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ABSTRACT 

T h i s t h e s i s gathers a v a r i e t y of p e r s p e c t i v e s on f o r g i v e n e s s . I t 

s t e p s o u t s i d e the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n to seek the c o n t r i b u t i o n of 

the s o c i a l s c i e n c e s as w e l l as c o n s i d e r i n g b i b l i c a l d a t a and 

t h e o l o g i c a l debate. I t suggests f o r g i v e n e s s has wide meanings, 

and may e n t a i l many t h i n g s , though th e r e a r e no s e t answers or 

s u r e methods of guaranteeing the 'su c c e s s ' of attempts to engage 

i n f o r g i v e n e s s . 

I t s d u al f o c i a r e approaches - p a s t and p r e s e n t - to the 

'sacrament' of penance and to p a s t o r a l c a r e and c o u n s e l l i n g . 

Problems which a t t e n d to each a r e considered; two t e x t s 

K i e r k e g a a r d ' s P u r i t y of Heart and Bonhoeffer's S p i r i t u a l Care -

a r e g i v e n s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n ; the p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l technique of 

t r a n s f e r e n c e i s a s s e s s e d . Horizons a r e p r o g r e s s i v e l y widened and 

connections made between approaches. 

I t argues t h a t t h e r e a r e c u r r e n t s i n contemporary c u l t u r e and 

s o c i e t y which might d e s e n s i t i s e persons to the p o t e n t i a l 

r e l e v a n c e of f o r g i v e n e s s and t h a t the t a s k of those engaged i n 

the c a r i n g t r a d i t i o n s of the church ought to be to enable persons 

to respond w i t h c r e a t i v i t y and, where a p p r o p r i a t e , r e s i s t a n c e , i n 

t h e i r attempts to g i v e and r e c e i v e f o r g i v e n e s s . 

Because i t i s concerned to r e s i s t the o v e r - s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n of 

d i v e r s e approaches, i t argues t h a t r a t h e r than adherence to 

s t r i c t c r i t e r i a , a c a p a c i t y to renew r e l a t i o n s h i p s i s shared by 

the p e r s p e c t i v e s i t c o n s i d e r s , which i n t u r n confirms a need to 

be more generous about what we a f f i r m as genuine f o r g i v e n e s s and 

l e s s judgmental about what we chose to c a l l i t s c o u n t e r f e i t s . 
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Contours of f o r g i v e n e s s 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

Whatever C h r i s t i a n s understand by t h e i r t a l k about j u s t i f i c a t i o n 

or 'being put r i g h t w i t h 1 God (as the Good News B i b l e renders 

dikaow), t h i s i s experienced as f o r g i v e n e s s . 1 I f any ki n d of 

behaviour c h a r a c t e r i s e s or w i t n e s s e s to C h r i s t i a n f a i t h i t might 

w e l l be s a i d to be f o r g i v e n e s s . The Creeds hold f o r g i v e n e s s among 

the c e n t r a l t e n e t s of C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f . I n the gospels 

f o r g i v e n e s s i s taught as both a g i f t and a ta s k f o r f o l l o w e r s of 

Je s u s - something to be both given and r e c e i v e d . 

However, when we ask what we mean by our t a l k of f o r g i v e n e s s , 

c o m p l i c a t i o n s s e t i n . I want to s t a r t t h i s study of f o r g i v e n e s s 

by quoting two important authors who might h e l p f o s t e r an 

a p p r o p r i a t e t e n t a t i v e n e s s about what f o l l o w s . The f i r s t i s C. S. 

Lewis, who w r i t e s t h a t 'everyone sa y s t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s i s a 

l o v e l y i d e a - u n t i l they have something to f o r g i v e ' . 2 The second 

i s H. R. Mackintosh, who suggests t h a t : 

F a r from being easy to understand, as might be thought from 
the p e r f u n c t o r y treatment they o c c a s i o n a l l y r e c e i v e , the 
problems of f o r g i v e n e s s gather up i n themselves some of the 
g r a v e s t i n t e l l e c t u a l p e r p l e x i t i e s which C h r i s t i a n b e l i e f has 
to f a c e . 3 

