to brand with any mark of theological cen~

sure or otherwise to condemn either of the two opinions,
- that which denies the necessity of some sort of love
of God in the attrition conceived through fear of hell,
which to~day [16671 seems the one more generally held
by Scholastic theologians, or that asserting the necessity
of the said love, until something shall have been defined
in this matter by the Holy See." 1~

H" An illa atl~jlia, quat can·
cipit"r ex met" ;:ellen/lal, exelH
d""s l'ol"ntaum peeelHldi co"" st'
-.'c"i'1<I, ad impelraHdam gratjam in
saeramenlo poe"ite"lial rlq",ral
insuper aJiqUlm actlt'" dil"tian/s
Dei, atstn"tibus q"ibKsdam, ne
g.'III'bus allis II in.'leelll adl'erSa",
senttnliam etns,,~anlibus'" (Den
zino:er·Bannwart, n. 1146).

H " •.• "t si dtmetps dl matlria
altrilio,.is perfecta seribtnt •.. Vtl
dOCI!mnt VII prlltdicllb"nl, .•• "01$

a"dtan~ alicK'''s Ihlologicae eln_
sural' alteriKsvI inillriae a,,1 co..·
tl'"lelial nOlii laxare altcrul~a'"

.renlentiam sivI ne;:ante", nlC,ss;,
lalemaliq..all.rdil...aollis Dti ,n
pralfala atJrilioHe IX mtl" gllltHnae
eO>letNii, qnat hodil inltr Sehola
slicos eom"'Kn,or vidllur, sive asst·
nnll'" dielat diltetianis "tensita'
tern, danec ab /lac Soncla Sedc {KCTit
aliquid hac i.. tt defillilu",."
(Ibid.)
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There are two points of special interest to be noted in
this decree. The first is the pontifical statement that At
tritionism at that time had more defenders than Contri~

tionism. The same is true to-day. The second is the
vagueness of the term aliqualis dilectio Dei. \Ve have
no means of ascertaining ",:hether Alexander VII em
ployed this term to denote an actus caritatis or an actus
Qmoris cOllcupiscentiae. It is safe to assume, however,
that the Pope had in mind an act of genuine charity in its
initial stage,- the amor initialis of the Schoolmen.

Is it permissible, in view of this papal decree, to hold
that attrition, even if entirely devoid of charity, is suf
ficient for absolution? Yes, because the Pope expressly
says that it may be denied that" some kind of act of char
ity " is necessary for absolution. But anyone who \''"ould
defend this proposition would lay himself open to the
charge of playing with a bauble. It is impossible to be
sorry for one's sins without having at the same time love
as well as fear, though, of course, this love may lie latent
in the soul. In other words, charity is always virtually
contained in the fear which inspires attrition.H

4. CONTRITION ISM REFUTED.-The Contrition
ists explain the teaching of the Tridentine Coun
cil in their own way.

a) Pallavicini relates 1T that the Council's definition on
the subject was originally couched in these terms: " But
that contrition which the theologians call attrition, ...
suffices for the reception of this Sacrament, and is a
gift of God and an impulse of the Holy Ghost, ... by
the aid of which the penitent, since he can hardly be with-

18 V. SilprrJ, Sect. ~, Art. I, NOI.
~ and 3.

17 Rist. Cone. Trid., XIII, 10.
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out some movemellt of love fOUlards God, prepares for
himself the way to justice....n ta One of the bishops
present objected to this wording on the ground that it
was false to say that the attrition which is inspired by
fear can hardly be conceived without some impulse of love,
and that theologians differed widely as to the sufficiency of
such an attrition for the validity of Penance. This led to
the elimination of the phrases which we have italicized
and the substitution of the wording finally adopted U for
that first proposed. According to the Contritionists this
incident shows that the Fathers of Trent, with one solitary
exception, were at heart Contritionists and that Sess. XIV,
cap. 4, must be interpreted accordingly.

In reality the argument proves nothing. Supposing the
Fathers of the Council, by employing the phrase" dilec
tionis in Dettm motu," had intended to signify something
more than the (perfect or imperfect) charity virtually
included in the spes 'lJelliae (which is not denied by the
Attritionists) ; - what would be gained for the Can·
tritionist cause? Nothing, because the true meaning of
an ecclesiastical decision must be gathered from its text
and context and not from conciliary proceedings buried
for centuries in the Vatican archives. Kow the definition
of the Council, as contained in the official Acta et Decreta,
is utterly silent as to the alleged necessity of the actus
caritatis iftitialis, and consequently this necessity is not
dogmatically defined. On the contrary. the text and con
text have been so remodeled that the validity of attrition

a "lillI,,, Vlrt' conlrilio,,'m, qlllIm
thelIlogi allrition,,,, voclInt, ...
suffice,. ad sacrame"t; hil;US co,,,
stilulio,,'m ac do"K'" Dti tsU tI
Spi,iltu Sanct, ;mpulsum, ... quo
pot"i'e"s adm/us, quum S;tU "liquo
dil,e/io"i" in D,u", motu ,sse VU-

queal, .';a", sib; ad iuslit;am mUII;I,"
etc. Cfr. Aug. Theiner, Acta
G,nui"lI Coneil. T,;d., Vol. I, p.
S84, Zagrab in Croatia, ,874.

\9 Scss. XIV, cap. 4 (Denzinger
Bannwart, n. 598).
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can be ueduced from the change as a conclusion from the
premises of a syllogism.20

b) The main argument of the Coutritionists is based on
Sess. VI, caput 6, of the Tridcntine decrees, \vhere, it is
alleged, the caritas il/ilialis is demanded as a condition for
the validity for Baptism. The passage runs as follows:
"... they begin to love Him [God] as the fountain of
all justice, and are therefore moved against sins by a
certain hatred and detestation, to wit: by that penitence
which must be performed before Baptism." 21 From this
text the COlltritionists argue: Penance requires for its
validity at least as much preparation as Baptism; conse
quently the caritas initialis must be a necessary condition
of Penance also.

This argument can be controverted by intrinsic as well
as extrinsic evidence. The extrinsic reasons against it
may be briefly stated as follows:

(I) If the Contritionists were right, those Fathers and
theologians who, at a later session of the Council of Trent
(the XIVth). asked to have the phrase" dilecti01lis in
Deum motu» re-inserted, could readily have gained their
point by referring to Session VI, caput 6, where, accord,.
ing to the Coutritionist contention, the controversy was
already decided in their fayor. That they failed to do
this shows that the Coutritionist claim is groundless.
Nor can it be assumed that the Council itself altered the
original wording of this important decree so radically as to
favor a theory which its authors had rejected. These
two facts prove that Sessio VI, caput 6. cannot be inter
preted in favor of the Contritionist theory.·

20 V. Sltj>1'a, Art. 2, Thesis 2.
21 SCSI. VI, cap. 6: "Drum •••

tamqu·am omnis iuslinae (o"tem
diligere incipilillt, ae proplena
mov'Hlur Gdv,r~us peeeala p"

odium aliquod d dtleslMiolltm, hoc
list p,r eam /,oe"ittnlilIln, quam
ante baplismll'" ati opo,let."
(Denzillger·Baunwart, n. 798.)
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(2) Two of the most famous theologians who attended
the Sixth Session of the Tridentine Council were Domini
cus Soto and Melchior Cano. Both in their subsequent
writings not only adhered to Attritionism, but expressly
cited Sessio VI, caput 6, in support of their contention,
while nearly all the other sixteenth-century divines
who wrote after the Sixth Session of the Council 22 un
derstood the Tridentine passage as treating of justification
without the Sacrament.

(J) The first writer who tried to prove the necessity
of the cantas initialis (in the form of contritio existi
mata) for the validity of Penance from the sixth chapter
of Session VI of the Tridentine Council, was Martin Al
phonsus Vi\'aldus. He admits, however, in his Candela
brum Aureum Ecclesiae Sanctae Dei, published towards
the close of the sixteenth century, that his interpretation
is noveP3

The intrinsic reasons militating against the Contritionist
interpretation of the Tridentine decree are well stated by
Suarez and other later theologians. They may be sum
marized thus: Sessio VI, caput 6, of the decrees of the
Council, while it treats of the dispositions required for
justification in adults, does not deal exclusively with sac
ramental but likewise with extra-sacramental justification,
which latter is effected by means of perfect contrition
(contritio caritate perfecta). In an enumeration of all
the conditions required for justification in this general
sense, perfect charity had necessarily to be mentioned.2 '

22 Th~ ~:xceptions were: Peter
Soto <+ 1563), Nav;trrus <+ 1586).
;tnd V;t"'luez.

23 " Unde p,r dictum cap. 6 pain
clar, i"teUtetus "asler ad cap. 4,
Sus. XIV, lien nullus sic erp/kd:'
- For fuller inform"tion on this

controveny dr. Palmieri, De Poe
tI;I., pp. 333 sqq.

2i Other Contritionist ;trguments
from Scripture and Tr;tdition, e.'
peci;tlly from the writings of 51.
Augustine and the te;tching of
Aquinas, ;tr~ refuted by P;tlmieri,
D, Po,nit., thes. 31.
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READINGS: - Qr. Lupus, De Contritione et Attrifio"t, Lou\'ain
1666.- Marinus, De Conlntion.. d AttrilioJlt', in that writer's
Opera Posthuma. Paris ljOJ.-Le Drou, De Con/rilione et AIt.-i
tiorlt, Rome 1707.- Benaglio, DcJf Attrizione, Milan 1846.-}.
Deharbe, S. }., Die '/Iollkommene Liebe Gotles jlt ihrem Gegensat,
:tur unvollkoltUlUlle,1 Relit Ultd iu jftrer Anwendml!] (Jltt die '110/1·
kotlllune "tid ",wollkomme"" RNlc nach der Lehre des hI.
Thomas, Ratisbon 1856.-). J. Surrin, S. J" UbeT die L~be 81'

Gott, Mayence 188J.~E. ]. Hanna, art. "Contrition" in the:
Catholic EllC)idoPtdia. Vol. IV, pp. 337-J-IO; IflEM. art. ., Attri
tion," ibid.• Vol. II, pr. 65 sq.- H. Denifle. O.P., Luther ltted
LuthertulII i/1 dtr eTSr~tI Entwick!:mg, Vol. I, pp. 2Z9 sqq., Vol.
II, pp. 454, 577, 6tS sq., Mayence 1900.-J. 1lausbach, Catholic
Moral Teachi1lg and Its Antagollists. New York 1914, PP. 101

~WI.-Th. Slater, S. J.. "Is an A.ct of Contrition Difficult?" in
Qllntions of Moral TMology, pp. 355 sqq., New York 1915.

The student may a.lso read with profit SL Francis de Sales'
Trtatist: on the LO~'e of God, and H. C. Semple, S.]., IINrc", OptPl
to SOHIs, Ne..... York 1916.



CHAPTER II

CONFESSION

1. CONFESSION (confessio~ i,OjUJAO-(qat<;) is the
sorrowful declaration of sins made to a priest,
with the purpose of obtaining forgiveness through
the power of the keys. The term is sometimes,
by synecdoche, applied to the Sacrament of Pen
ance as a whole.

Sacramental confession consists of five separate and
distinct parts:

(I) An accusation made by the sinner himself, inspired
by genuine sorrow, and hence not a merely historical re
cital or boastful vaunting after the manner of Jean
Jacques Rousseau. By the manifestation of sorrow, con
trition, which is in itself invisible, becomes visible and
thereby capable of being the quasi-matter of a Sacrament.

(2) A declaration of one's own sins, more specifically
of all the mortal sins committed since Baptism or the last
valid confession. By this requirement confession ex
cludes original sin and the sins of others.

(3) The penitent's self-accusation must be made to a
priest, i. e. one constituted in authority and endowed with
the requisite jurisdiction. A layman, or a priest lacking
the necessary faculties, cannot give absolution.

(4) Confession is made in order to obtain forgiveness,
lSI
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not to procure the punishment of the sinner, as in a secu
lar court or before the Inquisition.

(5) The power of the keys is expressly mentioned to
show that the sacramental absolution is a genuine judicial
act.

2. Confession may be either <Klt/ol or virtual. It is
actual jf it contains a fannal self-accusation on the part of
the penilent. It is virtual if the penitent has at least the
desire of confessing his sins if possible.

Actual confession (con/essio act1wlis) may be either
general or particular.

In common parlance a gelleral cOIt!ess;oll means Olle in
which the penitent repeats either all or some of his (ormer
confessions. Here, however, we mean simply a declara
tion of guilt in general temls, as e. g. in the COllfitror.
Such a general accusation is sufficient only in cases of
necessity, in war, at the hour of death, etc., \\ here other
external signs, such as beetting one's breast. would also
suffice.

A partieldar confession may be either complete or in
complete. It is incompletc (coll/essio distinefa scc'ulldllm
quid) if it includes somc but not all of the 1110rtal sins
of which the penitent is conscious. Such dO incomplete
confession is admissible when the penitent is either physi
cally or morally incapacitated for making a comillete dec
laration. or when he is ju~tified in conce..'\ling a sin. (This
subject belongs to moral theology.) In all other cases
the conscious omjs~ion of even onc mortal sin is sacrileg
ious and renders the Sacrament ill\'alid.

The ideal and most common form of confessioll is that
called collfessio dist'lleta simpliciter S'1.'£, illtegra, i. e. a
complete, sincere. and clear avowal, made after a care
ful examination of conscience, of all the mortal sins of
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which one is cotlscious, together with their number, spe
cific nature, and necessary circumstances. The complete
ness demanded is, of course, merely formaP vVhel1ever
possible, a complete confession is necessary for the va
lidity of absolution. The examination of conscience that
must precede confession belongs to the domain of moral
theology.

11J.e division of confession into public (con/essio pu
blica) and private (con/essio auricularis) is of no dog
matic importance, as both species are sacramental when
followed by the priestly absolution. Public confession,
too, may be a judicial act, though in the nature of things
privacy best conforms to the character of the penitential
tribunal, and the penitent has a right to demand that his
sins be kept secret (seal of the confessional, sigilluHt COlJ,

fcssionis). It is no doubt owing to this desire for privacy
that auricular confession was practiced from the earliest
days of Christianity.

Public confession must not be confounded with public
penance (pocnitcntia publica), which under the ancient
discipline was imposed for public - according to Morinus,
Juenin, and Natalis Alexander also for secret - crimes,
and with which we have dealt at some length in the first
part of this treatise.

3. The Church's dogmatic teachiug on the sub
ject of confession is fully set forth in the decrees
of Trent,2 where confession is declared to be
divinely instituted and necessary for salvation
both as a means and by way of precept (necessi
tate medii et praecepti).

1 V. infra, Sed. 2, Art. I, NO.2. 2 Se3li. XIV, cap. 5; can. 6-8.
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Sacramental confession is nothing else than the ac!ual
submission on the part of the penitent of himself and his
sins to the power of the keys, and consequently, to say that
the power of the keys is divinely instituted and necessary
(or salvation 3 is to affirm the same of confession.
However, as complete confession may be dispensed with in
urgent caSes, confession is not necessary in the same sense
as contrition, which, the Council of Trent says, "was at all
times necessary for obtaining the forgiveness of sins." 4

\Ve now proceed to demonstrate the divine institution
and necessity of confession per modum twillS from Sacred
Scripture and Tradition.

! 1'. 'UP~Il, pp. 58 !Kl,q. dUIII tltlliQ.1H l'uC(JfllrWIII hie COMt,"
& Seu. XIV, cap. 4: .. Fllit ICo"i, molll.$' nlCtss~rilll.'·

allttm qHQvil tempore, ad ImpelI'D,.·



SECTION I

THE DIVINE INSTITUTION AND NECESSITY OF CON

FESSION PROVED FROM SACRED SCRIPTURE

I. DOUBTFUL TExTs.-Sacramental confession
is nowhere expressly mentioned in Holy Scrip
ture, and hence none of the texts frequently
quoted in this connection is strictly conclusive.

There is, for instance, I John I, 9: "If we confess
our sins,! he [God] is faithful and just, to forgive us our
sins." In view of St. John's account of the institution of
the power of the keys, as given in the bventieth chapter
of his Gospel,2 it is quite natural to conclude that the
above-quoted text from his first Epistle applies to sacra
mental confession. It may, but need not necessarily, be so
interpreted. The sacred writer may conceivably have
had in mind a mere avowal of sins before God.

Another text that seems to refer to sacramental con
fession is I Cor. XI, 28: H Let a man prove himself,!
and so tet him eat of the bread, and drink of the cup."
For the unworthy to " prove himsel;f " no doubt means to
purify his conscience." But St. Paul does not expressly
say that this must be done by sacramental confession.

Quite a number of Fathers and theologians appeal to

1 lib ~P.OAO"yWP.€/I Tar
l)p.wp - of; clmfiftamllr

"""tra,
2 John XX, 22 sqq.

O,p.GpTlar 11 8onp.a.ftiTW ~e !vOpwlI'or tia.UTOP
peeeata. - probet outli'm ,fripSl'm homo.

"Cfr. Co"e, Trident" Sen. XIII,
cap. 7.
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Acts XIX, IS: "And many of them that believed,o came
confessing 0 and declaring their deeds." Here there is
question of particular confession, but we do not kuo'v
\vhether "they that believed" were catechumens or hap
tized Christians; nor is there anything in the sacred
text to tell us whether their confession was sacramental,
though we may with probability assume that it was.

The only Scriptural text that supplies some kind of ar
gument for the existence of sacramental confession is Jas.
V, 16: "Confess therefore your sins one to another/ and
pray for onc another, that you may be saved." Two
verses farther up St. James speaks of the Sacrament of
Extreme Unction, in which sins are remitted by virtue of
the prayer uttered by the priest,8 and hence it is highly
probable that the f~op.o>..6Y1Jrn" in Ch. V, verse 16, signifies
the Sacrament of Penance. The phrase "one to an
other" 0 proves nothing against this interpretation, for Sa
cred Scripture frequently employs this expression to de
note a relation not strictly reciprocal, as, e. g., Eph. V, 21:

" Being subject one to another, in the fear of Christ." 10

Abbot \Verner (+ II26) aptly commentates our text as
follows: "vVhat does the phrase' one to another' mean?
Not that everyone confess to anyone, but one to an
other, i. e. one man to another, the sheep to their shep
herds, subjects to their superiors, those who have sinned
to those who have the po·wer to forgive sins." 11 Never-

{; Multiquor eredtlll;um -1fO"/..}..O[
Tf TWI' 1ff1fIQ"TtllK6TW'"

6 Co"fitentes -1.~Op,OAO"YO{'p,tlJO'.
1 Confiremin; trgo ollerutr..m

pueata 'Iltstro -l~afkaXa"YfiQ"8t oi'i"
dAA'Ij}.OIS rrl~ afk,wrla~.

8 las. Y, 14 sq.

9 dA}"~AO'S.
10" Subteeti 'Ilt';Utll (dAA~XOU)

in /imore Christi."

11" Quid est olterutrumf Non
ull;uscuiwsqwe ullic..iqut, sed olter·
ulr ....., hoc est '1I1u 'Vas homilies
flomit!ibus. Ot'IS postoriblls, subiect;
prot/otis, h; qui peccala IllSbelll, "is
qui peecMo dimiture potestalem
"abed." (:'figne, P. L., CXVII,
BB.z).
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the1ess it must in all frankness be admitted that thi::; in
terpretation of James V, 14 sq. is not absolutely certain;
if it were, the Tridentine Council would no doubt have
utilized this text.

