
Penance, reconciliation and life 

When I was yet a Protestant pastor, young newlyweds came to see me. He had recently 

returned to his faith, and needed some advice. He explained that his youngest sister had been 

killed in crossfire when she chanced upon a drug deal gone bad. They wanted guidance in 

dealing with his hatred of the killers which was consuming him. Imagine how much more 

difficult that became when a few weeks later I had to meet them again to tell him the suspects 

had begun attending that same church and they too had come seeking pardon and solace! I had 

considerable trepidation as I imagined the encounter in my mind. I predicted several possible 

scenarios; indignation, explosive rage, abrupt exit. I did not anticipate his true response. After I 

told him, he fell silent, then turned to his young bride and said quietly, “Now I really have to 

forgive them.” He had originally come to me for help in gaining his own reconciliation, now he 

was concerned with theirs.  

Granted, that was an extreme case that we hope we will never experience. But it does 

point up the centrality of forgiveness in our lives. Sin and guilt shatter our inner harmony. No 

matter how justified we believed our actions or inactions to have been, if they violate even the 

spirit of the moral law, they cause us to be in conflict with our true selves, created in God’s 

image and reflections of his love, and therefore with those around us. Our conscience is alerted 

and we are discomforted until we restore harmony with those whom we should love, beginning 

with God, the Church (his bride and body, and our Mother) and our neighbors. Nowhere is this 

more necessary than in sins against human life, the greatest gift and ultimate good we can 

personally possess.  

As to sins against life, we immediately think of abortion and euthanasia, but we cannot 

leave out the others – direct and intentional homicide, suicide, causing accidental death by 



negligence and yes, the use of artificial contraception to prevent life. Even the use of 

unnecessary lethal violence in war or the unnecessary imposition of the death penalty is sin 

against life. While each of these may bear differing degrees of culpability (causing an accidental 

death differs in severity and degree from an act of premeditated murder, and preventing 

conception is different in degree from destroying a life already begun by abortion), they 

nonetheless shatter that necessary harmony with God, ourselves and others. We cannot regain 

that blessed unity without reconciliation  through conversion, which begins with confession 

(honestly admitting our wrong doing) and is completed by penance and satisfaction (some 

meaningful demonstration of our repentance).  

This is the wonder and beauty of the Sacrament of Reconciliation, which, in my former 

church I was unable to offer my young friend as he struggled with his hatred of his sister’s 

murderers, and with his forgiveness of their crime. The Catechism says of the Sacrament, “It is 

called the sacrament of Penance, since it consecrates the Christian sinner's personal and ecclesial 

steps of conversion, penance, and satisfaction. It is called the sacrament of confession, since the 

disclosure or confession of sins to a priest is an essential element of this sacrament. In a profound 

sense it is also a "confession" - acknowledgment and praise - of the holiness of God and of his 

mercy toward sinful man. It is called the sacrament of forgiveness, since by the priest's 

sacramental absolution God grants the penitent "pardon and peace."”  

We will fully realize a “culture of life” and “civilization of love” only when we own up 

to, repent and seek reconciliation for our sins against the incomparable gift of human life. We 

must then share that path to forgiveness with others and individually and corporately forsake all 

offenses against life.  

 



 