As they suggest (and as o t h e r s a g r e e ) , 4 f o r g i v e n e s s i s d i f f i c u l t , 

i n theory and p r a c t i c e . Ronald Preston, f o r example, o f f e r s an 

e x c e l l e n t d o c t r i n a l p e r s p e c t i v e on f o r g i v e n e s s i n which he 

l o c a t e s f o r g i v e n e s s a t the h e a r t of the gospel: 
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I n essence i t s meaning i s t h a t God f o r g i v e s and a c c e p t s the 
offender ( s i n n e r ) u n c o n d i t i o n a l l y i f he or she t r u s t s (has 
f a i t h ) i n him. Good conduct (works) f o l l o w s from t h i s and 
does not precede i t . I t does not have to be earned, indeed 
i t cannot be. F o r g i v e n e s s has to be r e c e i v e d and responded 
to j o y f u l l y . The s i g n a l i n s t a n c e of t h i s f o r g i v e n e s s of God 
i s C h r i s t ' s word from the Cross w i t h r e s p e c t to those 
i n v o l v e d i n c r u c i f y i n g him... 5 

P r e s t o n makes use of the Lucan p a s s i o n t r a d i t i o n . But my e a r l i e r 

p o i n t about the need to be t e n t a t i v e when t a l k i n g about 

f o r g i v e n e s s r e c u r s i n one woman's r e a c t i o n to i t s Johannine 

c o u n t e r p a r t : 'during the Good F r i d a y o f f i c e I was j u s t s i t t i n g 

t h e r e c r y i n g r i g h t the way through, t h i n k i n g , 'Well, everyone i s 

t r i p p i n g these t h i n g s o f f t h e i r tongues, but what do you do when 

i t ' s y o u?'. 6 She had been s u f f e r i n g from mental d i s o r d e r and 

o f f e r e d some notes to John F o s k e t t . I t h i n k i t h e l p s here to 

s h i f t Frank Wright's argument about ' p a s t o r a l theology' i n t o my 

own thought: f o r g i v e n e s s p r e s e n t s a r e a l c h a l l e n g e to attempts to 

be s y s t e m a t i c because i t s engagement wi t h a s p e c t s of human 

experie n c e r e s i s t s c e r t a i n t y about neat f o r m u l a t i o n s . 7 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , i t must a l s o be important to attempt to d e f i n e 

f o r g i v e n e s s because r e l a t i o n s h i p s might be impoverished i f the 

attempt i s not made. We might miss the r e a l power i n f o r g i v e n e s s 

and i t s c a p a c i t y to be 'a s t i m u l u s , an i r r i t a n t , . . . p r o t e s t [ i n g ] 

a t impoverished v e r s i o n s of s o c i a l and i n t e r p e r s o n a l 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s ' , 8 as Rowan Williams c l a i m s . For t h a t reason I a l s o 

want to support a 'neat formulation' on f o r g i v e n e s s , suggested by 

David Atkinson, towards which I s h a l l work: 

For g i v e n e s s i s a dynamic concept of change. I t r e f u s e s to be 
trapped i n t o a f a t a l i s t i c determinism. I t acknowledges the 
r e a l i t y of e v i l , wrong and i n j u s t i c e , but i t seeks to respond 
to wrong i n a way t h a t i s c r e a t i v e of new p o s s i b i l i t i e s . 
F o r g i v e n e s s s i g n a l s an approach to wrong i n terms, not of 
peace at any p r i c e , nor of a d e s t r u c t i v e i n t e n t i o n to d e s t r o y 
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the wrongdoer, but of a w i l l i n g n e s s to seek to re-shape the 
f u t u r e i n the l i g h t of the wrong i n the most c r e a t i v e way 
p o s s i b l e . 9 

Throughout t h i s chapter I want to gather r e s o u r c e s to animate my 

understanding which w i l l a l s o be u s e f u l to my focus on 

sacramental and p a s t o r a l approaches to f o r g i v e n e s s i n subsequent 

c h a p t e r s . I propose to begin by examining some d i c t i o n a r y 

d e f i n i t i o n s of ' f o r g i v e ' and ' f o r g i v e n e s s ' , both of which p o i n t 

to the ' i n c l u s i v e ' nature of language about f o r g i v e n e s s . 