Must it be admitted, then, as Duns SCOtU5 claims, that
the divine institution and necessity of confession cannot
be stringently proved from Scripture?

It cannot be proved directly; but an indirect argument
may be construed upon the basis of what the Bible teaches
in regard to the power of the keys.

2. INDIRECT ARGUMENT FROM SACRED SCRIP

TURE.-The middle term of this argument is the
Biblical dogma of the necessity of the power of
the keys" and the judicial form in which that
power is exercised. 13

a) \Ve have sho\'.'ll in the first part of this treatise
that according to Holy Scripture the power of the keys is
necessary to obtain remission of sins. It follows that
every penitent sinner must submit himself to the Church
and that his grievous sins remain unfcrgiven in the eyes of
God so long as he neglects to appear before the ecclesi
astical tribunal (retentia extraiudicialis) or if that tri
bunal refuses to absolve him (retentio {udicialis). \Ve
have also shown that the power of the keys is exercised
in judicial form. It follows that all mortal sins brought
before the ecclesiastical forum are either authoritatively
forgiven or authoritatively retained by virtue of a judicial
sentence, in rendering which the judge is guided ob
jectively by the law of Christ and subjectively by the

12 v. mpra, Pll,rt I, Cb. II, Sect.
,.

13 V. Part I, Ch. II, Sect. 3.
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disposition of the penitent. On the basis of these two
truths we argue as follows:

b) Our Lord Jesus Christ is a wise and just
lawgiver who must demand that the power of for
giving or retaining sins be exercised not arbitrar
ily but according to objective norms and in a just
manner. Now this is impossible without an ac
curate knowledge, on the part of the judge, of the
exact number, the nature, and the specific circum
stances of the sins upon which he is asked to pro
nounce sentence. This information, in the nature
of things, can be supplied only by the penitent,
who is defendant, prosecutor, and witness all in
one person. Consequently, the penitent himself
must reveal to the priest all his mortal sins, to
gether with their number, nature, and necessary
circumstances,-in other words, he must "go to
confession."

The major premise of this syllogism requires no proof.
A judge who would proceed arbitrarily would not be
applying the law but committing a wrong.

The minor can be proved by a twofold argument.
(I) It is of the very nature of judicial pO\\'er, and

especially of judicial remission, that the matter to be de
cided come within the official cognizance of the judge.
In the tribunal of Penance the matter to be adjudged are
the grievous sins .from which the penitent asks to be ab
solved. These must be separately adjudged and remitted.
Therefore every grievous sin must be separately con
fessed. And as specific differences complicate a case,
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the judge must be informed of the exact nature of
each sin, and the circumstances necessary to form a just
conception of its gravity. This information can come
from the penitent only, and therefore the penitent must
(if possible) make a complete avowal of his sins (con/es
sio d·istincta simpliciter sive integra).

To this consideration may be added another. In the
existing order of salvation mortal sin can be forgiven
only by the infusion of sanctifying grace. Sanctifying,
grace caonot exist in the soul unless the latter is free
from mortal sin. Hence, either all mortal sins are for
given together, or none is forgiven, and whoever wishes
to be absolved must confess all his mortal sins (at least in
vofa), as it is impossible to obtain forgiveness for one
without obtaining forgiveness for all.

(2) It is likewise of the very nature of judicial power
that it can bind as well as loose. In the case of Penance
this means that the priest can retain as well as forgive
the penitent's sins. This retaining power may be ex
ercised both with regard to guilt and with regard to
punishment. In regard to guilt, the judge must know,
in the first place and above all, whether the penitent is
worthy of absolution, that is to say, whether he has the
required disposition (is sorry for his sins, willing to
avoid proximate occasions, ready to make restitution of
ill-gotten goods, etc.). \Vhile it is possible for the con
fessor in some cases to obtain such knowledge without
confession, this is not the rule, because the confessor, not
the penitent, is the competent judge of the latter's state of
conscience and without a close insight into the number
and gravity of the sins submitted he cannot decide
whether to give or to withhold absolution. 14 Conse-

u efr. St. J~rome, In lIJottfl" 16, f;oriltatls, scit qui ligandus sit
3': "auum ptccatorum audieriJ qui1." sol'll'lHJus,"
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quently the confessor has the right and the duty to de
mand an accurate and circumstantial description of the
penitent's state of conscience, i. e. a complete confes
sion of his sins. But the office of the penitential
judge does not end here. Even if the penitent has the
right disposition, the priest may not absolve him without
at the same time enjoining an appropriate penance.
This again cannot be justly determined without a com
plete knowledge of the facts, because a penance must
correspond to the number and gravity of the sins for
which it is imposed.

"It is manifest," says the Council of Trent, "that
priests could not have exercised this judgment without
knowledge of the cause j neither indeed could they have
observed equity in enjoining punishments, if the faithful
should have declared their sins in general only, and not
rather specifically, and one by one." H

The necessity of confession, as just explained, is a
necessity both of means and of precept, and therefore
confession is a divine institution. By commissioning His
Apostles and their successors to judge the sins of the
faithful, our Divine Saviour eo ipso instituted confession,
without which the exercise of this judicial power would
be impossible.

c) What we have said of the necessity of con
fession applies to all who are able to obey the
divine command. But what about those who
are either physically or morally unable to con
fess their sins? To these exceptional cases the

15 Se5~. XIV, cap. 5: "Constat
I!'nim, saurdotes fudi6um ho" in
cognitfi "ails" eXtrare non potuisse
neqlle aeqlljtatem quidem iI/os ill

poenis ;n;ungendis un'are potuitse,
.ri in geneTe a"mtaxat et non potills
in spede ae sigmalim sua ips; PiC'
cala dl!'Clarassl"t."
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same rule applies that has been stated in connec
tion with Baptism. If a man is unable to make a
complete confession, an incomplete one will suffice,
and if he cannot make any at all, the desire
(votum confessionis) may supply the act. Un
toward circumstances of a transient nature, how
ever, do not remove the obligation, and whoever
finds himself subsequently able to confess the sins
from which he has been absolved without a com
plete confession, is bound to do so as soon as he
can. Thus is the necessitas medii of confession
duly safeguarded.

Note, however, that the Sacrament of Penance
can not be administered where there is no external
sign of any kind to indicate that the sinner has at
least a desire to confess his sins.10

u V. swims, Pa,.t II, Ch. I, Sect. confession is well developed by
I.-The Scriptural argument for Palmieri, De Poenit., thes. 33.



SECTION 2

THE DIVINE INSTITUTION AND NECESSITY OF CON

FESSION PROVED FROM TRADITION

ARTICLE I

HERETICAL ERRORS VS. THE TEACHING OF TIlE cHURcn

1. HERETICAL ERRoRs.-Many of our oppo
nents are willing to admit that confession is a
useful institution corresponding to a real need
of human nature; but they strenuously deny that
it is of divine origin and iltre divino necessary for
salvation. That devout Catholics have confessed
their sins to the clergy from time immemorial,
they do not gainsay; but they regard the practice
as purely hnman, though as to how and when it
was first imposed on the faithful they are not
agreed.

a) Vlic1if, a forerunner of the Protestant revolt,
taught that" if a man be duly contrite, all exterior con
fession is superfluous and useless." 1

Luther's attitude on the subject was anything but can·
sistent. At first, in his Little Catechism, he inculcated the
necessity of confession. Later, in 1528, he declared that
the faithful are not obliged to confess their sins. At

1" 5, homo (u,rit debit, cotltritus, .ruperlluG et inutilu." (Denzinger-
omHis confnsio ext,rior est 4ibi B'mnwart, n. S87).

192
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times he extols confession, then again he denounces it as
"a bloody rack of ·conscience." 2 He denies that the Bible
proves the divine institution and necessity of confession
and claims, in consequence, that the faithful afC not bound
to declare their sins with number and circumstances to the
priests.

b) Calvin regarded confession as a free institution
established by the Church. He taught that though a gen~

eral acknowledgment of guilt was sufficient to obtain
forgiveness, those troubled in conscience might be ad
vised to confess their sins privately. But he objected to
the practice of auricular confession. which, he claimed,
was invented by Innocent III and imposed upon the faith
ful through the Fourth Council oi the Lateran (I~n5).

It was a pestilential abuse, he said, which ou[ht to be
swept from the face of the earth.s

2. THE TEACHIXG OF THE CHURCH.-Against

these heretical errors the Catholic Church con
sistently upheld the revealed teaching. The
Council of Constance (1418) condemned the
errors of Wiclif and the Council of Trent defined
the truth in detail against the so-called Reform
ers.

a) "If anyone denieth," says the latter synod,
"either that sacramental confession was insti
tuted, or is necessary for salvation, by divine
right, or saith that the manner of confessing

2" Carnificina consc~ ..t'ae."
S" Nihil m,rum, ri auriculare".

"stam confessiont"', rtlll aato pe·
Ililt ..ltm talqUI non'inibus Ecelt
siat no~iam, daml'!aJllus ac lublalam

t mtdia cupimus." (In..rt., III, c.
4. § 19.)- On the teaching of the
Protutant Reformers concerning
confession lee Cardinal Bellarmine,
Dt Potnit., II!, C. I.
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secretly to a priest alone, which the Church hath
ever observed from the beginning, and doth ob
serve, is alien from the institution and command
of Christ, and is a human invention, let him be
anathema." ~

Again: "If anyone saith that in the Sacra
ment of Penance it is not of divine right neces
sary for the remission of sins, to confess all and
each of the mortal sins which after due and dili
gent previous meditation are remembered, even
those [mortal sins] which are secret, and those
which are opposed to the two last commandments
of the Decalogue, as also the circumstances \vhich
change the species of a sin, but [saith] that such
confession is only useful,... let him be ana
thema." l5

In another place the same Council defends confession
against the charge that it is " impossible" and" a slaugh
terhouse of consciences ": "It is also impious to assert
that confession ... is impossible, or to call it a slaughter
house of consciences; for it is certain that in the Church
nothing else is required of penitents but that, ...

~ Sen. XIV, can, 6: "5i quis
nezavnit, canfuslO"c", sacramenta
/em vel instilutam vel ad salutem
necusariam esse iure divino, aut
dlzent modum secrrt/! (onlitendi
soU sacerdati, quem Eccles'a catha·
lica ab i"itio semper abscrvavjt et
abservat, alienul1I esse "b insti·
tution.. tt ",,,,,data Christi et i,,·
""en tum esse humanum, anathema
sit."

I Sess. XIV, can, 7: "5, 'luu
dize,;t, i" sacramento poen,len!;ae
ad nnllssian..m peccatorum neces
sarium 'IOn use jure dIVi"o, .:onli·
ten omnia et si"gula pee"",ta mor
talia ••. elia", oceulta et qllae su"l
elmtra duo ullj,na deealogi prarcepta,
d circumstantias qllae pc"atj sf'e·
dem mllta"t, sed eanl canfessionem
tant"'" tlse uti/em, .•• aHatl,ema
s,t."
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[eachJ confess those sins by which he remembers that he
has mortally offended his Lord and God; whilst the other
sins, which do not occur to him after diligent thought, are
understood to be included as a whole in that same confes
sion." II

The last-quoted phrase is of great dogmatic importance,
inasmuch as it demands a merely formal (oat a material)
integrity of confession and declares that mortal sins
omitted without fault are forgiven by what theologians
call indirect remission. The holy Synod does not, how
ever, deny that confession may be difficult, but says that
the difficulty is counterbalanced "by many and great
advantages and consolations." 1

ARTICLE 2

TUE ARGUMENT FRO},1 PRESCRIPTION

The most effective argument for the traditional Catholic
teaching on confession is that from prescription. It may
be briefly formulated as follows:

From the days of primitive Christianity the Church has
insisted tbat the faithful are by divine right obliged to
confess their sins in order to obtain forgiveness. Such
belief and practice indicate that confession cannot be of
purely ecclesiastical origin, but must be a divine institu
tion.

BSus. XIV, cap. 5: "Impi"m
ut conftuiontm .• , Irnpou,bllem
dicere aut carnifidllQrn ;/la,n con·
scientiae Qppelf~re; canst,,1 enim
.. ,.Ilil afi"d in Ecc/nia a poe"itt"/i
bus e.rigi, qua", ut , , . ea peccala
[Q",isQue] contileat",r, quibus se
Don,i"u", el Detim SUit»! mortaliter
offllndisu memine...t; rellqlta autem
peccalIJ, qUIJe diligenle,. cogitanli
non occurnlllt, in ItniVerSHm eadem

confessionII' illclusa esse inte1ligun
tu,.... (CfT. Seu. XI\', C;ln, 8.)

1" Tot ta"tisque eommodis et
consolatiollibus,"- On the fitness
and utility of auricular COllf~s_

sion as practiced in the Catholic
Church. see Oswald, D,e dogm,,'
luche Lekre 1'0" den hi. Sakrame,,·
ten der kolll. KircM. Vol. II, 5th
ed., pp. 153 ~qq.
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The argument from prescription is all the more com
pelling in this case, as it deals not with a theoretical truth,
as c. g. the Divine Trinity, or with a duty easy of per
formance, as the hearing of Mass or receiving Commun
ion, but imposes a burden irksome to the pride and the pas·
sians of man. Had a pope or an ecumenical council
ventured to impo::;e such a distasteful duty on the faith
ful, the innovation would certainly have caused a tre
mendous upheaval and left deep traces in the history of
the Church. Dut the records of the past teU us nothing of
such an upheaval. On the contrary, they assure us that
auricular confession was practiced at all times and from
the very beginning. Consequently confession is not a hu
man invention, nor a mere ecclesiastical precept, but a
divine law.

In tracing the facts, we shall begin with the present
time and gradually work our way through the lIiddle
Ages back to the early days of Christianity.l

1. THE PRESENT TIME.-The opponents of
confession cannot and do not deny that confession
is now observed as a divine law in the Catholic
Church and has been so observed since the close
of the Middle Ages.

For four centuries, from 1500 to date, the faithful have
uncomplainingly confessed their sins in the firm conviction
that without this remedy they would be lost. No calumny
and no attack (and God knows there have been many),
has shaken their faith in confession. \Vhen the Calvinists
inveighed against auricular confession, it was not the lat
ter but the attack made upon it that was felt to be an in-

1 Cfr. Pohle·Preun, Tht Sacramt"ts, Vol. II, pp. 80 Iqq.
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tolerable innovation.::! This proves that confession must
have existed in the Church long before the dawn of the
so-called Refonnation.

2. THE MIDDLE AGEs.-Calvin and Dallaeus
testify that confession was practiced in the Cath
olic Church since 1215, for it was in that year,
they claim, that Innocent III introduced the prac
tice through the Fourth Couucil of the Lateran.
The reference is, of course, to the famous canon
uOmnis utriusque sexus:J-by which all the faith
ful who have arrived at the age of discretion are
commanded to confess their sins at least once a
year to their parish priest under pain of exclu
sion from the Church.' Would the faithful of
the thirteenth century have acquiesced in such a
radical and onerous measure if auricular confes
sion had not previously existed in the Church as
a practice and a duty?

Even from the purely historical standpoint the Triden
tine Council must be admitted to be right when it charac
terizes Calvin's contention as a "vain calumny," and re
marks: "The Church did not, through the Council of
the Lateran, ordain that the faithful of Christ should
confess,- a thing which it knew to be necessary and in
stituted of divine right,- but that the precept of confes
sion should be complied with at least once a year... "4.

11 V. suprlS, Art. I.

Il On the history of Ihis precept
,ee A. Villien. A Hi$torjl of tht
CommlSndmelllJ of tht Chwrch (Eng·

]ish Ir.), St. Loui, 1915, pp. 151
188.

.. Sess. XIV. cap. 5: "NeqMt
,ni." ptr LaterG!',,,u Co"ciliwm
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It is not difficult to show that auricular confession dates
back to the sixth century. ~

a) The schismatic Greek Church, which cut
loose from Rome under Photius (A. D. 86')), did
not abolish auricular confession but retained it
as a divine institution.

The famous Confessio orthodosa, directed against
Cyril Lucar 6 by Peter 1\1ogilas (1642)) which, being
signed by all the schismatic patriarchs of that time, enjoys
the value of an ecclesiastical symbol, contains the follow
ing passage: "This contrition of the heart must be fol
lowed by an oral confession of each and every sin, because
the confessor cannot forgive anything if he does not know
what there is to be forgiven and what sort of penance
he is to impose." 7 A schismatic Council held at Jerusa
lem in 1672, in enumerating the seven Sacraments, men
tions "Penance, in which there is included a secret con
fession." That the Latins did not get this Sacrament
from the Greeks, nor the Greeks from the Latins, is evi
dent from the fact that in the course of the debates
held at Lyons and Florence for the purpose of restor
ing the ancient union between the two churches, both
parties accepted the doctrine of Penance as an article of
faith. It follows that auricular confession must have

Ecclesia stat..it, ut fidelu conn
tennlur, quad iure divino IUetS

~ariU1n use mtellexerM, sed ul
praeceptum con'e.u;o"is saltem
.semel in annO imp/ere/uf'."

~ For a refub.tion uf Calvin's his
tor:c:d blunder see Bellarmine. De
Paenit., Ill, c. '3.

6 On Cyril Lucar see Pohle
Preuss. The Sacraments, Vol. I, pp.
39 !\iI., St. Louis 1915.

7 P. I., ]nterrog. 1I3, "pud
Schelstrate, p. S2t: .. Hanc contri
t,o,um cordis debel sequi confessio
oris omnium d sincu/orum pucalo
ru"" quia nOli patest spiritalis (i. e.
confusa";us] absolvere quidquam,
.ri ftuciat, q"'C:Il!'nam debeant abso/vi
d q",am rePreMlisianem dct pro
uUs."
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its origin in a common source antedating the Greek
schism.s

b) A convincing argnment for the existence of
auricular confession before 1215 is furnished by
the penitential canons and books which were in
use both in the Eastern and the \Vestern Church.

The so-called libri poenitentiales contain practical di
rections for hearing confession. We will mention only
two of the most important. The first is of Oriental
origin. It is ascribed to John the Faster, Patriarch of
Constantinople (died in 595), but was probably com
piled in the ninth or tenth century. Morinus has
embodied it in the Appendix of his Historical Com
mentary on the Administration of Penance.~ In this
penitential the confessor is instructed to call attention to
his divine mission and to admonish the penitent 110t to
conceal his secret sins but to declare them as though God
Himself were hearing his confession.10 Then he is told to
examine the penitent on the ten commandments and to
inquire into the number and gravity of the grievous sins
he has committed.u

The most ancient penitentials that have come down to
us are of ·Western origin. Among them is the peniten-

8 Cfr. Pupel"ilf de III Foj, Vol.
V, I. 3. c. 3 ~q.- Similar concln.
mons can be dn,wn from the prac
tice of other Orient,d sects, regard
in" which see Denzinger, RitUI
Orlentalillm, Vol. I, pp. 105 sqq.,
Wiirzhurg ,865.

II Morinus, Comment. Hilt. de Ad
minis/Y. Sllcyom. Poenitent'ae, Ap·
pendix, Pari. 1651.

