
 
 
 

A Brief Guide to the Sacrament of Reconciliation 
 
 
Preparation for Confession – Examination of Conscience 
The sacrament of reconciliation is the primary way that our serious (or grave, or mortal) sins, the sins that have done 
serious damage to our relationship with others or our relationship with God, are forgiven and healed. The Ten 
Commandments provide the best way of determining what serious sins involved. If you have broken one of the 
commandments willingly, with full consent and knowledge that what you were doing was wrong, you probably sensed 
that things were not right between you, others, and God. This is not an exact science and it’s not magic – it’s a 
relationship that can be damaged to varying degrees.  When you think that you might have seriously harmed your 
relationship with another person and/or God through a consensual action, the sacrament of reconciliation provides a 
time and place for you to encounter God’s mercy through the presence of a minister of the Church.  
 
The process of looking over your life and recalling your sins – the things you have done to harm yourself and others, the 
actions or omissions that have failed to honor God as your creator, redeemer, and friend – is called an examination of 
conscience. Making an examination of conscience is a fruitful habit to develop, whether yearly, monthly, weekly, or even 
daily. Examining your conscience provides a way for you to take note of things for which you might ask God for 
forgiveness, whether at Mass, during a time of private prayer, or for very serious sins, through the sacrament of 
Reconciliation. 
 
You can use the Ten Commandments as a lens through which to examine your actions.  You may also find Jesus’ words in 
the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7) or various writings of St. Paul or others in the New Testament epistles helpful 
for examining yourself. But most importantly, keep in mind that in response to the question about the first of the 
commandments, Jesus says: "The first is, 'Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one; and you shall love the Lord 
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.' The second is 
this, 'You shall love your neighbor as yourself.' There is no other commandment greater than these.” (Mark 12:29-31) 
 
It’s always helpful to ask the Holy Spirit to illuminate your heart and your mind as you examine your conscience. 
Remember, it is the Holy Spirit who first convicts us of our sins and who finally offers us the consolation of God’s 
everlasting mercy. The Spirit is our companion the entire way, from baptism to cross to resurrection. 
 

The Ten Commandments 
 

1. I am the LORD your God: you shall have no other 
gods before me. 
 
2. You shall not take the name of the LORD your God 
in vain. 
 
3. Remember to keep holy the LORD'S Day. 
 
4. Honor your father and your mother. 
 
5. You shall not kill. 
 

6. You shall not commit adultery. 
 
7. You shall not steal. 
 
8. You shall not bear false witness against your 
neighbor. 
 
9. You shall not covet your neighbor's wife.  

10. You shall not covet your neighbor's goods. 

 
 
Penance Services 
Penance services offer a way for the parish to gather communally around the sacrament of reconciliation, just like the 
parish does each Sunday in order to celebrate the Eucharist. Most penance services follow a structure almost identical to 
that of a Sunday Mass, substituting the rite of reconciliation for the celebration of the Eucharist. This means that the 



service begins with the usual greeting (In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit) and is followed by a 
communal prayer of confession (I confess to Almighty God). After the opening prayer, readings from the Old and New 
Testaments are proclaimed, and a brief homily is usually preached. After offering together the prayers of the faithful, 
everyone is invited to make their individual confessions to the priests available, waiting in informal lines for their turn.  
 
Individual Confession 
Don’t panic. The purpose of the sacrament of reconciliation is to offer you the opportunity to confess the things you’ve 
done that have hurt others or yourself. Our relationship with God is constituted in our relationships with others, and 
reconciliation is part of the ongoing process of healing, restoration, and honesty necessary for Christian integrity. This is 
a place and time of mercy, not of punishment.  
 
The essential elements are simple: name your sins, especially the serious ones, and say that you’re sorry. The priest will 
offer you some advice and will give you Absolution, the words making God’s forgiveness sacramentally present in your 
life. Place your trust in God, and God will restore you. 
 
The sacrament of reconciliation can be as informal or as formal as you need it to be. The following guidelines give you a 
way to navigate the sacrament when it is unfamiliar. As you continue to practice in the life of Christian discipleship, you 
will gradually learn how to make a confession in the style that best expresses the truth of your life and your trust in God. 
But as long as you name your sins, express your heartfelt sorrow, and intend to make right what you did wrong, be 
assured that the priest’s absolution is the sacramental site of God’s forgiveness. 
 
Recommended Guidelines 
 
1. Typically, you have the option of confessing face-to-face with the priest or confessing behind a screen. Given the 

nature of a communal penance service, this may not be possible.  
 
2. After the priest greets you, make the sign of the cross. Say, “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been [however 

many weeks, months, or years] since my last confession.” If it is your first time, say, “I will be confirmed soon, and 
this is my first confession.”  

 
3. Confess your sins as simply and directly as possible to the priest. For serious sins, tell the priest how many times you 

sinned. Extensive details and long stories are not necessary: provide only as much information as you need to in order 
to communicate what you did. If you have any questions or doubts, ask the priest – his job is to help you. When you 
finish naming your sins, say, “I’m sorry for these and all of my sins.” 

 
4. Listen to the counsel and advice the priest offers to you, and answer any additional questions. He will give you a 

penance to perform; remember it. 
 
5. The priest will ask you to say an Act of Contrition. You may recite one from memory, make a prayer up on the spot, or 

read a prayer that you brought. The prayer should express your sorrow for your sins, your willingness to make things 
right, and especially your gratitude for and trust in God’s mercy. Feel free to use this traditional and popular prayer: 

 
God, I am sorry for my sins with all my heart. In choosing to do wrong and failing to do good, I have sinned against 
You, whom I should love above all things. I firmly intend, with Your help, to do penance, to sin no more, and to avoid 
whatever leads me to sin. Our Savior Jesus Christ suffered and died for us. In His name, my God, have mercy. Amen. 

 
6. The priest will give you Absolution, which formally completes the sacrament of Reconciliation. He’ll then dismiss you; 

you may thank him or reply, “Thanks be to God,” or say whatever seems most fitting to you. 
 
7. Return to the church and perform your penance if possible. Give thanks to God, for God’s love is everlasting. 