* * * * 

'To f o r g i v e ' i s a verb which, a c c o r d i n g to the C o l l i n s E n g l i s h 

D i c t i o n a r y , might ' s t r e t c h ' around a number of a c t i v i t i e s : 

f o r g i v e : vb. - g i v e s , - g i v i n g , -gave, -given. 1. To c e a s e 
to blame or hold resentment a g a i n s t (someone or something). 
2. to grant pardon f o r (a mistake, wrongdoing, e t c . ) . 3. 
( t r . ) to f r e e or pardon (someone) from p e n a l t y . 4. ( t r . ) to 
f r e e from o b l i g a t i o n of (a debt, payment, e t c . ) . [Old 
E n g l i s h f o r g i e f a n ; see FOR-, GIVE] - f o r g i v a b l e a d j . 
f o r g i v a b l y adv. - f o r g i v e r n. 

I t i s worth b e a r i n g with the somewhat ted i o u s r e f e r e n c e to 

d i c t i o n a r y d e f i n i t i o n s , a t l e a s t f o r long enough to note t h a t 

t h e r e i s i n the senses of the word something l i k e degrees of 

i n t e n s i t y i n v o l v e d : f o r i n s t a n c e , to cease to blame or to cease 

h o l d i n g resentment a g a i n s t a person suggests something r a t h e r 

d i f f e r e n t to g r a n t i n g t h e i r pardon. Perhaps the d i s t i n c t i o n i s 

something l i k e t h a t between a p a s t e l c o l o u r and i t s bold, primary 

c o u n t e r p a r t . However, what i s common to the four senses c i t e d 

here i s t h a t they a l l concern the a c t i o n of one person to another 

indebted to them. 

While the verb concerns the a c t i o n s of only one person, the noun 

'f o r g i v e n e s s ' i s concerned with both the one who may f o r g i v e and 
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the one to whom t h a t a c t i s intended, a s the f i r s t sense here 

i n d i c a t e s : ' f o r g i v e n e s s : n. 1. the a c t of f o r g i v i n g or the s t a t e 

of being f o r g i v e n . 2. w i l l i n g n e s s to f o r g i v e ' . 

I hope to take account of the way f o r g i v e n e s s i s g i v e n and 

r e c e i v e d , o f f e r e d and ap p r o p r i a t e d . While i t i s always the c a s e 

t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s i s e f f e c t e d by one f o r the other, t h e r e a r e 

a t t i t u d e s and a c t i o n s a p p r o p r i a t e to the othe r which r e l a t e to 

the a c t of f o r g i v e n e s s i t s e l f , so I am concerned w i t h the 

i n t e r a c t i o n , the r e l a t i o n s h i p between two p a r t i e s r a t h e r than the 

a c t i o n s or i n t e r n a l d i s p o s i t i o n of one p a r t y only. I wish 

t h e r e f o r e to u n d e r l i n e t h a t the noun ' f o r g i v e n e s s ' i n v o l v e s both 

f o r g i v e r and f o r g i v e n . 

The v e r b i s what I am going to c a l l 'monological' throughout t h i s 

t h e s i s . By t h a t I mean t h a t i t concerns the a c t of f o r g i v e n e s s . 

The noun, which a l l o w s f o r a view of the pr o c e s s of f o r g i v e n e s s 

which i n v o l v e s both p a r t i e s , I hold might i n some c a s e s be 

q u a l i f i e d by the l a b e l 'dialogical'. 1° 

I t h i n k t h a t both 'monological' and ' d i a l o g i c a l ' usages of the 

one word f o r g i v e n e s s a r e a p p r o p r i a t e . The f i r s t u n d e r s c o r e s the 

r e a l n e c e s s i t y of one to accept the i n s u f f i e n c y of the othe r i n a 

way which i s g r a c i o u s and c r e a t i v e . I t r e c o g n i s e s t h a t one 

p a r t n e r must attempt.to break a c i r c l e of judgement, v i o l e n c e or 

degradation and i n i t i a t e something new. The l a t t e r emphasises 

the e f f e c t i v e ( a s w e l l as . a f f e c t i v e ) c h a r a c t e r of f o r g i v e n e s s . I t 

a l s o a l l o w s f o r a r e c o g n i t i o n of a need f o r j u s t i c e i f i t i s 

t r u l y to make f o r m u t u a l i t y and promote renewed s e l f - e s t e e m f o r 
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both r a t h e r than d e s t r u c t i o n f o r the s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g f o r g i v e r . 