10" Nihil me celo eOYUm, qlllle a
I, clam focta IlInt. velilisi Deo oc-

CllltO cordillm COKnOlcenti conti
lerens." (ibid.)

11 Thus he asks with regard to
the Sixth Commandment: •• Quo
modo primllm U·YZill'tos 1110 COryul'M
estf PeY fOYll;erJ/;ollem t!el tey
lezitimum matrimonillm vrl PlY
mollitiem' ••. Dkelltem sic et sic
inleYroge/, in quol mlllieYel In
tident, .•• nutll oliqlla, els,nt
alleilla" qualltae "'duoe el quollta,
""Ptae:' ctc. (Ibid.)
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tial of Theodore, Archbishop of Canterbury, who was
sent to England by Pope Vitalian and died in 6:)0. This
collection forms the principal source of the penitential
canons that were used in the eighth and ninth centuries
in the Frankish kingdom and throughout the western
Church,12

c) An equally strong argument for the exist
ence of confession may be dcduced from the peni
tential decrces of many councils held at the be
ginning of the Middle Ages, e. g. the Council of
Worms (868), the Council of Chalons (813),
the Council of Tours (813), and the Council of
Rheims (813).

The first plenary council of the German nation, held in
742, appointed military chaplains for the anny and com
missioned them to hear confessions,Ill

vVe may also mention the instructions given by Pope
Gregory the Great (+ 604) to St. Augustine, when the
latter went to England (596) to convert the Anglo
Saxons.

These facts are sufficient to disprove Lea's assertion
that confession was originally nothing more than a dec
laration made to God, and was imposed upon the faithful

1l! efr. Vering in Herder's Kiy·
chenln:ikon, Vol. II, s. v. "Beicht
bucher." The following monO·
graphs may also be studied with
profit: \Vassenchleb<:n, Dil Buss
oydn"ngt" del' abtndliindischen
Kirchl, Ral1e ,8S1; H. J. Schmitz,
Dit Bvssbllchtl' und die Bussdis!:;·
pUn dty Kircht, Mayence ,883;
IDEM, Dit Buubifchtr tlnd das

kanoxischt Busrl'trfahrtn, Dussel·
dorf 1897; A. ).L Ktiniger, Btlrc!ll,lrd
1. von Worms tmd di'" dtlltsclll
Kirch", stiner Z",it (IODO--IOi?S), pp.
13" sqq.• Munich '905,

13" Uxusq"isque rratfectus miti
tum ""um prub}'t".u", .ucllm
habeat, qui lwmulibus peccata confi.
tentib"s iudicar, tt poe"itentiom
indicart possit."



CONFESSION 201

in its present form by Peter Lombard (+ II64) and
Hugh of St. Victor (+ 1141).14

But we can trace the practice of auricular confession
even farther back than the sixth century; we can show
that it existed in the primitive Church.

3- CONFESSION IN THE FIRST FIVE CENTURIES

OF THE CHRISTIAN ERA.-Impressed by the facts
cited above. most Protestant scholars now admit
that confession originated in Lhe fifth century,
or possibly in the third. Some say it is an
im'ention of Pope Leo the Great (+ 461). while
others claim it began to be practiced during the
persecution of Oecius (250). Both assertions
can be easily refuted.

a) The claim that confession was introduced
by Pope Leo the Great (440-461) is based upon a
misunderstanding.

Leo the Great, in a severe letter to the bishops of Cam
pania, says that he has been informed that penitents in
that province were required to read their sins publicly to
the assembled congregation. This, he declares, is "op
posed to the Apostolic rule;" it is a serious abuse which
must be abolished at once. since auricular confession to
the priest alone suffices. The text runs as follows:
"lllmn etiam contra apostolicam regulam praesl/11lp~

tioHem, quam 111tper agJ/o<.·i a qllibllsdam illicita tlsttrpa~

tioll" committi, modis omllibus cOJ/sfituo slIbmo<.'C'ri: de
poenitentia scil" quae a fidelibus postulatur, ne de Sillglf-

14 H. C. Le<l, A Histll")! III AuricKlar CII><ltSl;IIIl, Vol. I, ch. 8.
Philadelphia 1896.



202 THE THREE ACTS OF THE PENITENT

lorum peceatarum ge11ere libello scripta professio publice
recitetuY, qtlum reatus conscientiarum sufficiat solis sacer
dotibus illdicari confessiol1c secreta:' 1:; The Pope in this
passage plainly acknowledges secret, i. c. auricular confes
sion to be an Apostolic institution and condemns in
sistence on the public confession of secret sins as a viola
tion of "the Apostolic rule" and ,. an illicit usurpation."
Hence the document cited, far from proving the assertion
of our opponents, flatly disproves it, and Leo the Great
stands before the bar of history as a classic witness to the
practice of auricular confession.

b) In vain do our opponents seek shelter in the
dark recesses of the third century. To prove
that confession was made compulsory in the
Decian persecution (250-25')' under the influ
ence of the Novatian schism, they cite a scandal
ous occurrence which happened at Constantinople
under Nectarius, the immediate predecessor of
51. Chrysostom.

The Greek Church historian Socrates tells the story as
follows: 16 "At about this time "[390 A. D.] the priests
penitentiary 11 were done away with for the following
reason. _After the Novatians had separated from the
Church because of their refusal to have any intercourse
with those who had apostatized during the persecution of
Decius, the bishops had appointed a priest penitentiary
... [In 390, under the Patriarch Nectarius] a noble lady
approached the priest penitentiary and confessed in de-

n Ep. ad Episc. Campan., 168, 17 Toh brl Tij, ~tTaJlolclf 7rptll"
c. :! (Migne, P. L., LIV, UIO). {3VTfpoVS. (Cff. supr(J, p, 43).

10 Hist. Bcd., V, Ig.
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tail l8 all the sins she had committed since her baptism.
The priest imposed upon her fasting and continuous
prayers, that she might prove her penitence by deeds.
After some time 19 the lady confessed another grievous
sin, namely that a deacon of the Church had had carnal
intercourse with her. As soon as she had said this, the
deacon was expelled from the church, but the people
began to get violently excited. They were indignant, not
only hecause of the crime which had becn committed, but
also for the reason that the Church seemed to have suf
fered a terrible shame and disgrace.... ·When. in con
sequence, the clergy were subjected to mockery, the
Alexandrine presbyter Eudaimon advised Nectarius to
abolish the office of priest penitentiary and to admit every
one to participation in the Sacraments according to his
own judgment and conscience; for only in this way [he
said] can the Church be cleansed of disgrace." The inci
dent is reported in similar language by Sozomen 20 and
Nicephorus Callistl1s.21 Pointing to the story told by
these early Church historians, Calvin triumphantly. ex
claims: "Now let these asses prick their ears; if auricu
lar confession was a divine command, how could Nec
tarius have dared to abolish it?" Calvin's argument
is that the Church introduced auricular confession during
the Decian persecution (215), and abolished it under
Nectarius (390), and that consequently the practice was
and is of purely ecclesiastical instit~ltion.

We Catholics, on the contrary, see in this incident a
new proof for the Apostolic origin of confession.. It is
plain from Socrates' story that to confess one's sins

IS K(1Tc1 Il'PO~'
IQ 1rpo{J(1[VOV/T(1, prozreuu '''''1

poriso'~ the meaning of thil word
is not entirely dear.

20 Hist. Eeet., VII, 16.
n Hi.d. Eeel., XII, <38.
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in detaiV2
- \vhether in public or in private,- was the

recognized practice as early as 251 A. D., nay even earlier,
since before the appointment of penitentiary priests con
fessions were personally heard by the bishops. 5020
men emphasizes the necessity of confession as strongly
as he approves the abolition of public confession. He
says: "For since it is necessary to confess one's sins in
order to obtain forgiveness, it naturally seemed from the
beginning an inconvenient thing and a burden that men
should reveal their crimes to the priests as in a theatre,
with all the memhers of the congregation standing around.
Therefore there was chosen from among the presbyters
one distinguished by his uprightness, reserve, and dis
cretion, to whom the dut}' of hearing the confession of
sinners was assigned." 2S

No matter how we interpret the story of the noble lady
of Constantinople, whether we assume that she confessed
her sin twice, first in public and then in private, or only
once; whether we understand l\Tectaritls to have abolished
the public confession of secret sins or merely the four
penitential stations; u_ it is certain that the Patriarch did
not abolish confession as such, for the practice continued
in vogue after his death. One of the charges made
against his successor, St. Chrysostom, at the notorious
Council of the Oaks (A. D. 403), was that he was too len
ient in the confessionalY' This" fault," we may inci-

22 ICctra. pipos, .rigiflatim.
23 Loco cit. (1Iign~, P. G., LX\-IT,

1459).
2+ Cfr. Chr. Pesch. P~ael«t.

Dog,,.ol., Vol. VII, 3rd ed., PP. 188
sqq" Freiburg 1909.

25 Quoted by l'holius, Cod., 59
(!llig-ne, P.G., CIlI, 111): "Si
ilen"" /,ucasti, ittr,,»> poenitentiam
age, et qJwties pecciWtris, {'tni ad

me, ego It .1",.0/>0."- On the aboli·
tion of the office of priest peniten
tiary in Constantinople under Nee
tarius, s~e B. lung-mann, D~urL

Select. in Hist. Ecc!aia.ft., Yolo II,
Pl'. 137 sqq., Ratisbon ,881; G.
Rallschen, Jahl'bikher dt~ ch~isl/.

Kil'che Utlt,~ dem Kaise~ TheodosirlS
d. G~., PP, 537 sqq., Preibtlrg ,897.
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dentally note, St. Chrysostom shared with St. Ambrose
(+ 397), whose biographer says: U Q-uotiescumque iili
aliquis ob percipielldam poc·nitentiam lapslts SUDS collfessus

esset, ita !lebat, lIt et ill'/tm fiere compelleret; videhatllr
c1lim sibi Cltm iacente iacere. Causas Gutem crimi1l!m~

quae iUi cOIlfitebantur, willi 1lisi Domino soli, apud quem
intercedebat, loqttebatur." 26 \Ve have quoted this pas
sage in the original because it seems to us to contain de
cisive proof not only for the practice of confession in gen
eral, but likewise for auricular confession, and for the
seal of the confessional.

We have thus brought the argument for the
existence of sacramental confession down to the
year 250. 1\1ontanism furnishes convincing
evidence that the practice 'is still older, The 110n
tanists drew a sharp distinction between for
givable and unforgivable sins. This distinc
tion would have been futile in the case of secret
sins, had not the priest been enabled by confession
to determine whether he could absolve the peni
tent or not. As this ~1ontanistic error was
taught as early as A. D. 150, confession must ha\'e
existed in the Church before that time, in other
words, it must have existed in the Apostolic age,
and if it existed in the Apostolic age, it is un
doubtedly of divine institution."

26 Vito S. Ambrosii, n. 39.
27 Cfr. supra, Part 1, ell. 1, Sect. 2, Art. 2; eh. II, Sect. I, Art. 2.
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ARTICLE 3

THE PATRISTIC ARGUMENT

Having shown that confession was universally prac
ticed in the Catholic Church since Leo the Great (+ 461).
we can limit the Patristic argument to the first five cen
turies.

Some of the texts \ye have cited to demonstrate the
power of the keys,! directly, or at least indirectly, prove
the divine institution of confession. Nevertheless, con
fession is so important a part of the Sacrament of Pen
ance, through which the Church exercises the power of the
keys, that it is worth while to seek for additional confirma
tion of the practice in the writings of the Fathers.

Vve begin with the later testimonies, as they throw
light on the earlier ones and enable us to trace the de
velopment of the dogma in the minds of the faithful.

The Patristic proof for confession is rendered difficult
by the fact that, as Professor Rauschen points out, "the
Greek word i~OP.OAoy~1.(j{)at has a twofold meaning, 'to
confess' and' to do penance: just as the Latin word
confiteri may signify both confession before men and an
outpouring of the heart to God." 2

L THE FATHERS OF THE FIFTH CENTURY.

Pope Leo the Great (+ 461), whom we have al-
1 V. ~upra, Part I, ell. I, Sect.

2, Art, 2.

:I Eucharist lind Ptnance in Ihe
Fjr~t Six CcnturieJ of the Church,
p. 2I4, St. Louis 1913.- Collec
tions of Patristic texts bearing on
this topic may be found in Klee,
Dill Bllichte, Frankfolt 1828; Viet.

[{ealinus, De SacralH. ConfeJsion;~

s. PotnittnliGe Hi~loria II'" SS. Po·
trib"s, in Zaccaria, Thuaurus
Theol., Vol. XI, Venice 1763; Va·
candald, .. La COllfeujon dGlu
l'Egl,~t Latille du 5. al< 1J. S;~cltl,"

in the RtlIJUe dll Clerg~ Fran,au,
1905, pp. 3311 sqq. •
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ready quoted on a previous page,3 declares it im
possible for a sinner to be saved unless he con
fesses his sins to a priest. 4

St. Augustine compares the sinful conscience
to an abscess filled with pus, the priest to a sur
geon, and confession to the lancing of the ab
scess, whereby the pus is caused "to come out and
flow off.";'5 He warns sinners not to postpone
confession because it is uncertain whether at the
last moment they will have an opportunity to
confess their sins to a priest.6

The teaching of St. Chrysostom is deserving of
special consideration because heretical writers
represent him as opposed to the duty of confes
sion. vVe have heard that he was accused of be
ing too lenient with his penitents: How could

s S!lpra, pp. 201 Iq.

.. Ep. loB, c. ,,: "' MlIltiNt~
miuricordia Dti ita lap4ibuJ subvt
!lit humonis. lit non solum ttr
baptism; gTo/wm, J,d ,tiam per
{'<"'Hittntiae .nedicinam spu ..,itae
reparel>l.r actul,a" Itt q",i r'"nera
li",,;s dona do/assent, proprio se
iud"i/} condem"antcs ad r'missw"e"l
criminum peroenire"t, sic dit'inae
b""itotis prauidiis ordinot;", ul ill·
d"lg,,,/;o D,i "isi s"pP/icationibus
lacerdolurn n,qurat obti..en'. Medi·
a/or enim Dei d hominum homo
Christus [eslts h<l"c praeposilis Bc
desiae trodidil palutalem, fli et
confitclltibus actio"em poenilentiae
dorent et 'osde", salubr; satisfac
lio"e purgalos IJd c"mmunioncm
sacrallle"torum plr ianuam rlCOn-

cilialJO"is admittere.. I." (Migne,
P. L" LIV, 1011).

~ [1! Ps., 66, n. 6: "Erto
Iristis 14, ant,q",mll co"filearis, can
fruus e.;rulla, jam sallaberis. COff·

sci,nlia lua so"iem collegerot, apo.
sttma lumll,rol, c",ciabat Ie.
requitsc,rt: "on sineb"t: adMbet
medicus [sacerdos; efr. Serm., 35'.
c. 4] fomenta t'erborllm el aliquafldo
suot. AJhibet m,dicinol, ferr",m
in cOffeNioll' tribulononis. Tu
ainasct: m,dici mallum, confittrt,
,:ual in cOllfuden, tl dtfluol sa·
nin."

$ Str",., 393: "Quia si lid u/ti
m",," ..,itat sleltril, n'scit si i/'Sam
poe"iltnlill", "cciptr, ac Deo GC
socerdoti pucala sua co.. fil,r;
potent."

r Slipra, p. ;;10+
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this have been if he did not hear confes
sions? Listen to his own words: "Let us,
therefore, also imitate this [the Samaritan]
woman and let us not fear men [i. e. priests] 8 in
the avowal of our sins, but let us fear God,
who now sees our evil deeds and will later on
punish those who refuse to do penance now.
While we have no fear of Him who will judge
[us], we tremble before those who cannot injure
us, lest we suffer a loss of honor in their eyes.
. . . Thou hast committed a sin and hidest it be
fore men, but thou canst not hide it from God." ()
In auother place St. Chrysostom says: "In order
that we, too, may understand His friendship for
men, let us not be ashamed to confess our sins; 10

for great is the virtue of confession, and strong
its power." 11 The nature of the Sacrament of
Penance is thus described by the same Patristic
writer: H\Vhat, then, is the nature of the medi
cine of penance, and how is it prepared? First
by a perception of one's sins 12 and [then] by con
fession." For if thou hast confessed thy sin as
it ought to be confessed, the spirit becomes
humble. But something must be added to humil-

6 V. supra, p. 30.

1\ Hom. in lOll" 34, n. 3 (~1igne.

P,G., LIX, 196).
10 l€op.o"ll.o'¥"ilTlJ(LI Ta. ~(t1,JTW'

d1J.ap'T~JJ-a.Tr;. J'.~ alux.v/llJwlU"·

11 Hom. de Cruct qt La/y" 2, n. J.
U d1l"0 KaTa'YI'W<TfWr TWJ' olKllwl'

dp.apT'I)f\arw".
13 KaJ o:bra i€a"(opdJlTfWS.
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ity, ... we must conduct ourselves properly
towards the priests." H

The question has been asked: \Vhy does St. Chrysos
tom so often admonish penitents who are ashamed to
declare their sins, that they need confess them only to
God! - as in this passage: "I do not lead thee into
a theatre filled with thy fellows, nor do I compel thee to
reveal thy sins to men; open thy conscience to God and
~how Him thy wounds." Hi It is probable that, as public
ronfession had been abolished at Constantinople by his
predecessor, St. Chrysostom in thus expressing himself
wished to call attention to the seal of the confessional by
which confession made to the priest becomes to all prac
tical intents and purposes a confession made to God alone.
However, as this explanation is not certain, and St.
Chrysostom's language is by no means as dear as it might
be, \",c must admit that while he unmistakably attests the
power of the Church to forgive sins, he is not a com'inc
ing witness in favor of auricular confession.

2. THE F~\THERSOF THE FOURTH CENTURY.

Dr. Rauschen has called attention to the fact lhat
the testimony of St. Ambrose in his treatise De
Pocllitcntia,16 which is generally quoted in this
connection, is of doubtful value because it refers
not to outward confession, but to the inward ac
knowledgment of sins committed. 17

St. Pacian of Barcelona (+ 391) admonishes those

11 HOlll. ill Htbr., n. 9, n. 4
Ol;t:n~, P. G., LXIII, So).

1~ Hom. de Illcoml'rehe"s., 5
(Migne, P. G., XLVIII, 746).

