The Sacrament of Reconciliation: Back to the Future (some unresolved issues) 
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The Office of Faith Development was delighted to welcome Fr. Bill Burke, the Director of the National Liturgy Office for the Canadian Conference of Catholic Bishops to the diocese for two days of teaching around the Sacrament of Reconciliation (same workshop repeated twice). Fr. Burke began his workshop by pointing out that within the Church we have small ‘t’ traditions, and big ‘T’ traditions.  The Tradition of the Church is that from her beginning she has always exercised authority over sin and the sinfulness of its members; the tradition is how that has looked through the centuries, which is what points to our experiences of the sacrament through Church history.  The entire ministry of the church is reconciliation because the Church is about the business of healing.  Reconciliation leads to conversion, Burke said, and conversion is a life-long journey – we are all being called to conversion every day of our lives.  The first goal of the Church is to support this conversion.  The second gaol is to minister to the baptized person whose living out of the faith has faded to the point of betrayal.  Sin is a total betrayal of our baptism.

 
Evangelii Nuntiandi (On Evangelization in the Modern World) published by Pope Paul VI in 1975, tells us we must be ambassadors of hope: when we share the Good News we must state it in a way people can hear it.  We take people where they’re at but we don’t leave them there.  The sacrament of reconciliation is a profoundly important gift to the Church that has not been experienced that way – over 90% of Catholics no longer celebrate the sacrament.  There are moments, Burke says, when we need an individual encounter within this sacrament, and there are other times when the communal sin is more important.  History has shown us, Burke said, that it has not been canonical resolutions that has elicited changes within the celebration of the sacrament, but pastoral needs; and in every resolution a new crisis develops.