So long as these d i f f e r e n t usages of the one word can be 

i d e n t i f i e d and accepted, t h e r e i s no need to choose between two 

of which only one i s c o r r e c t and t r u e . The s e c t i o n s which f o l l o w 

a r e concerned to e s t a b l i s h the c o n t e n t i o n t h a t the d i a l o g i c a l , 

e f f e c t i v e nature of f o r g i v e n e s s i s one a s p e c t of a s p e c i f i c a l l y 

r e l i g i o u s view of f o r g i v e n e s s . P s y c h o l o g i c a l approaches remain 

s i l e n t i n t h i s regard, and s o c i o l o g i c a l approaches might not be 

regarded by C h r i s t i a n s as a s c r i b i n g enough weight to the nature 

of the interchange between f o r g i v e r and f o r g i v e n . Hence, I t u r n 

now to c o n s i d e r b i b l i c a l approaches to f o r g i v e n e s s , and 

approaches from psychology and s o c i o l o g y , before concluding t h i s 

c hapter w i t h some t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n on these v a r i o u s f i e l d s 

of study. 

1.2 A CASE OF 'INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE' -

BIBLICAL APPROACHES TO FORGIVENESS 

Aside from more obvious reasons f o r appealing to s c r i p t u r e , such 

as i t s f o u n d a t i o n a l i n f l u e n c e f o r C h r i s t i a n f a i t h , and because 

C h r i s t i a n s continue to a f f i r m i t s v a l u e , I have other reasons f o r 

examining b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n s . For example, i t seems important to 

a l l o w s c r i p t u r e to c h a l l e n g e some p h i l o s o p h i c a l assumptions we 

might hol d i f we were unaware of the d i v e r s i t y of b i b l i c a l 

p e r s p e c t i v e s on f o r g i v e n e s s . For example, we might reasonably 

suggest t h a t God always f o r g i v e s . Margaret Paton warns a g a i n s t 

t h i s k i n d of p h i l o s o p h i c a l assumption: 'philosophers run the r i s k 

of t a l k i n g about a conception of God t h a t i s t h e o l o g i c a l l y 
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p e r i l o u s l y empty'. 1 1 B i b l i c a l i n s i g h t s w i l l h e l p c o r r e c t t h i s 

tendency a s they introduce the p e r s p e c t i v e s of numerous authors 

and r e l a t e v a r i o u s e x p e r i e n c e s . B i b l i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e s make f o r a 

c e r t a i n l a c k of c o n s i s t e n c y and r e s i s t 'neat f o r m u l a t i o n s ' , 

which w i l l not appeal to some of the p h i l o s o p h i c a l l y - m i n d e d ( see 

above, p . 2 ) , because i t i s not p o s s i b l e to t u r n to s c r i p t u r e and 

d i s c o v e r the b i b l i c a l theology of f o r g i v e n e s s . I n s t e a d we f i n d 

d i f f e r e n t t r a d i t i o n s with d i f f e r i n g emphases, as we s h a l l soon 

see. 

On the one hand, t h i s f a c t o r might l e a d us to b e l i e v e t h a t we can 

j u s t i f y any s o r t of thought or behaviour and l e g i t i m a t e l y a t t a c h 

b i b l i c a l a u t h o r i t y to i t . However, I wish to r e s i s t t h i s 

c o n c l u s i o n , because i t seems t h a t though the b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n 

i s d i v e r s e , i t i s not s h a p e l e s s . More h o p e f u l l y , on the other 

hand, d i v e r s i t y might encourage us to be more generous about what 

we are prepared to a f f i r m as genuine f o r g i v e n e s s and l e s s 

judgmental about what we choose to c a l l i t s c o u n t e r f e i t s . 