1e Dt POlnit., II, 6, 40.
17 Rauschen. Ewc/'arisl o"d P,n

0"" j" the First Sit: Ctnt"riu of
tht C!lurch, p. ~IS.
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who have not been ashamed to commit grievous sins, to
" cease to hide their wounded conscience" and to follow
the prudent example of "the sick who do not fear the
physician, though he cut and burn even the secret parts
of the body." 18

Lactantius (+ about 330.) says that <i the true Church
is that in which there is confession and penance, by which
wholesome remedy is applied to the SillS and wounds
whereunto the weakness of the flesh is subject." 1~

The so-called "Penitential Letters" of St. Basil
(+ 379) contain many references to auricular confession.
The question whether a sinner "should reveal forbid
den deeds to all, or merely to some men, and to whom," he
answers thus: "In confession we must observe the same
order as in revealing bodily diseases. As men do not make
known their bodily ailments to anybody and everybody,
but only to those who are skilled in healing, so confession
of sins ought to be made to those who can cure them." 20

Another question, viz.: "Shall the penitent sinner con~

fess to anyone, and to whom?" he answers as follows:
" He must confess to those to whom is entrusted the ad
ministration of the mysteries of God." 21 St. Basil also
insists on the conscientious observance of the seal. "QUi

forefathers," he says, "have indeed forbidden the public
exposure of women who are guilty of adultery and

18 Paraents. ad Paellil., n. 6, 8:
" Vas erKo primum appel/a, f1'alru,
qui criminibus arlmissis poen,len
tiam recusatis; 1'OS, inquam, post
impudentiam timidos, posl peccata
verecundos, qui peccare nOn t1'tl
bescitis et erubescitis canliteN. .•.
Rogo ergo vos, frairl!S, ..tiam pro
periculo meO pef' ilJ"m Dom;num,
quem occulta non fal/unt, dcsinite
1"U/nef'atam ugere consck..tiam.
Prudtnles atkri medicru no.. veren-

tur, ne in occullis q"idem cortoru",
parlibvs etiu", seeatvros, etia", Pl!r
uSI"ros."

u Di.,. ]nstil., IV, c. 3a: "1110
csl .,era Ecclesia, in qua est confess/o
et potnite"tia. quat peccata et v"l·
nera, q"ibus esl subiecla imbecilli·
tas <:arnis. salubriter curat."

20 Regula Bre... , ;;:29 (Migol',

P. G., XXXI, 12J5).
21 Reg. Bre..., ;;:88 (Mignc, P. G.,

XXXI, u8J).
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piously confess their sin, in order that their lives may not
be endangered; but they have ordained that these women
shall stand without communion [i. e. take their place in
the fourth penitential stationJ until the term of penance
has expired." 22

3. THE THIRD CENTURY.-Our principal wit
nesses for the third century are St. Cyprian
(+ 258) and Origen (+ 254).

\Ve have already told how St. Cyprian defended the
necessity of penance and confession for those who had
apostatized in the Decian persecution (2SG-25I).23
Against the excessive demands of certain rigorists he
pleads for greater mildness in the treatment of sinners,
"since we find that no one ought to be forbidden to do
penance and that to those who implore the mercy of God
, , , peace can be granted through His priests, , , . And
because in hell there is no confession, nor can e.rolllologe
sis be made there, they who repent with their whole heart
and ask for it, should be received into the Church and
therein saved unto the Lord," H \Vhat interests us still
morc is that St. Cyprian insists on the duty of confessing
mere sins of thought. He says that many who do not do
penance or confess their guilt, are filled with unclean
spirits, and by contrast praises the greater faith and more
wholesome fear of those who, though not guilty of any

22 Ep. C~", ad Amphil., ~, can.
34 o.1ign~, p, G., XXXII, 727).

23 V. supra, p. 31.

~H Ep. ~d Antonia"., 55, n. 29
(~d. Hartel, 11, 647): "Quodn
invenwmus a ponilntia agenda
tleminem dcbere prohibIT; et depre·
cantibus atque e""ora,,t,bus Domin;
misericordiam, .• per sacerdotts

eius pacem posse cOtlcedi, admit
f(ndus cst plallg'ntitlm gem;tus It
poenitentiae fructus do/elltibu non
nerand"s. Et quia apud 'nferos
confeuio notl est nee exomoloruls
ill" fieri potut, qu; ex toto corde
poenitufrint et roraverint, in Ecc/e.
"am de"ent interim Ilucipi It in
ipsa Domino r,un'a';,"
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idolatrous deeds, "nevertheless, because they entertained
the thought Lof such deeds] confess ltheir thought] in
sorrow and simplicity to the priests of God, make the exo
mologcsis of their conscience, lay bare the burden of their
soul, and seek a salutary remedy even for those ,vQuods
that arc slight. ..." 25

Origen \vrites in the second of his Homilies on the
Psalms: "Consider, therefore. that Scripture teaches
we must not inwardly conceal sin. For as those who,
having undigested food or an ulcer in the stomach, find
relief in vomiting, so those who have sinned are distressed
and almost choked by the slime or phlegm of sin if they
conceal and keep it within themselves. But if a man
accuses himself and confesses, he vomits up his crime and
casts out every cause of disease. Now take care to
'whom 2e thou shouldst confess thy sins. First prove the
physician to whom thou art obliged to explain the cause
of thy weakness, who knows how to be sick with the infirm
and ,veep with the sorrowing, "'ho is familiar with the
practice of sympathy and compassion, in order that, fol
lowing the word of him who has proved himself to be an
experienced physician, thou comply with his advice and
follow it. When he perceives and counsels that thy ill
ness is such that thou must confess it before the face of
the whole congregation. whereby perhaps the others are
edified and thou thyself canst be easily healed. this should

2:" De LaIMU, c.;;I6 ~qq.: "Quam
multi quotidi~ f'oenilentiam no"
age"Us He( delicti sui .onscientian.
conlitentes im",wndis sp'ritibus adim
plcntur. ... Nee eves-iuc u cre·
dat, s. cum interim poena distUlerit,
QIl1<m tim ere plus debeat quam .sib;
Dei iudicis ira sen'avit ... Quanta
el lide "'aiorts el timore meliorts
Slwl, qui quamvis nullo sacrilic'i aut
libelli {acinere constriet., q>lon;am

teme" de hoc cogitavenwt. hoc ip
.sum almd sacerdotes De; dolcnter
et simtJiciter .onlite>lles e",olHelog~.

sim cOllscientiae faci,wt, alii",; siJi
pond"s e...penunt. salKtare." mede·
lam parvis lied d medicI's vufllerj.
bus ezquirKnl, scienus scriptum
use (Gal. IV, 7): Deus Mn de·
rid"tnr.'·

28 That h. to what priest, dr.
sltpra, pp. 31 sq.
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be done with due deliberation and according to the prudent
advice of the doctor." 27 From this interesting passage
we might almost conclude that, in the Orient, public con
fession developed from auricular confession, rather than
vice versa. This much is certain, at any rate, that in
Origen's time public confession (except in case of the
three capital crimes of apostasy, murder, and fornication)
was not a matter of duty but merely of counsel in the
Eastern Church.

4. THE SECOND CENTURy.-Among the Fa
thers and ecclesiastical writers of the second cen
tury St. Irenaeus of Lyons (130-202) and Ter
tullian of Carthage (b. 160) can be cited in sup
port of auricular confession.

Irenaeus, in relating the story of the women seduced
by Marcus the Gnostic, seems to distinguish between
public and secret (or auricular) confession. "Some of
them," he says, "perform their c-Tomologesis openly,
while others, afraid to do this, draw back in silence."
The crucial passage reads as follows: At flf.V Kal (1..
¢avtpoy f.£op.oAoyo-vVTaG (qllaedam quidcltl etiam i,t mani
festo exomologesin faciullt).2s This" etiant in mani
festo J} suggests that they had first confessed in pri
vate. If this interpretation is correct, the incident may
be briefly described as follows: The guilty \vornen first
confessed their sins privately; but as the crime had been
notorious, the confessor obliged them to make a public
confession, which was to serve at the same time as a
penance and a reparation of the scandal given. This

~T Ham. in P~,. 2, 37, n. 6 211 Adt,. Hatr" I, 13, 7 (M;ine,
(1liine, P. G., XII, 1386). P. G., VII, 59I},
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some of the women did, while others could not be pre
vailed upon to make a public confession.

Tertullian emphasizes the necessity of doing penance
for sinful thoughts as well as deeds,21l He condemns the
false shame which prevents many from making a public
confession of their sins and thus causes them to be lost.
" Is it better to hide and be damned," he asks, "than to be
openly absolved? " 30

The few Patristic fragments that have come down
from the first century do not permit us to say for
certain whether the confession of which the early Fa
thers speak \vas merely an outpouring of the heart before
God or a declaration made to a priest. Clement of Rome
exhorts the rebellious Corinthians: "Let us then pray,
that for our transgressions, and for \vhat we have done,
... forgiveness may be granted to 1.1S•••• For it is bet
ter for man to confess his transgressions than to harden
his heart." 31 As the later must have been a continuation
of the earlier practice, and as St. Clement in the same
epistle admonishes the Corinthians to "suhmit to the
presbyters."!2 it is fair to conclude that confession was
made to the priests.

2n Dc Poen;I., c. 4: "Om"ibll~

del;cti~ Uti raflU U" ~pirilw, ~e"

facIo Uti f'olunlate co",missi~, l1"i
poenam pn' ,,,did,,,,. df~tinat'it,

id~m ft ulliam per poenitentiam
.st,oi'o~dil:·

!oD, POl',.it., Clip. 10: "Plero;
que t,Hllen /1oc opus [co"fl'ss;o"i~J

III publicatiOllem sui flut mrrugae
aut dO! die in di,,,, dillerre {'rac
SIl>l10, p"dor'$ "wi!j; "'flllorl'; q"am
sal"I,;: ~elwt illi qK' ;" l'aytibllS
vertcllndioribu; cor/,on'; contracta
1II'-I"otlone cO!Jscicntia'" "'fdentlum
1-'itant 1'1 ita cum erubl!sce"lia sua
PUfUlIf•••• GrOlldf plone ~"'Ollj·

ment"", "H~Cl",d'~e o""llalio de
licli pal/iccluY: I',del. .Ii q",d 11,,
I"n,wc nol",oe .ubdu.rt>im,,;, pr"·
inae et DO!um cclabimus' adc01le
e.~i!timlltia ha",i,,,,,,, ft Dei COn·

.sricnti" rOlll/,am>1lur' An ",diu!
r,1 da,nnlltum 1~lty., qua", pala"l
ab"ol";'f ..

31 E/'. ad Corinth., I, 51, I (ed.
Funk. I, '25): "Qua..c"mq"c dc
llq"i.nll! 1'1 !tci,nUJ .. eorum rf'
""SSI01'tm ""/'I"rfm,,;. • ;'rfeliuJ
est "omin, peccata sua c"nlile"
Q'uam Illdurllye coy s.."m:'

32 Ep. ad Corin/h., I. 57.
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A similar interpretation may be put upon a passage in
the Didache (about A. D. 96), which reads: "In the
church [hence not before God aloncJ thou shalt confess
thy transgressions (t~OjlOAoyr,a(j), and thou shalt not be
take thyself to prayer with an evil conscience." 3S This
text does not, however, prove the sacramental character
of confession, because it is silent regarding absolution.

READINGS: - Denys de Sainte<Marthe, TraiU de fa COII/essio!l,
Paris 1865.- H. Klee, Die Beichle, Frankfort 1828.- SIemers,
Die sakrarnentale Reichle. Munster ,88..t.- Jenkins, Tile VoctrillC
Qlld PractIce of Auricular Confession, Loudon 1783.- St. Al
phoI1sUS de' Liguori, Homo Aposlolicus hMtructus in sua Vo
catione ad Audicndas Confe.uiollcS, ed. Ratisb. I&i2.-J. J. A.
Kinkel, Die Bdchte in den erstom cltristlichCli Jahrllulldaten,
1'1ayence 1879.- O. Fr. Cambier, De Divina Institutione COII
fessionis Sacra11lcl1tahs, Louvain 188.+.-A. Egger, Die Beichte in
der !Il. Se!lri/t und in der kath. Kirche, St. Gallen 190r.- P. A.
Kirsch, Zur Geschiehte der katll. Beie!lte, \Viirzburg 1902.-J.
Gartmeier, Dic Beichtpflieht, Ratisbon 1905.-A. M. K6niger,
Die Beiehtl! nacff Ciisarills VOII H cistcrbach, 11unich 1906.- E. ].
Hanna in the Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. XI, pp. 62S--628.- R.
1'1elia, A Treatise all Auricular COllfession: Dogmatical, Histori
cal, aud Practical, Dublin s. a.- Rauschen, Eucharist and Pen
allce in the First Six Cellturies 0/ the Church, pp. r84 sqq., St.
Louis 1913.- E. Vacandard, "Les Origines de la Con/essiofl Sa
cramm/clle," in that writer's EllIdes de Critique et d'Histoire
ReligicllSl!, 2C seric, PP. 51-125, Paris IgIO.

The leading non-Catholic writers on the history of auricular
confession are: G. E. Steitz, Das romische Bussakrament, Frank
fort 1854.- Th. Kliefoth, Die Beic!lte und die Absolution,
Schwerin 1856.- Henry Charles Lea, A History of Auricular
Confession alld Indulgences in the Latin Church, 3 vols., Phila
delphia 18¢.

Against Lea, P. M. Baumgarten, Die rVerke von Henry Charles
Lea Ulld vCY'wGn,dte Bucher, Miinster i. W. Jg<fl; (English tr.,

n Doctrina XII Apostol.• c. ,,", n.
14.- The Patristic teaching on con
fe!lSiou may be conveniently studied

in J. Tixeront. History of DOirons,
3 vo!•. , St. Loui. J910 .qq.••ec iu
diees s. v. .. Coufel5ion."
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Henry Charles Lea's Historical Writings: A Critical Inquiry iato
Their Method GIld Merit, New York 1909); P. H. Casey, $. J.,
Notes on a History of Auricular Confession: H. C. Lea's Ac~

count of the Power of the Keys ill the Early Church, Phila
delphia 1899.



CHAPTER III

SATISFACTION

SECTION I

SACRAMEXTAL SATISFACTION, OR PENANCE FOR

SINS CONFESSED

I. STATE OF THE QUESTION.-To give satis
faction may mean one of three things:

a) To repair an injury done to another. Sat
isfaction in this general sense is called restitution
if the injury consisted in positive damage to
property or honor.

b) To atone for an insult or offence (illiuria,
conlwnelia). Satisfaction given to God,-the
only kind with which we have to deal here,-is
either medicinal or vindictive. r..redicinal satis
faction is a preventive remedy calculated to
strengthen the soul against relapse. Vindictive
satisfaction is an act of justice whereby the injury
done to the honor of God is repaired, so far at
least as the sinner is able to make reparation.
Every mortal sin invoh'es a twofold effect: guilt
(realus culpae) and punishment (realus pOelwe).

"7
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\\"hereas in naptism both are remitted simul
taneously, in the Sacrament of Penance the guilt
of sin and the eternal punishment due to sin are
remitted, whilst a certain amount of temporal pun
ishment may remain (rea/us poeuae tem/,oralis).
To cancel such temporal punishments, either com
pletely or in part, is the purpose of satisfaction.

c) It is in this third and last sense that St.
Thomas defines IIsatisfaction," in relation to the
Sacrament of Penance, Olas the payment of the
temporal punisbment due on account of the of
fence committed against God by sin." 1

That guilt and punishment are separate and
distinct things is an accepted principle of Cath
olic theology and forms the dogmatic foundation
for the doctrine of indulgences as well as of pur
gatory.

Satisfaction, as defined by St. Thomas, is a constituent
part of the Sacrament of Penance. though not exactly in
the same sense as contrition and con fession. According
to the present discipline of the Church, satisfaction is
made after absolution, and hence it does not enter into the
essence but merely belongs to the integrity of the Sacra~

ment. It is an integral part of the Sacrament because it
is required for obtaining its secondary effect.- { e. the re
mission of temporal punishment. In a certain sense
satisfaction may even be said to appertain to the essence

1 St. Thoma., S .. ltIma Theol., d~lIit~t oil ;niniQIn Vto ptr PUCQ·
SIIPPl., qu. 12, art. 3: "Satisfaclio 11111\ iIIatam."
est compellsatio potn(1I temporal'"
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of the Sacrament, because the will to render satisfaction
must be present before absolution can take effect and, as
a matter of fact, is virtually contained in every true act
of contrition.

2. THE DOGMATIC TEACHING OF THE CHURCH.

-The dogmatic teaching of the Church on the
subject of sacramental satisfaction triay be sum
marized as follows: (1) The temporal punish
ments of sin are not necessarily all remitted in
the Sacrament of Penance; (2) The remaining
punishments may be cancelled by good works,
especially prayer, fasting, and almsgiving; (3)
The confessor is bound to impose, and the penitent
to accept, such penitential exercises by way of
satisfaction.

We shall explain these points more fully in the
form of three theses.

Thesis I: The Sacrament of Penance, while remit
ting the guilt of sin together with its eternal punish~

ment, does not cancel the temporal punishments due to
sin.

This proposition is de fide.
Proof. The Protestant Reformers taught that

Christ, by dying for us on the Cross, blotted out
not only OUf sins, but likewise all punishments
due to them, and that in consequence the justified

:2 err. Dallaeu~. DI Po,nis d SatisfactioniblU H"manu.
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sinner need give no further satisfaction.:! This
heretical error was condemned by the Council of
Trent as follows: "If anyone saith that, after
the grace of justification has been received, to
every penitent sinner the guilt is remitted and the
debt of eternal punishment is blotted out in such
wise that there remains not any debt of temporal
punishment to be discharged either in this world
or in purgatory, ... let him be anathema.":>
This is true in particular of the Sacrament of
Penance: "If anyone saith that God always re
mits the whole punishment together with the
guilt, and that the satisfaction of penitents is no
other than the faith whereby they apprehend that
Christ has satisfied for them, let him be ana
thema." 4-

The Catholic dogma is in full conformity with
Sacred Scripture.'

a) Examples in point are: Adam and Eve
(Gen. III, 17), the Israelites in the desert (Ex.
XXXII, '4, 27), Moses (Numb. XX, 12), and
especially David.

3 S~SI_ \'1, can. 30: "Si quis
post accrptallJ iustification;: ~TlJljam

,"!lib,1 peccMori poenilt>lJi ila CIlI

p"m remitti tt TeMllm o.elunae pot·
flat' dller; diztrit, ut ttllllus """10.'

flea! rea/liS poeneu lemporalis 'KSO'.
~·tndat ~'1I1 ill hoc sault/a t-el in pur_
K%ria, ... anathema sit:' (Den
:inger.Bannwart, n. 840).

i Sesil. XIV, elm. 12: "Si qllis
dixer,t, tolam tOlnam Jimul cum

culpa rtmitti umper a Dto s(1ti4ac
tionemqwt poeniltn/lum 11011 esu
aliam quam fidem, qua opprehendunl
Chr;stum pro ti$ sOlisfecisu, onalht
mil s;I." Cf•. can. 15.- (Denzin·
ger-Bannwart, n. 922).

~ The Tridentine Council says
(Sess. XIV, cap. 8) that "pe,...
spicua n iJ!u.flria in sacris W,ris ex·
emp/a" can be cited in support of
this dogma.
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After David had confessed to Nathan that he had
" sinned against the Lord," 6 the prophet consoled him by
saying: "The Lord hath taken away thy sin, thou shalt
not die." 7 But Nathan did not promise David remission
of temporal punishment. On the contrary, he continued:
"Nevertheless, because thou hast given occasion to the
enemies of the Lord to blaspheme, ... the child that is
born to thee shall surely die." 8

St. Paul mentions weakness, disease, and death among
the evil effects of unworthy communion. "Therefore
many among you are weak and sickly, and not a few are
fallen asleep." 9 He evidently regards sickness and death
as temporal punishments for irreverence shown to the
Holy Eucharist; for among the afflicted Corinthians many
returned to their senses in consequence of such chastise
ments.10

b) The teaching of Tradition on this snbject
may be gathered partly fro111 the writings of the
Fathers and partly fro111 the penitential discipline
of the ancient Church.

a) Calvin admits that practically all the Fathers held
the Catholic doctrine of satisfactionP In view of this
admission a few select texts will suffice for our purpose.
St. Basil says: "If thy sin is great and grievous, thou

G., King, XII, 13.
7 Tbid.
8 l King~ XII, 14.
o 1 Cor. XI, 30.
to 1 Cor. XI, p: "'Ne are chas

tjs~d by tbe Lord, that we be not
condemned with this worJd."- On
this I~xt see AI. Schafer, Erkliirllllg
cl~1' b~id'ff Bri~f~ an dit Korinlh~r,

p. -"39, Munster 19°3, and ]. Mac·
Rory, Th, ENstlts of St. Pall/lo till

Corinthians, P. J, pp. ti8 sq., Dub·
lin 1915.

111nslit., III, 4, 38: "PaTf/nJ
tilt 11l0V~lIt, qllat in v/!"t/!"I'Jlm scrip·
lis d~ $alis{aclion, pauim OUIlI'
rllllt. Vidto quid~m ~Ol'llm "on·
nill/os, dicant simplidl,1' ftr~ omnn,
q..orllm lib,i ~;;tonl, af/I hae in
parlt lapsos nn ClJlI nimi,l' a$p~r~ If
du" 10e"tO$."
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hast need oi much penance, bitter tears, fatiguing night
watches, constant iasting. If thy sin is light and toler
able, let thy penance be accordingly." 12 St. Augustine
writes: "Man is forced to suffer even after his sins are
forgiven, though it was sin that caused him to fall into
such misery. For the punishment outlasts the guilt, lest
the guilt should be accounted slight, if with its forgive
ness the penalty also came to an end." 11 St. Gregory
the Great teaches: "A crime does not vanish without
vengeance. For either the sinner contritely punishes it
himself. or God punishes it avengingly.... Thus David,
after confessing, deserved to hear the words (2 Kings
XII. 13): •The Lord hath taken 3W3Y thy sin,' and yet
by many sufferings had to make satisfaction for the guilt
of the sin which he had committed." 14.

P) The penitential discipline of the Church
furnishes incontrovertible proof of her belief Itt

the necessity of sacramental satisfaction.
It is an unsettled controversy whether absolution pre

ceded or followed public penance in the primitive Church.
Morinus lS and others maintain that as a rule the sacra:
mental absolution was Dot imparted untLl after the entire
penance had been perfonned. For the East this means

1: Atttnd, Tibi Ip$'i. n.....
11 Trlut. in 104., 124> n. $=

.. Cop,.r 110"''' tol,rgr, dill... r'
",inis p,ccori" 1211011I1;" ..t I,. ,em
f:'ftirrl lftiuricllC, j>r!"'.'" {"tn't
ClIIf.W f;ut:ot"m. Prodlld1JJr est
,"i", po,na (Iliam (lilta. ft' porvo
I'llto.rtfwr ,,,lpa, ,. '101m ilia finirrl... r
,J 1'0",0.," CMigne, P. 1-., XXXV,
197».

14 Moral., IX, e, 3.4: .. D,Uciu>1f,
.nn, "WOllt 110" dturir. Awl e"illl
,pu hoc homo in ,t Po,nll'II' i'll.lIil

1I1lt 11« D,~ twl'll MIflUl, villdulm,
PtrCd;t. ... Sic DlI~ld poll c",,·
tUAO"'''' 1II1d", ",,,,",it 'Tr",...I.lit
Domi,.II, p,c,ah<III 1.1i"': " fa"""
f/lfllftiJ /'f;,1 Nwdlllib.., lI1!Iictll' tl

tliP,/IS r,alll'" tvlp"" ".11'" I'~.
ttfnlt'nol, ,r~olL-i':' (Miane. P. L,
LXXV, 889).--otber htrl$li" h"b
Ill'lld Bellarmine, D~ P/J, ..it., IV, ".,.

n Comm,nt. Hist. d, Disci/,J. ill
Admini:Jf. Sacram. P/J~"ij., IX, ",,.
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that a penitent had to pass through the four penitential
stages or stations before he obtained forgiveness.1e A
second group of theologians (Billuart, Frank, Palmieri,
Hurter et al.), hold that sacramental absolution was
usually imparted right after (secret) confession, and that
the formula pronounced over the penitents in public after
the dose of the period of public penance was merely the
canonical absolution, which had the effect of a plenary
indulgence and readmitted the penitent to the Eucharist.
Let this be as it may, it is an undeniable fact that in the
primitive Church absolution was frequently granted be~

fore full satisfaction had been given, and this fact proves
that the Church can have had no objection to the practice,
at least in principle. Cases in which absolution was given
before satisfaction had been rendered were: danger of
death 17 or of apostasy,18 extraordinary contrition,1!l and
the possession of a libellus martyrum.2Q

c) It is not difficult to see why a penitent, even after
. having obtained forgiveness of his sins, may still be

subject to temporal punishments. Divine justice demands
that a baptized sinner be more severely treated than an
adult convert; on the other hand divine mercy shows the
sinner the grievousness of his transgressions by inflict
ing temporal punishments and thereby preserves him from

1ft Bint~rim :and Schwan~ diff~r

from the other defend~n of this
th~ory in balding that, in the East.
penitents were d~em~d worthy of
receiving neramental absolution
wh~n th~y had arriv~d at th~ fourth
stltion. vi•. : that of the COllSisteflte.r

or O'v"....i....u.
17 Cfr. Co"e. NieatH. I, can. 13.
18 Cfr. St. Cyprian. Ef'., 52.
HI Cfr. St. Gr~gory of Nyssa, E1'.

CanOll., 5.

\lO Cfr. St. Cyprian, Ep., 16.
For a fuller treatment of this point
lee Frank. Die Bussdissif'lin, pp.
811 sqq., Mayenee 1867; &:hmitz
Di, BHubwch,r und di, Bussdiszi
plit! d,r Kirch" pp. 65 ~q .• May·
enee 1883; Gartmeicr, Di, Btt'c/tt·
pflicht, pp. 69 sqq.. Ratisbon
1905; P05Chmann, Di, Sichtbllrktit
d,r Kin:h, "lIch Cyprion, pp. 141
5qq., Paderborn 1908.
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relapse and eternal damnation. Moreover, it is meet and
just that a penitent sinner ,>hould, by assuming expia
tory \vorks for his own sins, become like unto our
Divine Saviour, who undertook such works for the sins
of others. Of course, we must always remember that the
good works which \ve perform in order to give satisfac
tion for our sins,- whether in connection with, or out
side of, the Sacrament of Penance,- owe their entire
efficacy to the merits of Christ. "The satisfaction which
we make for our sins," says the Tridentine Council,
"is not so our own as not to be through Jesus Christ.
... Thus man has not wherein to glory, but all our glory
ing is in Christ, in whom we live, in whom we merit, in
whom we satisfy, bringing forth fruits worthy of penance,
which from Him have their efficacy, by Him are offered
to the Father, and through him are accepted by the
Father." 21 Hence it is wrong to assert that the Catholic
doctrine of satisfaction is derogatory to the atonement.
The Tridentine Council solemnly condemned this charge
in a special canon: "If anyone saith that the satisfac
tions by which penitents redeem their sins through Jesu£
Christ, are not a worship of God, but traditions of
men, which obscure the doctrine of grace and the true
worship of God and the benefit itself of the death of
Christ, let him be anathema." 22

21 Sess. XIV, cap. 8: "Neque
flero ita no~lro est ~ati~factja haec,
quam pro peccalil nOltris ex~oh'i.

IIIUI, UI non lit per Chrj~lum [UWIII.

..• Ita non habet homo unde £Iori
etur, ~ed omn;1 gloriatio nOltra in
Christa est, in quo f'idlfllll, in quo
meremu". in quo ~atisfad",,,~ fa
cientel fructus dignos poenilentiae,
qUI ex illo vim ha!>enl, ob ilia of·
f,runtur Patri el flU III"m auep·

tanlur a Palre." (Denlinger·Bann·
wart, n. 904).

22 Ses~. XIV, can. 14: .. 5i quis
di.rsrit, laillfact/onts, qll'bllS potn;·
lentes per Chri~lum luum peccalo
redimunt, non tslt cultu~ Dei, sed
Irodition's homin"", doclrinam de
gratia et 'Verum Dei cultum atque
ipsum brneficillm mortis Christ. ab·
scura"tt~, anathema ~'t." (Denzin
ger-B:lllnwart, n. 924).- On the
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Thesis II: The converted sinner is able to cancel
the temporal punishments remaining after absolution
by various penitential works.

This is likewise de lide.

Before proceeding to demonstrate this dogma, we must
explain the precise state of the question.

There is a distinction behveen extraordinar}' and ordi
nary punishments due to sin. Extraordinary punishments
are imposed by an absolute decree of God and their place
cannot possibly be supplied by human satisfaction. Ordi
nary punishments owe their infliction to a conditional de
cree by which they may be blotted out through works
of satisfaction. Extraordinary punishments were those
inOiCted upon Adam, 11oses, David/zs and Saul; U or
dinary punishments, those imposed upon the inhabitants
of Ninive 25 and upon Achab.26 We are here dealing with
ordinary punishments,- of which the Council of Trent
says that they may be blotted out by means of good works
performed" through Jesus Christ," that they" have their
efficacy from Him," and "by Him are offered to the
Father, and through Him accepted by the Father." 27

The ordinary temporal punishments due to sin may be
blotted out in two ways: either actively by perform
ing penitential works in this life (satisfactio), or
passively by suffering in purgatory (satispassio). 28 It is
an article of faith that satisfaction may be made for them
in this life by performing penitential works, either at

nature of temporal punishment for
I;n as B commutation of eternal
into certain definite temporal pen·
alties, sec Oswald, Die dogmilt. Lellre
vo.. de .. 1,1. Sah""'t'nlen, \'01. II,
3th ed., pp. 9 .qq.

23 V, supra, Thesis I.

2~ I Kings XV], r.
2~ Jonas III, 10.
2G Cfr. 3 Kings XXII, 27 sqq.
$1 Cfr. COliC. Tridellt., Sus. Xl\',

cap. 8.
2S Cfr. Cone. Trid., S"'55. VI. can.

".
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the bidding of one's confessor, or voluntarily, and by
patiently accepting trials and sufferings. This is the ex
press teaching of the Tridentine Council: "If anyone
saith that satisfaction for sins, as to their temporal pun
ishment, is nowise made to God through the merits of
Jesus Christ, by the punishments inflicted by Him and
patiently borne, or by those enjoined by the priest, nor
even by those voluntarily undertaken, as by fastings,
prayers, almsdeeds, or by other ....vorks of piety; ... let
him be anathema." 29

It is likewise an article of faith that the penitential
works just described in some manner actually blot out
the temporal punishments due to sin. That this effect is
produced not merely per satisfactionem de congrllo, but
likewise, and in particular, per satisfaetionem de condigno,
may be deduced from the condemnation of a certain
proposition espoused by Baius.so However, this is not
de fide dogmatica.

Proof. a) The just man can "acquire super
natural merits de condigno by performing good
works.S! Now between merit and satisfaction
there is no formal but only a material distinction,
based on their respective effects. l....ferit increases
sanctifying grace and effccts etcrnal beatitude;

20 Se~~. XIV, can. 13: "Si quif
di:urit, PTO pucalis quoad po~nam

t~mpo"al~m min;me D~o per Chrhti
m~rita satisfieri, poen;s ab eo inflie/is
" patienle" toleTaf;s t·d a sace"dott
iniune/is, s~d 1UqU~ sPont, S1<set!'tis,
ut ieiuniis, o"atio"ibl<l, elenras)'nu
'Nil aUis etjam pielal;s apuibus, .•.
analhtma sil." (Denzinger-Bann.
wart, n. 923).

So This proposition is the 77th in
the series condemned by Pius V, and
reads as follows: "Satisfaction's
faboriasa, iustifico/a",m non 'I:alent
txpiart d~ coxdigno poenarn Itm·
poraltm rntanlem post culpom can·
donatom." (Denzinger·Bannwart, n.
1077).

31 See Pohle.PreU5~, Crace, Ac
tual a"a Habitual, pp. 399 sqq.
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satisfaction blots out the temporal punishments
due to sin. Consequently the just man must be
able to merit de condigno forgiveness of the
temporal punishments remaining after absolu
tion.

Like all good works, those whereby satisfaction is
made for sins are reducible to three classes: prayer,
fasting, and almsgiving. This is the express teaching of
Trent.32 Scripture tells us that these three kinds of good
works blot out sin and are accepted by God in satisfaction
of both guilt and punishment.38 This teaching is con
firmed by Tradition. St. Augustine says: "By alms
giving God must be propitiated for past sins." ai, St.
Cyprian expresses himself in a similar manner.3~

That prayer, fasting, and almsgiving are means not only
of acquiring supernatural merits but likewise of render
ing satisfaction for sin, is owing to the fact that they in
volve a relinquishment of temporal goods, and there
fore partake of the character of punishment. Man has
three kinds of goods: (I) goods of the soul, which he
offers to God by prayer and spiritual works of mercy;
(2) goods of the body, which he sacrifices by fasting and
other bodily mortifications; and (3) material goods, such
as money and other valuable objects, which he surrenders
to God by giving alms and performing works of corporal
mercy.

Another remedial and atoning feature of these three

n Sesi. VI, cap. l4: "... satis.
factionem per ieiunia, tlemosynas,
orationes et alia pia spirituo/is vilae
e.rercitia."- Cfr. Se~s. XIV, Can.

".
1l~ Cfr. Job XLII, 8; Tob. IV, II;

XII, !il; I'rov. XV, ~1; XVI, 6:
Luke XI, 4I, etc.

H Ellch'r., c. 70: .. Per tlemosy_
"as de /'eccal;s /,raeler;lu tst pro
pitiandus Dei'S:'

U De Loptit, c. 35.
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species of good works is that they are diametrically op
posed to the three cardinal sins: prayer to pride; fasting
to concupiscence of the flesh; almsgiving to concupis
cence of the eyes,Sf.

b) ~Ieritorious and satisfactory works, being materi
ally idemical, are subject to the same conditions. These
conditions are mainly five, to wit: the works in que~t icm
must be morally good i they mllst be performed volun
tarily; with supernatural help; in the state of sancti{ying
grace; and they must be acceptable to God,lI1

There is but one point in which merit (meritIWt) and
satisfaction (satis/actio) differ, and that is that satisfac
tion, unlike merit, partakes of [he character of punish
tl~ent (opus tocna/e, laboriomm). However, as all good
and meritorious works are performed with difficulty,
Catholic theologians generally teach that in the present
state of human nature there is de faciO not a single good
work that may not at tne same time partake of the nature
of sati~factjon. Hence the two notions are practically
convertible.s8

Thesis III: The confessor has both the right and the
duty of enjoining a salutary satisfaction (penance).

This proposition is de fide so far as the right
of the confessor is concerned.

Proof. a) The T ridentin. Council declares:
"If anyone saith that the keys are gi\'en to the
Church only to loose and not also to bind, and
that, therefore, priests act contrary to the pur-

SG Cfr. St. Thomas, SltmlllG
TII~"I., SItl'PI" qu. IS, arl. J.

31 Cfr. Pohle·Preuu. G,ace. Ac·

tltal (:Ill! lfgbitwal. pp. olIO 5~1I.

8~ Cft'. De LUlla, Dt POtnit., disp.
;;: ... scd. 3.
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pose of the keys, and contrary to the institution
of Christ, when they impose punishments on those
who confess, and that it is a fiction that, after the
eternal punishment has, by virtue of the keys,
been removed, there remains for the most part a
temporal punishment to be discharged; let him
be anathema." !~

The y·jgllt of the confessor to impose a penance is de
ducible from the character of his office. He is a judge
who can not only grant or withhold absolution, but grant
it conditionally.io That the Catholic Church has always
conceived the office of confessor thus, appears from her
penitential discipline throughout the ages, especially in
ancient times.

b) The duty of the confessor to enjoin a pen
ance is likewise distinctly affirmed by the Conn
cil of Trent. HThe priests of the Lord," it says,
"ought ... to enjoin salutary and suitable sat
isfactions, according to the quality of the crimes
and the ability of the penitent; . . . but let them
keep in view that the satisfaction \vhich they im
pose be not only for the preservation of a new
life and a medicine of infirmity [poena medici-

89Sess- XIV, can. IS: "51 quis
iiu:crlt, claves Ecc/u,ae esse datas
I,mlllm ad 60lvcndllM, non eliam
ad ligandI'm cI protterea ..aeerdotes,
dllm impo,wnt poenas confitenti!>us,
agtre contra finem dat';um el con·
I..a ;nSlitutiontm Christi et fielianem

esse qwod "irlule clavium sublata
poena aeleme! poena temporalis
plerumq"e c.rsoh'enaa remaneat,
anathcmIJ ,til." (Denzinger-n"nn-
wart, n. 925).

fl) V. supra, Part I, Ch. II, Sect.
3-
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nalis], but also for the avenging and punishing
of past sins [poena vindica#va]." 41

a) The reasons for this command are evident. In
the first place, the confessor, as dispenser of the Sacra
ment, has to watch over its integrity; and, secondly, in
his capacity of judge, he must properly exercise his
judicial functions, among which is that of imposing a
punishment. Third, the confessor is also a physician and
as such bound to prescribe salutary remedies (prayers,
fasting, almsgiving) for healing the soul and strengthening
it against relapse.

(3) The satisfaction imposed by the confessor
is gauged on the one hand by the grievousness
and specific nature of the sins confessed, and
on the other by the ability of the penitent, This
is the express teaching of Trent,

The Council warns confessors not to "connive at
sins and deal too indulgently with penitents by enjoining
certain very light works for very grievous crimes."'{2
The present practice seems to be at variance with this
injunction. But it must be regarded not so much from
the first of the two points of view mentioned above (the
grievousness and specific character of the sins committed),
as from the second, i. e. the ability of the penitent. At
the present time too great severity would repel rather
than benefit the faithful. The Sacrament of Penance

41 Sc!!. XIV. cap. 8: .. D~b~n'
"Zo saurdolu Domini •.. pro
qwalitat~ criminum lit pa~"it~",iulll

facultat~ salulares lit convcni..n'cs
satisfacliollu i"ill ..gtr~. ••. Ha·
b,a,,' alltem pru oculi..r. ut satisf(JC·

'io, qllam imponunf, non sit tanfllm
ad nOt'a~ vitae C1Isfod;am d illfirm'·
fatis m~dicammtum, ,ud etiam ad
praeteritorum peccafoNlm vindie
tam ~t ca.sligation,m."

42 Ses5. XIV, cap. 8.
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has been instituted for the salvation of souls, and the tem
poral punishments which it does not remit are sure to be
redeemed in purgatory if they are not redeemed on earth.