To r e i t e r a t e , I am not attempting to uncover or mould s c r i p t u r e 

i n t o one v o i c e on f o r g i v e n e s s . Rather I am hoping I might provide 

some idea of what p a r t the B i b l e might p l a y i n a theology of 

f o r g i v e n e s s f o r which i t s r e a d e r s take r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . I t i s 

worth no t i n g a l s o t h a t i t i s to s c r i p t u r e t h a t sacramental 

p r a c t i c e s appeal, and i t i s with the b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n s p a s t o r s 

w i l l have to deal i n t h e i r c o n v e r s a t i o n , guidance-giving, 

t e a c h i n g and preaching. Also, and perhaps more to the point, the 

B i b l e i s the r e s o u r c e of which C h r i s t i a n s w i l l be most aware i f 
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they want to t h i n k about f o r g i v e n e s s . Most probably, i f 

C h r i s t i a n s want to l e a r n about f o r g i v e n e s s , they w i l l before long 

t u r n to s c r i p t u r e . 

I s h a l l take the Old and New Testaments i n t u r n . According to 

one author, Thomas R a i t t , 'the most important statement on 

f o r g i v e n e s s i n the Old T e s t a m e n t ' 1 2 i s to be found i n Exodus 34. 

6-7: 

The LORD passed before him, and proclaimed, 
The LORD, the LORD, 
A God m e r c i f u l and g r a c i o u s , 
Slow to anger, 
And abounding i n s t e a d f a s t love and f a i t h f u l n e s s , 
Keeping s t e a d f a s t love f o r the thousandth generation, 
F o r g i v i n g i n i q u i t y and t r a n s g r e s s i o n and s i n , 
Yet by no means c l e a r i n g the g u i l t y , 
But v i s i t i n g the i n i q u i t y of the parents 
Upon the c h i l d r e n 
And the c h i l d r e n ' s c h i l d r e n , 
To the t h i r d and f o u r t h generation. 

The twenty three times t h i s passage i s echoed i n the Old 

Testament (e.g. Num. 14.17; Ps. 130.4; Mic. 7.18...) suggest t h a t 

f o r g i v e n e s s i s one aspect of God's c h a r a c t e r which ranked h i g h l y 

i n I s r a e l ' s i n t e r e s t i n God. Numerous examples can a l s o be found 

of the e x e r c i s e of f o r g i v e n e s s between one human being and 

another (e.g. Gen. 50.17; Ex. 10.17; I Sam. 15.25...). I want to 

o u t l i n e some Old Testament p e r s p e c t i v e s on t h r e e i s s u e s which a r e 

r e l e v a n t to our theme. 

The Old Testament i n c l u d e s over two hundred passages which r e f e r 

to f o r g i v e n e s s , and w i t h i n them, about twenty reasons a r e given 

as to why God f o r g i v e s . R a i t t l o c a t e s the impetus f o r d i v i n e 

f o r g i v e n e s s sometimes with God and sometimes with human beings. 

F o r g i v e n e s s might occur because God has s t e a d f a s t love (Ex. 34. 
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6-7; Ps. 6.15), or because God has 'womb-pity' 1 3 (Ex. 34. 6-7; 

Deut. 13.17) or mercy (Ex. 34. 6-7; Ps. 41.4). God a l s o f o r g i v e s 

f o r God's name's sake (Ps. 25.11; 79. 8-9); because i t i s God's 

ongoing p r o p e n s i t y to be f o r g i v i n g (Deut. 32.43; Ps. 65.3); 

because God chooses to f o r g i v e f o r reasons which appear to have 

no m o t i v a t i o n from a human p e r s p e c t i v e ( J e r . 31.34); because 

f o r g i v e n e s s i s rooted i n the mystery and h o l i n e s s of God (Ps. 

130.4); because God p i t i e s humans f o r the a f f l i c t i o n caused by 

t h e i r s i n (Amos 7.2, 5-6); and because God i s moved to save 

humans from death (Ezek. 18.31-32; I s . 28.18). 

On other o c c a s i o n s , God's f o r g i v e n e s s i s r e p r e s e n t e d as a 

r e a c t i o n to human a c t i o n s ; f o r example, when they repent ( I I Sam. 

12.13; I s . 55. 6-7), i n t e r c e d e (Ex. 32.30; Num. 12.13) or 

s a c r i f i c e (Lev. 4.20; Num. 15.25). At other times, punishment f o r 

s i n i s s a i d to be enough to evoke f o r g i v e n e s s ( I I Sam. 24.16); i t 

i s thought to produce human v i r t u e (Ps. 51.14; Prov. 16.6); or i s 

employed to motivate humans to repent ( I s . 44.22). Also, 

punishment which a l l deserve may be s a t i s f i e d i n j u s t one person, 

b r i n g i n g atonement to a whole community (Ex. 32.32; I s . 53.4-6); 

and f i n a l l y , God f o r g i v e s humans as they c a l l out to God f o r 

f o r g i v e n e s s i n urgent need (Ps. 6.1-7; 25.7). 