May the confessor advise rather than enjoin a penance?
Suarez 43 thinks he may. But this opinion is hardly ten
able. A penance that is merely a matter of counsel is
not a satisfactio imposita in the sense of the Tridentine
decree. It should be noted, also, that the performance
of the penance imposed is an essential part of the Sac
rament, and consequently, in the opinion of most theolo
gians,u effects the remission of the punishments due to
sin not merely ex opere operantis but likewise ex opere
operato. This may be qualified as an apionia certa in
the technical meaning of that term. It is not quite so
certain that the performance of the satisfaction imposed
by the confessor increases sanctifying grace in the peni
tent ex opere operato, as Suarez holds.4

1,i St. Thomas
seems to favor this opinion/6 but other eminent theolo
gians, e. g. Vasquez and De Lugo, combat it on the ground
that, as satisfaction does not signify, neither can it
effect, sanctifying grace.

READINGS: - St. Thomas, S. Theal., Suppl., quo 12 sqq., and
the commentators.- Bellarmine, De Poenitentia, 1. IV, c. I sqq.
- C. Weiss, S. Thomae de Satisfactione et lndulgentia DoctrinG,
Graz 18g6.-A. Bukowski, S. ]., Die Genugtuung fur die Sunde
nach der Auffassung der russischen Orthodoxen, pp. 82 sqq.,
Paderborn 19II.- R. Melia, A Treatise 011 Auricular Confession,
·P. II, Ch. 5, PP. 264-281, Dublin s. a.

-is De PQ,nit., dbp. 28, ,ect, 3, n,,.
it. With but a few diuenting

voice., among them Dam. 50to (Com.
ment. in Stnt" IV, dist. 19, QU. r.
art. s) and Oswald (Lehrt vall d,n
hi. SaRra'lltllttn, Yolo II. p. 184).

u De POlllit., disp. 38, sect. 2, n.
3·

46 efr. Summa Thtol., sa. QU. 90,

art. ~. ad 2: "Salis/actio con/trl
iraliam, proul est in pro/,Dsilo tf
aUid eam. proul 1St ;n e.rtclltiont."



SECTION 2

THE REMISSION OF TEMPORAL PUNISHMENTS

OUTSIDE THE SACRAMENT OF PENANCE,

OR THE CATHOLIC DOCTRI~E OF

INDULGENCES

Though indulgences may be treated separately,
we prefer to deal with them in connection
with the Sacrament of Penance; first, because
confession is the usual means of gaining a
plenary indulgence, and secondly, because indul
gences, being remissions of the temporal pun
ishments due to sin, form the natural complement
of sacramental satisfaction.

\Ve will divide this section into three Articles,
showing,

I. vVhat an indulgence is;
2. That the Church has the power to grant

indulgences; and
3. That there are indulgences for the dead as

well as the living.

232
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ARTICLE I

AN IKDULGENCE DEFINED

233

1. DEFINITION.-An indulgence, in the theo
logical sense, is a remission of temporal pun
ishments due to sin.

a) A complete technical definition maybe
drawn from the writings of approved theologians,
and, especially, from certain official documents
in which the teaching of the Church on the sub
ject of indulgences is expressly set forth. These
documents are principally six, to wit: (I) The
Constitution aUnigcllitus" of Pope Clement VI I

A. D. 1349; (2) articles 26-28 of the instructions
issued in 1418 by Pope Martin V for the examina
tion of those who were suspected of holding Wic
lifite and Hussite errors; (3) the condemnation,
by Pope Leo X, of articles 17-22 of Martin
Luther, A. D. 1520; (4) the dogmatic definition
contained in Session XXV of the Tridentine·
Council; (5) the censures pronounced by Pope
Pius V (1567) against a certain proposition
(number 60 in the collection of Propositiones
damnatae) taught by Baius; and (6) the comlem
nation, by Pope Pius VI, in 179-1-, of certain
theses' drawn up by the Jansenist Council of
Pistoia.

1 Prop. Damflatae, 40-43.
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a) In the primitive Church an indulgence was called
rela.:ratio, donatio, or colldonatio.2 The term indulgcn
tia, which originated in the Middle Ages, is based upon
Holy Scripture S and the Roman Law.

An indulgence has two essential characteristics or notes:
(1) it is a remission of temporal punishments; (2) it is
granted outside the Sacrament of Penance.

An indulgence, therefore, is not identical with the sac
ramental penance enjoined by the confessor, which blots
out punishments ex opere operato.4. It is a remission
of temporal punishments granted by the Church outside
the Sacrament, by an exercise of the power of the
keys entrusted to ber by her Divine Founder. It follows
that indulgences can be granted only by those who possess
the power of the keys, i. e. the pope and the bishops. It
follows further that, as the power of the keys is not
limited to this world;" an indulgence is more than a mere
remission of canonical works of penance; it is a valid abso
lution, before God, from the punishments of sin which
would otherwise have to be redeemed either by voluntary
acts of penance here on earth or by compulsory suffering
in purgatory. In other words, an indulgence is valid not
only in the external forum of the Church, but likewise
i1t foro divino, that is, before God.

This simple explanation incidentally removes the mis
taken notion that indulgences neutralize the penal effects
of sin (concupiscence, disease, death) or that they can
free a person from secular obligations towards others.

fJ) Where does the Church get the merits by
which she blots out the punishments of sin? She

2 Cfr. z Cor. II, 7. zo: Xapl
ffUI1a.I.

S Cfr. I~. LXI, I.

.. V. SlIprIJ, Sect. I.

I> Cfr. M:ltt. XVI, 19; XVIII. IS.
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draws them from a thesaurus of which our Lord
Jesus Christ has constituted her the dispenser,
and out of which she grants to each individual
beneficiary as much as is needed to satisfy the
justice of God.

This thesaurus consists of the superabundant merits of
Jesus Christ and His saints. In dispensing these merits to
the faithful whenever there is a iusta causa, the Church
acts in accordance with the justice as well as the mercy of
God. He who gains an indulgence does not approach
God empty-handed, but enriched with the merits of Christ
and the saints, and thereby satisfies divine justice. God,
on the other hand, in freely accepting these vicarious
merits instead of the personal satisfaction due Him from
the sinner, manifests His grace and mercy, i. e. His in
dulgence in a subjective sense.

The thesaurus Ecclesiae just mentioned is logically in
separable from indulgences for two reasons: (I) because
an indulgence must have a real basis, and (2) because
there are other forms of satisfaction, outside the Sac
rament of Penance, \vhich are not drawn from that thesau
rus, e. g. voluntary acts of penance, the Sacraments, the
Holy Sacrifice of the Mass.

The remission of punishments called an indulgence is
not an unconditional amnesty, but postulates in the re
cipient a moral disposition or worthiness, as well as the
performance of certain prescribed acts. For this reason
the moral worthiness of the recipient is not endangered by
an indulgence, but rather partly taken for granted and
partly effected. Charity or the love of God is the font and
we1l4 spring as well as the gauge and a necessary con~

clition of the whole system of indulgences.
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y) vVe are now in a posltlOn to state briefly
the essential characteristics of an indulgence.
An indulgence is a remission of the temporal
punishments which a penitent, whose sins are
forgiven, has yet to undergo, either here or in
purgatory; this remission is granted by the
Church, through the power of the keys, from the
treasury of the superabundant merits of Christ
and His saints.

b) The objections made against indulgences spring
partly from ignorance and partly from malice.

Chief among them is the charge that an indulgence
is a forgiveness of past, or a permission to commit future,
sins. The Church expressly teaches that indulgences
presuppose the forgiveness of sins, either through the
Sacrament of Penance or by an act of perfect contrition.
An indulgence does not forgive sins but merely remits the
punishments due to sins. A Catholic who would ask for
permission to sin would be a monster, and the Church
would refuse such a request with horror and indigna
tion.

The phrase (( indlligentia in 1'cmissiollem omllium pecca
forum," which is found in some papal Bulls, has
given rise to controversies among the learned, but the
faithful have never been in doubt as to \vhat the ecclesias
tical authorities meant in employing these words. The
term "pecmtum" in these documents means "poella
peccati," not" culpa." 6 It is to' be taken in its proper
sense only when an indulgence is expressly granted in
connection with confession as a necessary condition, or

e efr. ., ),fach. XII, 46; I Pet. II, 24_
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as an authorization to confessors to absolve penitents
from reserved sins on the strength of a "letter of in
dulgences." We will quote from a bull of :Martin V to
illustrate our meaning. "Utrum credat," says the Pon
tiff, «quod omnibus Christianis vere cantrilis et confess-is
ex cousa pia et iusta possil concedere indulgent£as in re
missiollem peccatorum." 7

The ambiguous phrase" indulgentia a culpa et poena';'
which occurs in ancient documents, is ascribed by Pope
Benedict XIV 8 to an abuse on the part of certain
officials, whose conduct was not in conformity with the
teaching and practice of the Church. This abuse was
expressly condemned by Clement v,g though it had never
led to a real misunderstanding of the nature of indul
gences on the part of the faithfuJ.1°

2. DIVISION.-Indulgences may be divided
into various classes, according to different prin
ciples of division.

a) The most important distinction is that between
plenary and partial indulgences, with which we shall deal
later. Other divisions are the following:

(r) U1liversal and local. Universal indulgences (in
dulgentiae universales) can be gained everywherej local
indulgences (-i11dulgentliae locales) in certain specified
places only.

r Bull" !tile" 'unetas." (DenLin·
ger-Bannwart, n. 676).

8 D~ S)'nodo Dio~,e:ana, VIII,
8, 7.

¥ Clement., 1. V, tit. 9, c. 2;
"QIlum oliqui II~ i{>sis [quacstori·
bus] 1:0$ a {>oel'lo el a elllpa, ut
eorum l'~rbu "10m..,,, absol~'anf, nos
al"'slI.>' Imi"smod,' ... omni,llodl
aboltr; Tiolmles," ele,

10 Cfr. A. Franz, " Wit mol'l aem
VDlkt im 15. ]anrhul'lderl iibl .. den
Ablau ,,"ediEte," in the Mayence
Kalholill, 1904, II, pp. 115 ''1'1. On
the di$figurement of the Catholic
doctrine of indulgences by Russian
theologians, lee 11.. Bukowlki, Di,
Gel'lugl .... I'IK far die Siil'lde l'Iaeh de"
A"fl(J.fSIl>1£ de, ..ussiscllen Ortho
do.;-i" pp. 115 SCI'!., Paderborn 1911,
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(2) Perpetual and temporctry. Perpetual indulgences
(indulgentiae perpetuae) can be gained at all times; tem
porary indulgences (indulgentiae temporariae) only
within certain limited periods, e. g. on specified days of
the week.

(3) Real and personal. Real indulgences (indulgen
twe reales) are attached to material objects, e. g. a rosary,
a medal, a crucifix. Personal indulgences (indulgentiae
personales) are not attached to objects and can be gained
either by certain privileged classes of persons only, e. g.
the members of a religious community, or by all Catholics
without exception.

(4) Solemn and plain. Solemn indulgences (itldul
gentiae solemnes) are granted for particular festive oc
casions, e. g. a triduum, a novena; plain indulgences (in
dulgentiae 1101v-solemnes) are not thus limited.

b) The most important division of indulgences,
to which we have already adverted, is that into
plenary and partial. A plenary indulgence is the
remission of the whole debt of temporal punish
ment due to sin; a partial indulgence remits only a
part of that punishment.

To gain a plenary indulgence fully, one must be free
from all affection for sin. There are many plenary indul
gences. The ideal plenary indulgence is that known as
the jubilee. A jubilee is a plenary indulgence granted by
the Holy Father every twenty-fifth year, or upon ex
traordinary occasions, e. g. the accession of a new pope.
In former times jubilee indulgences were granted only
once every hundred years.

A partial indulgence is the remission of a part of the
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temporal punishments due to sin. Partial indulgences are
gauged by the penitential canons of the anCIent Church,
being granted for forty days, seven years, etc. In this
sense a partial indulgence is indeed in the first place a
relaxatio de iniullctis poenitentiis before the external
forum of the Church; 11 but together with the canonical
penalties there is remitted a corresponding quantity of
punishment in the internal forum of conscience, and con
sequently before God, just as was the case in the early
Church.1% An indulgence of forty days or seven years,
therefore, means a remission of so much of the temporal
punishment due to one's sins as one couid have discharged
by doing penance for forty days or seven years under the
ancient canons.

c) There is still another division of indulg"ences
deserving of mention, namely, indulgences for the
living (indulgentiac pro vivis) and indulgences
for the dead (indulgentiac pro mortuis)"

In speaking of "the dead" we mean neither the eJect
in Heaven nor the reprobates in hell, but the poor souls in
purgatory. They alone of all Christians who have passed
away can profit by indulgences. The elect no longer re
quire a remission of punishment, white the reprobates are
incapable of receiving such a favor.

Indulgences for the living differ from indulgences for
the dead in one essential respect: they produce their effect
both per solutioncm, i. e. by a grant from the treasury
of the Church, and per absoluti011cm, i. e. by an act
of ecclesiastical jurisdiction. Indulgences for the dead,
on the other hand, cannot benefit the poor souls per

II efr. St. Thomu. 5''''''''0
Th,ol., SlIppl.• quo 25. art. 1.

12 V. infra, Art. 2. No.2.
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absolutionem because the poor souls are forever removed
from the jurisdiction of the Church. Such indulgences,
therefore, can be applied only through the instrumentality
of the living, per modum sllffragii~ i. e. by means of in
tercession.13

ARTICLE 2

THE POWER OF THE CHURCH TO GRANT IKDULGENCES

L HERETICAL ERRORS VS. TIlE TEACHING OF

THE CHuRcH.-The Catholic doctrine of indnl
gences was attacked by the ,Valdenses and the
followers of Wiclif and Hns, bnt principally by
the so-called Protestant Reformers.

Pope Martin V (1418) condemned Wiclif's
assertion that H it is foolish to believe in the in
dnlgences granted by the pope and the bishops." 1

Leo X proscribed Luther's proposition that "in
dulgences do not benefit those who truly gain
them for the remission of punishment due to ac
tual sins in the eyes of a just God." 2

The dogmatic teaching of the Church was de
fined by the Council of Trent as follows:
"Since the power of conferring indulgences
was granted by Christ to the Church, and she has,
even in the most ancient times, used this power,
delivered unto her of God; the holy Synod teaches

18 V. infra, Art. 3.
1" Fafuum nt crtdere ind"lt~ll·

tits Papal! ~t tpiscopONlm:' (Den·
z;nger-Bannwart, n. 622).

z" Indltlgentiat his, qui rJeracitlT

eas cOlluqu!tnt!tT, non t'Glent ad re
miuiontln pMnGI! pro ptccatis <IC

Il'"libws dtbitat apud divinam i!t
stitiam." (Denz;nier.Banllwut. n.
759).
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and enJams that the use of indulgences for the
Christian people, most salutary and approved
by the authority of sacred councils. is to be re
tained in the Church; and it condemns with anath
ema those \dlO either assert that they [namely.
indulgences] are useless, or who deny that there
is in the Church the po\ver of granting them." 3

The assertion of the Council of Pistoia that an
indulgence is nothing more than a remis
sion of part of the canonical penance enjoined
by the ancient discipline" was censured as .f false,
temerarious, and derogatory to the merits of
Christ" by Pope Pius ,-r (1794).'

That the granting of indulgences is a salutary
practice appears clearly from the teaching and
conduct of the Church. But \\'e must prove that
she has the power to grant indulgences.

8 s.,~I. XX,": t. QI<UIII potes/aJ

con!tyc"di indulge"t;al (I Chrisla
E((ltI;a~ ~onussil sit atqllt IINiuI'
"'odi pottstt>t~ di,inilNI sibl tlC1d,'o
,,"'iqlliuimis tt;em uttl!'ori/nos illd
I"" {on-il, I. S,.noJ~1 i,,1Nl.fUlI·
" '" lOS"'" christHlIIO pO/'lllo mo-
...i SiJlllt!lr~,., ~l .fllnor",.. c01I/:;li·
01"1tI. lI"ctorill>t~ pro""/.", 'II Ec·
cl~Sl4 f'tr'"..lId.... till dxel tf Imu
e;pit ~ONN" "."tll"","/" dll"''''''', qui
1I1l' illutll.., til' aIUr.... t t'~/ "al

Co~'dt14di i" Et(ltl~ to/uta/em
ule .~t".II." (Denzlnll:er,n...m·
...arl, ll. 911<.)).-ln the Tridentinc
profcu'on of f.ith we rcw' .. I,,·
d"lrt"t,arum "Ihm tolnlat"", "
Cllristo i" EcclHia r"licla". r"issr

iIIarulIlqut usum christiano 1'01'",10
mo...;m" sal"tar"" "sit al/irmo."
(Ibid" 11. 998).

t "I"d"lg,n/iam s""""d",,, s"am
I'nucisllM ..ot.o n a/Iud "0" tilt
qll,un Inn;s,io IJ, tllrti, ,i", I'o~.

"it."tuu, q ttr C""O",,, ""UIIs
nat ,,,ccud;." (~""l'IgCf Ban,,·
''';In, fl. I HlI).

a [bU,: "... q ..asi '-"dNl,nllo
I'rv"l~r fI"d"," ,."",iuiJ1""'" to"fltU
CilflO"~C1' "0" "ia... toftt ,,~ r,,·
m;,s~"I"" I'''''''u 1''''I'Oll1lis pM
I'ucalis "d.."lil"u d"bita' al'Vd
dit';HJIIO ;•.,tit;""': - {"Isa, ',ml'f'a·
ria, ellr",!; ",tn't" i"i",wl<l, d"I..".
i" arf. 19 LII/J.eri dal/l""ta:'
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2. PROOF FROM SACRED SCRIPTURE AND TRA

DITION.-That the Church has the power to grant
indnlgences from the treasury of the superabun
dant merits of Christ and His saints, can be
proved from Scripture as well as Tradition.

The Scriptural argument is based on the uni
versal character of the power of the keys.

a) The power of the keys includes the faculty
of loosing (facultus solvendi) as well as that
of binding." Christ said to SI. Peter, and
in his person to his successors, the popes: "I
will give to thee the keys of the kingdom of
heaven, and whatsoever thou shalt bind upon
earth, it shall be bound also in heaven; and what
soever thou shalt loose on earth, it shall be loosed
also in heaven." 7 To all the Apostles together,
and to their successors, the bishops of the Catholic
Church, He said: "Whatsoever you shall hind
upon earth, shall be bound also in heaven; and
whatsoever you shall loose upon earth, shall be
loosed also in heaven." 8 In these texts our Di
vine Lord conferred upon SI. Peter and the col
lege of the Apostles, that is to say upon the pope
and the bishops, formally and without limit,
the power of loosing as well as the power of
binding. In other words, all the moral ties which

(I V. su/'rrz, pp. 6 !'lq.
7 Matt. XVI, 19: 05 fo./I i\vum

ill"l 1'~f 'Yii,. '''1"I'-' AfAVpl"OP f'
1"01:1 ovpal'oi,.

8 Matt. XVIII, 18: 05lTll la.p
AVdllT( brlTijr ')'11" 'UTIli XlAupba
ill 1"4' ovpallcii·
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bind men in the eyes of God and debar them from
Heaven, may be loosed by the Church, and what
ever she looses shall be so accounted before
God. To the category of these moral bonds be
long, without doubt, the temporal punishments
which remain after the sins to which they are
due are forgiven.' Consequently these punish
ments are subject to the power of the keys, and
the Church can remit them.

To this consideration may be added another. The re
mission of the eternal punishment of sin through the Sac
rament of Penance is proof of a far greater power than the
remission of merely temporal punishments effected by
indulgences. The Church unquestionably has the larger
power; there is no reason to deny her the smaller. Let
it not be objected that her power to remit temporal
punishments is limited to the total or partial remission of
the penitential works imposed in confession. Christ has
not attached the facultas sol'vendi to any particular rite.
nor to a limited class or group of punishments. He gave
this power to His Church unconditionally and without lim
itation, and hence she can employ it outside of, as well as
in, the Sacrament of Penance, especially since the faithful
themselves are able to redeem the temporal punishments
due to their sins by personal works of satisfaction.10 This
truth is illustrated by St. Paul's attitude towards the inces
tuous man at Corinth. Though he had delivered this sin
ner "up to Satan," i. e. excommunicated him,lt he re
ceived him back and remitted his punishment when he

(I V. sw/ml, Sect. I, Theses I to
III.

10 V. IWprlJ, Sect. T, Thesis II.
11 Cfr. I Cor. V, 3 tqq.
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showed sorrow. The Apostle justifies this step as follows:
" And to whom you have pardoned anything, I also; for,
what I have pardoned, if I have pardoned anything, for
your sakes have I done it in the person of Christ," 12 i. e.
either with the authority of Christ, as Estius and ether
exegetes hold, or before the face of Christ, in His pres·
euce, i. e. Christ looking 011 and approving, as is main
tained by Comely and others. Here we have all the re
quisites of a true indulgence: due regard for the contrite
heart of the sinner; the intercession of the faithful; the
exercise of Apostolic power ilt pcrso1la Christi without
the intermediary of a Sacrament, and the partial remis
sion of ecclesiastical and divine penalties granted on the
assumption that the sin itself together with its eternal
punishment had already been remitted. l3

b) The argument from Tradition is based on
the history of indulge"ces. This may be conve
niently divided into five periods.

a) The first period extends from the Apostolic
age to the l\icene Council (325). During this
period the bishops, for weighty reasons, especially
out of regard for the intercession of the martyrs,
as embodied in the so-called Melli pacis, ,0111e
times shortened or partially remitted the punish
ments for grievous sin, which were quite often ex~

tremely severe.
12 2 Cor. II, 10: "Cui auttm

aliquid d"."wis (X(l,pt.i(<T8~), d
,go; flllt» d "EO q..od dalla,'; <II
KtXdpt<'T~o.t). si quid donavi, pro.
Pier vos (Ill' v,dis) in ptrsolll).
Christi (tv rrpO<T6nrljl- Ly the au·
thority of Christ.) "- Cfr. AI. Scha·

fer, ErkfiirUll1: a"r btid"" Britfe Iln
dIe Korinth"f, p. 392, Munster
19aJ: ]. 1lacRory, The Ef>i<tlu of
St. Paul to th, Corinthians. P. II,
p. 26, Dublin 1915.

13 Cfr. E~liu~, Co"'ltItnt. ill Episl.
S. Pauli, in h. I.
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This practice may be studied in the writings of Ter
tullian and St. Cyprian. Tertullian addresses the mar
tyrs as follows: "Some in the Church.. not having this
peace, were wont to implore the martyrs in prison. And
therefore, you must have and foster and preserve the
same [peace) in yourselves for this reason, among others,
that you may be in a position to besto".' it upon others." 14

In later life, after he had joined the Montanists, Tertullian
contradicted his previous teaching; but in complaining
that Catholics regarded the intercession and the merits
of the martyrs as efficacious before God, he unwittingly
testified to the fact that this species of indulgences was
considered valid both ill foro divino and in the external
court of the Church.1S

St. Cyprian, ,,,,hile inveighing against the frequent mis
use of the libelli martyYum, admits their efficacy within
proper bounds. .. Those who have received a libe/lus [let
ter of intercession] from the martyrs," he says, " and can
be assisted by their help before God in their transgressions,
if they begin to suffer from some infinnity and danger,
should, after having made their confession and received
the imposition of the hand in Penance, be committed to
God with the peace promised them by the martyrs." 1~ It

l'Ad Marlyr" c. I: "Qua",
pacem quidam in Ecd,sia lion ha·
b,"lu, a marlyribus in care,,, 'x
orlJ" co"su"',ru"l. EI id,o ,am
,liam f!ropl,rtIJ i" vobis hab", tJ

fov,r, ,t eudodi" d'/Jelis, ut si
fort' tt a!iis prattlare pOSlit~:'

(Migne, P. L., J, 6n),
13 D, Pudic., c. 12' "Suflidat

fIlar)'I'" propria d,licla purgass,.
Illgrati T',I sUf',rbi ,sl, i" alios quo·
qu, sparl'" quod toro mO£l1o lu,
rit co",It,,,IIIS. Quis a/i,,,am mOr_
I...", sud soldl "is; so/us D,. filius r
Nam ,t I" ii'Sa passion' lib,ravtl

lalron,nl. Ad hoc ,nitll ~">ltrat, ul
ips, a ddicto f'urus tt omnia sane.
Ius pro p,ccatorib..s obirtt. Proind,
qui iIlum om'lliam d01la"do delicia,
si "ihil ipu d,Jiqu<stt, plan, pat,r,
pro m,; si Il,ro pICCalo,. 1$, qllO.

modo ol,um 10e"la' tua, suffi",., ,t
lib. ,t mihi pot,rit?"

lit Ep., q, D. 03: "Q"i lib,lluHI
a tnarlyribus aeetp"'"nt, ,1 aluil1"
,arUm adi"vari aplld Domi,<t<m in
d,Uctis suis pou.."I, si pre",i in·
nr",ilal, afiqKa .. I f!uie"lo ,0't,ri"l,
,.ro'llolOIUi lact4 ,1 ma,nl 'is a
vobis in po,n/t,ntiam im/'Osifd, "''''
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should be noted, however, that the martyrs acted only
as mandatories, not as dispensers, of these (improp
erly so-called) indulgences. "The martyrs," says St.
Cyprian, "recommend that something be done; but it
must be done by the priest of God [only] if it be just,
licit, and not against the Lord's command." 17

After the edict of Milan, A. D. 313, martyrdom became
a comparatively rare occurrence, and what we now call
indulgences took the form of an episcopal remission of
canonical punishments. The bishops were moved to grant
such a remission by the zeal of some penitents. The
Council of Ancyra (314) expressly vindicates this power
to the bishops.IS The Nicene Council advises them to
use it in certain cases.Ill These episcopal acts not merely
had reference to the external forum of the Church; they
were true indulgences because the performance of the
canonical penance was regarded as possessing a satisfac
tory value in the eyes of God.20

(3) The practice of granting indulgences con
tinued in essentially the same form throughout
the second period, from the First Nicene Council
to the Second (325-787).
prIa a martyriblU sib; promissrI rId
Dom;m"" rtmiUrIntur." (hligne,
P. L., IV. 261).

17 Cfr. St. Cyprian, D, Lapris.
c. 18: "Matldallt martyru aliquid
fieri; s,d sj iusta, si lidta, si non
contra iPSllffl Domir-um a D,i sa·
cerdote facilllda."

18 Can. .2: .. Nisi fori' aliquid
,piscoporum cor-sen sint labo,u
,orum ,t humiNtatis ,t mansuth,·
din!s It floluerint 'is aliquid am
('Iills frib"e.e vet adime.e, peMes
ipsos ergo Int de his poleslas."

1~ Can. 12, apud Ihrdouin. Cone.,

Vol. I. 327: "Quotquot metu d
lacrimis alque po,nittntia tiel bonis
operibus conv,.sionlm SllrI!» in Te,
nan simulation' demonslrant, hi
defillitllrll t,mpus auditionis [i. e. the
second penitential sh.tionJ impltll·
tes tum demum fidelibus in oratione
communicent; postmod"m vera lice
bit episcopo de his aliqui,l huma·
nius cogitaTl."

::0 Cfr. St. Cyprian. De Lapsts. c.
{7: "Dominus orandus nt, Do
millus nostra satisfaction' plrIcandu$
-st."
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It is asserted by some that in this second period, and
during part of the first, the solemn reconciliation of pub
lic penitents on Holy Thursday closed with the granting
of a plenary indulgence, and that this ceremony, con
sisting of the imposition of hands and solemn absolution,
was perfonned by the bishop, who, not having himself
heard the confessions of the individual penitents,21 could
not give the sacramental absolution. In support of this in
terpre'tation, first suggested by Eusebius Amort, may be
cited the fact that the forgiveness of sins was usually re
ferred to as a..ptivm ap.ap-rla<; or o4wnv al06va~, and the recon
ciliation on Holy Thursday as a1foKa8«navnv, whereas ad
mission to public penance was designated by the term
1rpouAap.f3avuv or 8lXf:(]'OaL. 1Ioreover, the ceremony of
solemn reconciliation had for its object to restore the sin
ner to baptismal innocence (as appears from the phrase
baptismus laboriosus and as is expressly taught in the
Apostolic Constitutions)/~ and it is perfectly plain that
the canonical absolution pronounced by the bishop on Holy
Thursday can have had no other object than to remit such
temporal punishments as still remained for the sinner to
discharge and thereby to restore him to the state of bap
tismal innocence.23

Y) The third period in the history of indnl
gences reaches from the Second Conncil of Ni
caea to the Conncil of Clermont (1095) and is
marked by a gradnal decline of the ancient rigor

!l Cfr. Martene. De Antiqui.! Ec·
duo Ri/ibus, Ordo 19.

22 COlis/it. Aposlo{., II, C. ,4.<:
"0 Episcopt, qutl"admodum ttlm;'
cum sauo IOlillcro linclurn in Ec·
duiam inducis 1'0.<1 buti/utiane,",
:k et hunc potllit~nttm pe,. mo"uUI»

impositiont..., 'WtN>tt poeni/entid
pur.fllt"m, cunclis pro to dtpruon·
libus, restit"t in antiquo PIlUUO

entque in loco bapt;s",; i,,,/>ositio
mllnuum:' (Mig-nc, P. G., r, 6'5).

23 Cfr. Palmieri, De Pottli!., pp.
459 Iqq.
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and the introduction of the so-called penitential
redemptions, i. c. the substitution of easier or
shorter exercises (especially almsdeeds) for
works of penance imposed by the early can
ons.

These substitutes took numerous and different forms.
A favorite one, beginning with the latter part Qf the
seventh century, was a pilgrimage to Rome. Accord
ing to St. Bede (674-735) the visitatio Jimillum, as it was
called, or visit to the tombs of the Apostles, was regarded
as a good work of great efficacy.:H Other forms of com
mutation were fasting, flagellations, and pilgrimages to
well-known shrines, as St. Alban's in England or San Juan
de Compostella in Spain.25 The practice of substituting
pecuniary alms for a portion of the fast and other severe
penitential exercises, originated in Ireland and soon made
its way to the continent, where it gave rise to serious
abuses.

Aside from the practice of penitential redemptions,
this period is marked by three facts: the introduction of
indulgences for the dead (Paschalis I, John VIII, John
Xr), the granting of general indulgences by papa] Bulls,
and a greater emphasis placed upon the power of the popes
in the matter of granting indulgences. It goes without
saying, however, that penitential redemptions, commuta
tions, and compensations can be regarded as true indul
gences only when granted by the Church in lieu of other
penances prescribed by the canons.2

l1-

24H;#. Ecd. Brit., IV. c. 23:
.. Mainu drtlttis aestimabalur."

2J See W. H. Kent in the C"tho
lie E"cyclo/,cdi", Vol. VII, p. 78'6.

26 efr. Binterim, D6nkwilrdiikti.

len, Vol. V, 3, pp. 464 sqq.; II. 1.
Schmitz, "Kanenuclle Kircktnb<l.;se
IHld Ablauerttilu,rg," in the May
ence Kalkelill, 1885, J; A. :If.
K.3niger, Burchard I. ven Worms
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8) The fourth period in the history of indul
gences, from the Couucil of Clermont (1095)
to the Second Council of Lyons (1274), coincides
with the crusades, during \vhich the practice as
sumed a new form. At Clermont, for the first
time, participation in a crusade was suggested as
a ransom from all penance.

The Council decreed as follows: "Whoever, out of
pure devotion, and not for the purpose of gaining honor
or money, shall go to Jerusalem to liberate the Church of
God, let that journey be counted in lieu of all penance." Z1

Pope Urban II, who personally attended this council, said
in a sermon: "But we, trusting in the mercy of God
and the authority of the blessed Apostles Peter and Paul,
remit to the faithful who take up anllS against the Sara
cens and assume the burden of this pilgrimage [to Jeru
salem], the unmeasured penalties of their sins. Those
who shall die there with a truly contrite heart, may rest as~

sured that they will obtain forgiveness of their sins and
the fruit of eternal reward." ~8 Urban's example was
follmvcd by Callistus II (1123), Eugene III (I J 46),
Alexanuer III (II79), and other popes.

At about the same time the Schoolmen, notably St.
Thomas Aquinas (+ 1274), turned their attention to

und dit deulscht Kirthe seinu
Zeit (1()(}()-LO~5), pp. 143 II<J.q.,
Munich 1905.

27 Can. 2; "Quic"mqllt pra so/a
dM'oliane, no" pro honoris I'CJ te
("niae adept jane ad /iberandatn Ee
efes/am Dei IUiuafcm profeelus
fuerit. iter W"d f'ro 0"'''' poen'·
/e"ti" ei reruttl"r." (H.udouin.
Cone., VI, 2, '7'8).

~B .. ,Vas "Hie'" dt misericordlo

Dci et B, Pelri el Pauli Aposlolorum
aue/oritate eo»fis' fidel.bll$ ellr;_
stOanis, qui contra eos [i. e, Saraa·
nOs] arma susapennl, tt onus sibi
huius peregrinationis assu",pserj"I,
i",mensas pro s"i.! dtliclis f'0cmten·
/iae rc/axalllus, Qui a"le,n ibj i'l
f'Ua /,oe"ite>llla decesscrint, et pecca·
tOni'" j"dulce"li",,, n {rue/,.."
aeUntae nuuedi,< Ie "0" dubi/enl
hobituro$." (Ibid" p. 1724).
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the scientific development of the doctrine of indulgences.2~

St. Thomas knows but onc plenary indulgence, i. c. that
granted for the liberation of the Holy City from the yoke
of the Saracens.a.o Among partial indulgences he men
tions as the greatest oue of seven years.a!

vVithin the Greek schismatic Church indulgences did
not gain nearly as wide a vogue as among the Latins,
though we have knowledge of occasional commutations
of severe penances into lighter ones, which latter mostly
took the shape of pecuniary alms for the redemption of
prisoners held in captivity by the Turk~.3~

,) In the course of the fifth and last period
('274-'9,6) the practice of indulgences devel
oped into the precise form in which we have it
to-day.

An important event marking the early part of this period
was the proclamation of a jubilee by Boniface VIII. In a
Bull beginning with the words, U Antiqltorum habet fida
relatio," this Pope authorized and confirmed the institu
tion of the jubilee.33 Enormous crowds from all nations

2~ S. Theol., Sup!,I., quo 2S-~7.

so QlIQdlibel., II. art. l6.
.Ill Comment. in Sene., IV. dist.

20, quo I, art. 3. ti01. ~: "Papa
dat jnalllKtntjom, Quod Qui tiaait ad
ffnOItl tcclesiom, hobeat uptem an·
nos dt induleentia, elliffsmoai djam
ind,IIKtntiae a Btoto Gregorio
LMagnoj in stationibffS Romae in
stitutot sunt."

32 Cfr. Gass, S~mbo/ik de". erie
chischen KircM, p. 287, Berlin
1872.- On the M-called Portiuncula
indulgence, reputed to have been
granted by Pope Honorius III, see

P. A. Kirsch, Der Portiunkulo-Ab
lou, Tiibingen, 1907; M. Biehl, O. F,
M., in the Coth. ElIcycl., Vol. XII,
pp. ~86 sq.

S3 Eztrov, Cam., I. V, tit. 9. c. I:
"A..tiqllorllm habet tido rtlatio
Quod occedentibus ad honorabiltlll
b"silicom principis Apostolorum dt
Urbe eo"cessot SII"t magna" remis·
sio..cs et indulgtntjoe pecc"torun,.
Nos igitur ... huiusl1lodi remis·
siones et indu/gentios o'..ncs et
.tingllios rotas et grotas habe..t..s Cl)n'
fiffll"mus."~ Full text of the Bull in
Amort, P. I, sect. 3.
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flocked to St. Peter's during the year 1300, among them
many aged and sick carried in litters.34

Boniface had decreed that the jubilee indulgence should
be renewed everyone-hundred years. But Clement VI,
on his accession to the chair of St. Eeter (1342). being
urged by the people to reduce the term to fifty years, com
plied with the request in his famous Bull" Unigellitus."
Urban VI, in 138g, reduced the interval between one
jubilee and the next to thirty-three years. Paul II, by a
Bull of April 19, 1470, brought it down to twenty-five.
His successor, Sixtus IV, confirmed this decision and
furthennore decreed that the special ilidulgences granted
to churches all over the world should be suspended during
the jubilee.

The Scholastic teaching with regard to the thesaurus
ecclesWe 85 from which indulgences are granted, is for
the first time officially mentioned by Clement VI in the
Bull" Ulligenit'lts" (1349).

Besides the jubilee there were granted, in process of
time, many other plenary and partial indulgences which
could be gained much more easily.

Abuses have unfortunately fastened themselves upon
this practice almost from the beginning. They were
promptly met by repressive measures on the part
of the Church.all Tetze1's quarrel with Luther, which
occasioned the great revolt of the sixteenth centurY,J7 bore
directly on the subject of indulgences. The ensuing con
troversy caused the Council of Trent to take a decided
stand against the many abuses that had crept in. These
abuses by no means affected the teaching of the Church.

54 Cfr. A. ?i. L~pider, l"dlll
t#nf'U (English tr.), pp. 356 sqq.

S5 V. infra, NO.3.
ll6 Cfr. W. H. Kent in the CathiJ·

lie Eneycloptdia, Vol. VII. p. 786.
J7 Cfr. N. Pauhu. lohann T#/ul,

dty .4.blaupytdigtr, Mayence 1899.
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There has been no change in her official attitude to
wards indulgences from the Apostolic age down to the
present day.!8

The resume we have given of the history of in
dulgences from 51. Paul to Benedict XV fur
nishes convincing evidence that the power of
granting indulgences has always existed in the
Church and was constantly exercised by her rep
resentatives, though not always in exactly the
same way.

3. THE THESAURUS OF THE CHURCH AS THE

SOURCE OF INDULGENcEs.-By the Hthesaurus
ecc!esiae" we understand the sum-total of the
superabundant merits of Jesus Christ and His
saints, which are stored up in the Church for the
purpose of being applied to the faithful by means
of indulgences.

Though the phrase T;;' iKdYjfJla<; & (}1]uavp6<; occurs· in the
writings of St. Chrysostom.8~ the fully developed concept,
as defined above, seems to have originated with Alexander
of Hales 40 or Albert the Great!l The underlying
idea can be traced to St. Paul's Epistle to the Romans,
where the redemptive grace of Christ is described as
"abounding unto many." 4.2 The thesaurus from which
the Church dispenses indulgences consists primarily of
the infinite merits of our Lord Himself, and secondarily

38 Or. A. Kurz, Die kath. Lth,.,
tJom Ab/u.fS tJO,. ,.-na !lath atm Ax'·
trettll Lllfhtl'.f, Paderborn '900.

~\I Migne, P. G., L. 571.

40Sxmma, P. IV, quo 23. m. 3,
n. 6.

H Comm,nt. ill Stnt., IV. dist.
20, art. ,6.

42 efr. Rom. V, IS Iqq.
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and per accidens of the finite merits of the saints, in so
far as their satisfactory (not meritorious) value admits
of being added to the common treasury,U

a) That there exists a treasury of the merits of
Christ, over which the Church has control,
may be regarded at the very least as a propo
siNo fidei proxima and, with one exception,H has
uever been denied by any Catholic theologian.
The proof for this proposition rests on the fact
that the redemptive merits of Christ are infinite
and therefore inexhaustible.

It is from this thesaurus meritorum Christi that the
Church draws in the administration of the Sacraments,
in the celebration of the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, and
also in granting indulgences. This truth is clearly
defined and at the same time lucidly explained by Pope
Clement VI in his Bull" Unigenitus" (1349}.4.5 Accord
ing to this definition an indulgence is neither a donation
nor a simple remission of temporal punishments, but both

.fa On the distinction between
merit (mtnlllm) and ~atiafaction

(satisfactio) see Pohle-Preuss, So
ttTio/OKY, 2nd ed., pp. 55 lKJ., St.
Loui. 19.6.

H Franci~ Mayron, d, I327.
45 Estrav. Com., I. V, tit. 9, C. 2:

"Chrislus in ora crucit innactns
'mmolatIts non tult",.. sa"Zlli"is mo
dicam, qua, lamen PrOpteT ""i,,
He'" lid Verbum i'TO redempti"n,
lotius humani Zeneris suffeciutl, sed
copion ,'elwl /l1Ioddam i'Tofimlium
HosdtUT ,ffudisse. •.• Qua"tum
eTK" t"i"de, .. I n,e sUN'r~'(ll"anea,

;"a"it aul swi'ernua taHtae effw.r1o"is
mistratio reddtrtluT, Ihuaurt4m

mililallli Eeclesiae acquisi.,it, .,01e1l4
suis thtsaUrUaTe filiiJ pjllS taleI', foIt
Iii: sit infinilJl.1 thesaurus homiHlbus,
quo qui JlS; su"t, Dei "m'eitlae
pflrticiPeJ su"t effecti. Quem qui.
d,m tht.tauTJIm "on in sudario re
positum, nan itt flerO absco"ditum,
sed i'er b,ahml Pelrum coeli clavi
sefllm ,jusqu, successorlS in lerra
1-'icarios commisit fidtliblls SalllbTlteT
di#"nsalldum, tt propriis tI ratio
nabUib"s causis KU"C i'ro totaN nU"C

pro tartiali rtm;ss,o", i'0t"oe ttm
poroUs pro peccolis debita' ••. 11'"
p,:'e"ite"tiblU ,1 clJ"f,sm miSt"'
cordittr apP/ica"dum."
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an absolution and a payment, the latter being drawn from
the treasury of the merits of Christ. tO

b) That the superabundant merits of the
saints, too, flow into the treasury of the Church
is the common and certain teaching of Catholic
theologians.n

a) Clement VI clearly inculcates this truth in the Bull
from which we have just quoted.f8 Leo X condemned
Luther's proposition that" the treasuries of the Church,
from which the pope grants indulgences, are not
the merits of Christ and the saints:' 49 Pius V, in 1567.
censured the teaching of Bains that H our sins are not
properly redeemed [with regard to their temporal punish
mentsJ by the sufferings of the saints, communicated
through indulgences." ~o Finally, Pius VI (1794) sol·
emnly rejected the assertion of the Jansenistic Council
of Pistoia, that the treasury of the Church owes its exist~

ence to the" subtlety of the Scholastics." He declared
this statement to be H false, temerarious, and derogatory
to the merits of Christ and the saints." 11

fJ) The presence of satisfactory merits of the
saints in the treasury of the Church is explained

oil) On the treasury of the merit..
of Christ existing in the Catholic
Church 8ee Pohle-Preuss, Soteriol·
O~J, PI'. 60 sqq.

41 The only diS!enting voice i!
that of Durandu! (Comment. in
Sent., IV, dist. :10, q. 3).

u" Ad cuius quidem thesauri
cum.lum beatae Dei gt1litricis am
niumq"e electorum a primo usque od
ultimum merito odmilliculum proe
stare nosnen/ur, de c"ius cansump·
lione Sl!# min"tio"e "0" e.d aliquo-

lenus fOffnida"dum." (Extrav. Com.,
1. v, lit. 9, c. 2).

49 Prop. L"th. Damnal., prop.
17: .. Thuauri Ecc1uiae, "nde
Papa dal indulgentias, nOli Sill'll

muita Christi d sanetorum." (Den
zinger-Bannwart, n. 757).

M" PCI' passWnem sanetorum in
indulgentiis eommunicatas non 1'1'0
pr;e udimuntur [quoad poenam
temporalem] nostra delicta." (Den_
zinger-Bannwart, n. 1(60).

~1 Denzinger·Bannwart, n. 1541.
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by the dogma of the Communion of Saints. All
the members of Christ's mystic body are organi
cally connected with one another and enjoy spirit
ual benefits in common.52

A natural consequence of this communion is the ap
plicability to others of £he satisfactory merits which the
saints in Heaven and the righteous still living on earth
have gained by their penitential works, but do not need
for themselves. There must be a wealth of such accumu
lated merits. Think of the overflowing satisfactions of
our Blessed Lady, who is justly called the 1Iother of
Sorrows, of St. John the Baptist, and many others who
practiced austere penance.58 Though all these satisfac
tions are as nothing compared with the infinite merits of
Christ, they nevertheless constitute a fund having its
existence in the knowledge and free acceptation of God.
This fund must have a purpose, though it is of a purely
finite nature and, apart from the merits of Christ, might
conceivably in course of time be exhausted.54

4. IN \VHOM THE POWER TO GRANT INDUL

GENCES Is VESTED.-As the granting of indul
gences to the Iiving takes place per absolutiollem,
it is not an act of the potestas ordinis, but of the

62 See Pohle·Preuss. Eschatology,
Vol. XII of thi5 Berin.

~3 Cfr. St. Thomas. Sum",,.,
Tlltof., Suppl., qu. 25, art. I:
"Ratio [lut~m, q.<aye valtye [i"dul
gentioe] passint, est unitas corporis
mystici, in qua ",,,Iti in aper;l>u$
poenitentiae supereragllverunt ad
,,,enSuYllm debitorum suoy"m, It
multi atw.m t,.ibulationes ;niuslas
sustinlleru"t patiellt"y, per quos mul-

titKdo pOinarum poterat tIPi"N, si
..is debervtur; qua,um mantarum
tllntll ist COP;1l quod omlltln poenam
debitam nunc vivfIltibus t!Iudunt."

H On the thewurus mentoyu", a,
the source of indulgences ~e Cilr'
dinal Bellarmine, De Indulgentiis, I,
e. 2; Suarez, De Paenitentia, dillp.
sr; :0.: Lugo, De Poell;te... tla, disp.
n, liect. J sq.
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potestas iurisdictionis. Hence the Pope can, of
his own power, grant indulgences to all the faith
ful on earth, whereas a bishop, being the head of
but a limited portion of the flock, can grant in
dulgences only to his immediate subjects and in
so far as his power has not been expressly cir
cumscribed by conciliary or papal decrees.

a) To grant plenary indulgences is the exclusive pre
rogative of the Supreme Pontiff. Bishops can grant
partial indulgences only, and their original pO\ver in this
regard has been further curtailed by synodal decrees.
Thus the Fourth Council of the Lateran (1215) ordained
that an archbishop within his province, and a bishop
within his diocese, can, upon the occasion of the dedica
tion of a church, grant an indulgence of not more than
one year, and on other occasions, one not exceeding forty
days. Since granting indulgences is an act of ecclcF
siastical jurisdiction and has nothing to do with Holy
Orders, a pope-elect or bishop-elect may exercise it validly
before his ordination or consecration. Abbots, the gen
erals of religious orders, and parish priests cannot
grant indulgences,~5 unless specially empowered to do so
by the Holy See. This power may be conferred on any
cIeric. The Grand Penitentiary at Rome and a cardinal
deacon may grant indulgences of one hundred days each
in their respective titular churches, and an Apostolic dele
gate, even if he is not a priest, may grant indulgences up
to seven years and seven quarantines ~~ to the faithful
residing within the limits of his jurisdiction.

~~ eff. St. Tbomas, Summa Theol.,
Suppl., quo 26, art. J.

lie On the derivation and mean-

ing of this tefm see L~picief, Indul
gences, tlw;r OriZ;II, N~turt, ~nd

DtVlllopment, p. 28J.
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For the rest, even the papal power in regard to in
dulgences is not unlimited and arbitrary, but under pain
of invalidity must be exercised for some just cause (causa
iusta = pia, rationabilis), of which, however, the grantor
is the sole judge. The reason is evident. The Church of
Christ is not the mistress, but merely the dispenser of
the t~easures entrusted to her by her Divine Founder.
A just cause for the granting of an indulgence would be
the honor of God or the welfare of the Church. Some
theologians, e. g. Suarez 51 and De Lugo,18 say that an
indulgence, to be valid, must be granted for a reason that
is not merely just (causa iusta) but in due proportion to
the size of the indulgence granted (causa proportionata).

b) Those who are empowered to grant indulgences
must, moreover, insist on certain conditions.

(I) The first of these conditions is that the recipient
be in the state of grace at least at the time when he
performs the last of the prescribed exercises. This is the
general teaching of theologians, though some hold that
the good works prescribed for the gaining of an indul
gence must all be performed in the state of grace. It
stands to reason that no temporal punishments can be
remitted while the sin itself remains un forgiven. Hence
the strong emphasis laid upon the formula U vere cOlltritis
'Z.:el c01zfessis " in most pontifical Bulls.

(2) The second condition necessary for the gaining of
an indulgence is the conscientious performance of the
prescribed good works (fasting, prayer, almsdeeds, con
fession, communion). These are required not, of course,
as a cause, but merely as a condition for the gaining of the
indulgence.u Only in exceptional cases can an in-

IT D, Po,"it., <1;51'. 54, 5ect. 3. majority of theologiaM, ineluding
68 D, Potnit., di~f!, 27, art. 8. St. Thomu (S..ppl., quo 25, nt. 2).
n This it the teachiui of the
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dulgence be gained without the performance of good
works. Such a case would be, for instance, if a dying
man, who had done much for the Church, were to receive
from the Pope a personal indulgence £1l articulo mortis.

(3) A third requisite is the intention of really gaining
the indulgence. Supernatural favors are never forced
upon any adult person, but must be voluntarily accepted.
Such voluntary acceptance need not, however, be made in
the fann of an actual intention. A virtual, nay a habit~

nal, intention is quite sufficient.
Besides these three conditions, generally demanded by

theologians, Cajetan and Tournely insist on a fourth,
namely, true penitential zeal. Oue who neglects to do
penance himself, but relies on the good works of others,
cannot, they claim, obtain the benefit of an indulgence.
This demand may exercise a salutary influence on some
lukewarm Catholics, but as its necessity cannot be proved,
it is rejected by the majority of theologians. The com
mon teaching is that indulgences have precisely the influ~

ence that is given them by their grantor, and require no
other conditions than the necessary jurisdiction on the part
of the grantor, charity on the part of the beneficiary,
and a just and pious cause.60 The lukewarmness and
indolence of which Cajetan and Tourne1y complain must
be combatted by other means.61

00 efr. 81. Thomaf, S. Theol.,
Suppl., quo zs, art. a: "IllaulO:l'n
tia, simpliciter tantum valent, qua>!'
tum pracdicanlur, dummoao ex parle
da,.tis sit (Iuclontas d u; parte suo

scipjentis caritas et ex parle call1ae
pietas."

OJ Cfr. Suarez, D, Potnil., disp.
sa, sect. 9.
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ARTICLE 3

INDULGENCES FOR THE DEAD

259

1. STATE OF THE QUESTION.-Indulgences for
the dead require a separate treatment because,
unlike indulgences for the living, they are not
granted in the form of a judicial absolution,
owing to the fact that the poor souls in purga
tory are no longer subject to the jurisdiction of
the Church.

But jf this is so, how can the Pope authoritatively
grant indulgences to the dead? \Ve shall briefly explain
this apparent contradiction. Jurisdiction may be under
stood either in a wide or in a narrow sense, according
as it means merely the right to guide others or to rule
subjects. In the strict sense the Church can exercise her
power of jurisdiction only over those who are her sub
jects through Baptism. The jurisdiction she has over
catechumens and pagans is confined to preaching the
word of God and exercising a certain guidance over them.1

It is only in this wider sense of the term that the power of
the keys can be said to extend to the poor souls in
purgatory. The Church simply offers to God from
the treasury of merits at her command an equivalent
satisfaction with the request to remit any remaining
punishments to the extent of the indulgence offered.
This is called the application of an indulgence by way of
suffrage (per modwn suffragii). The poor souls receive
these indulgences not directly, hut indirectly, through the

1 Cfr. Matt. XXVIII, 19.
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intercession of the living. A living Christian must first
gain an indulgence for himself before he can make use
of the privilege of applying it to the poor souls.

2. THE CHURCH HAS THE POWER TO GRANT
INDULGENCES FOR THE DEAD.-Though not an
article of faith, it is certain that the Pope. as
supreme steward of the treasury of the Church,
has the power to grant indulgences which are ap
plicable to the poor souls by the intercession of
the living.

It is no longer possible to base this teaching on the Bull
in which Sixttls IV condemns the proposition of Peter of
Osma: "Papa non potest indulgere alicui viro poenam
purgatorii." 2 The word viro is a misprint for vivo, as
clearly appears from a Quodlibetum of the same writer,
in which he combats the assertion that one can obtain
remission of the punishment awaiting him in purgatory
while still among the living.3 However, in another Bull,
dated Nav. 27, 1477, Sixtus IV expressly declares that in~

dulgences can be applied to the poor souls per modum
suffragii. Pope Leo X rejected Luther's assertion that
indulgences are neither necessary nor useful to the dead
or dying.4 "'Then the Jansenistic Council of Pistoia
repeated this falsehood, it was censured by Pius VI.l:i

2 Apud Denzinger-Bannwart, n.
7:29·

• Cfr. the Innsbruck ZtitschYifl
fii, kath. Theologi" 1909. pp. ~99

sqq. Peter de Osma'8 Quodlibrtum
waf published by M. Pelayo, Hirl.
dl los Hrtef"odozos Espanoles, I,
7813 8qq., Madrid IS8a.

4" St'z generibus kominllm indlll
(entia" nee sunl necessaria' nee

utiln, ",idel. morillis, S~II morilutls,
infi,.mi$," etc. (Denzinger-Bann·
wart, n. 762).

5" In eo quod 4Uperoddil, JuelufI
sius adhuc t'sse quod chimaerica
islhatc applicalio fransft"; "'fllila sit
in d,funclas: - falsa. lemuaria,
piarulll allrium affensit·a, in Rania·
nos pontifice.r et ill ptarim et seluum
flniversalis Ecclesiae iniuriasa, in e'"
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a) The chief reason why indulgences are ap
plicable to the poor souls is that the Communion
of Saints comprises the inmates of pur
gatory as well as the elect in Heaven and the
militant Church on earth.

As the faithful can aid the poor souls in a general way
by their intercession, so they can help them in particular
by means of indulgences applied through their pious
suffrages (per modum suffragii). The poor souls in
that case simply participate in the mutual exchange of
spiritual benefits to which all the members of the CO'HI

munio sanctoru1lt have a claim. If the individual Chris
tian can aid the poor souls by praying for them, he can
aid them still more effectively by applying to them the
indulgences granted by the Church, for in these there
is superadded to private suffrage the authority of the
Pope, through whom the Church herself intercedes, not
with empty hands, as in mere prayer, but by presenting
to God a full equivalent for the punishments still due, and
which somehow or other must be redeemed as a matter of
strict justice.

b) The question arises: Do indulgences for the
dead attain their purpose with infallible certainty, or do
they depend for their effect on the mercy of God? On
this subject theologians differ. Dominicus Soto, Suarez,
De Lugo, and others maintain that the efficacy of such in
dulgences is regulated by "an infallible law." These au
thors give two reasons for their belief. The first is that
parallel to the divine wish that the living assist the poor
souls runs a divine guarantee that any aid they may render

rorem haeytlicaU "0M in Petro d<l' in art. 22 L ..tlleri." (Denzingn·
OJmQ "O"i'iXUM. it<l'Nlm dam"aHlm Bannwart, n. 1542).
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them will be effective. The second is that whenever the
Church by exercising the power of the keys, reaches (at
least indirectly) into the world beyond, she cannot fail in
her purpose so long as there exists a subject fit and ready
to receive her favors. Other theologians hold with Cardi
nal Cajetan that, while we may presume that God in
a general way is willing to accept indulgences for the
dead, we have no certainty that He does so in any sin
gle case because the divine counsels and decrees are hid
den from our knowledge. The advocates of this theory
say that only in this way is it possible to explain why the
Church pennits more than onc plenary indulgence to be
applied to the same sou1.6 It is probably safe to assume,
hO\vever, that every indulgence for the dead attains its
purpose infallibly, provided the soul to which it is applied
does not offer an obstacle (obex).

If one wishes to apply a plenary indulgence to the poor
souls, must he perform the good works upon which that
indulgence is conditioned in the state of sanctifying grace?
Some theologians answer this question in the negative.
They claim that sanctifying grace is not necessary unless
one of the requisites demanded for the validity of the in
dulgence is confession or an act of perfect contrition.
Suarez, whose view is favored by De Augustinis 1 and
Pesch,S holds that any Catholic can gain indulgences for
the poor souls in purgatory by simply complying with
the prescribed conditions, even though he himself be in
the state of mortal sin. The state of sin, these writers
argue, prevents an indulgence from taking effect only
when it exists in the beneficiary, who in this case is not

lJ err. Decf'tt. Congf'tg.lndu/gtnt., lJ PrlJdect. Dogma/., Vol. VII, 3rd
d. 28 11llii 18':0. ed., p. 248.

7 De Rc Sacrament., Vol. II. :md
ed., p. 339.

}
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the living man who gains the indulgence, but the poor
soul for whom he gains it, and the poor souls are un
doubtedly in the state of grace. This shallow view,
as De Lugo rightly calls it,O was the one advocated
by Tetzel, which gave rise to the famous couplet, " As
soon as the gold in the casket rings, The rescued soul to
heaven springs." 10 It is justly rejected by the majority
of theologians. For, in the first place, it is based on a
false assumption, viz.: that the Church applies indulgences
for the dead directly through the living. thus reducing
the living intermediary to a sort of spiritual machine,
whereas it is an undeniable fact that indulgences can
profit the poor souls only in an indirect wayY And sec
ondly, the human intermediary plays the part of an inter
cessor, and as such must comply with the conditions which
are required for gaining an indulgence for the living;
consequently he must be in the state of sanctifying grace.12
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