C i t i n g these eighteen reasons, R a i t t concludes from h i s study 

t h a t t h e r e i s no one normative understanding of f o r g i v e n e s s i n 

the Old T e s t a m e n t . 1 4 I n s t e a d , each passage d e a l i n g with 

f o r g i v e n e s s i d e n t i f i e s reasons and c i r c u m s t a n c e s which l e a d to 

f o r g i v e n e s s , r a t h e r than the term i t s e l f importing s p e c i f i c 

meanings i n t o p a r t i c u l a r passages. 
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R a i t t understands the c e n t r a l Exodus passage as a response to 

I s r a e l ' s r e a l i s a t i o n e a r l y i n the covenant e x p e r i e n c e t h a t the 

covenant would c o l l a p s e u n l e s s God was prepared to f o r g i v e God's 

people. Consequently, I s r a e l ' s understanding of God was enlarged 

to embrace God's f o r g i v e n e s s , and t h i s understanding was 

i n t e g r a t e d a l o n g s i d e the a l r e a d y r e c o g n i s e d commitment of God to 

punish s i n . 1 5 D i v i n e commitments to both punish and f o r g i v e were 

then h e l d i n t e n s i o n i n the t r a d i t i o n , which meant t h a t i t was 

not p o s s i b l e to understand God's f o r g i v e n e s s to be automatic. 

God's f o r g i v e n e s s was rooted i n God's freedom, and although i n 

c e r t a i n c a s e s i t could be expected, i t could never be presumed. 

Indeed, on f o r t y o c c a s i o n s i n the Old Testament God i s recorded 

as r e f u s i n g to f o r g i v e (Ex. 23.21; Deut. 29.20; Josh. 24.19), and 

prophets too a r e remembered as praying t h a t God would not f o r g i v e 

o t h e r s ( I s . 2.9; J e r . 18.23). 

R a i t t argues t h a t people were expected to repent i n order to 

r e c e i v e d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s i n the v a s t m a j o r i t y of r e l e v a n t 

passages, though a cause and e f f e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p between the two 

i s r e s i s t e d by the w r i t e r s of the Old Testament. One t r a d i t i o n 

which can be seen as countering the f a m i l i a r procedure of 

repentance followed by f o r g i v e n e s s has a l r e a d y been mentioned: 

t h a t of I s . 44.22, where God f o r g i v e s not i n response to 

repentance, but i n order to i n s p i r e i t . 

New Testament t r a d i t i o n s a re perhaps more complex and c e r t a i n l y 

more c o n t r o v e r s i a l than those of the Old Testament, at l e a s t a t 

the present time when the f i n d i n g s of some New Testament s t u d i e s 
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a r e c h a l l e n g i n g f a m i l i a r understandings of the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between f o r g i v e n e s s and repentance i n J e s u s ' message. Three Greek 

words r e l a t e New Testament t e a c h i n g on f o r g i v e n e s s : apolou means 

'to r e l e a s e ' , aphiemi means 'to l e t go' and charizomai means 'to 

be g r a c i o u s ' . 1 6 I s h a l l p r esent some t e x t s which a r e r e l e v a n t , 

f o l l o w i n g a s i m i l a r p a t t e r n to my Old Testament e x p o s i t i o n . 

J e s u s of Nazareth i s the focus of the New Testament t r a d i t i o n s on 

our theme. Pronouncing s i n s f o r g i v e n was a c e n t r a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

of h i s m i n i s t r y (e.g. Mark 2. 1-12, par.; Luke 7. 36-50), and he 

i s remembered as teac h i n g h i s d i s c i p l e s to continue t h i s m i n i s t r y 

(John 20. 22-23). J e s u s ' f o r g i v i n g s i n was c o n t r o v e r s i a l because 

i n announcing f o r g i v e n e s s of othe r s he usurped the r o l e not of 

God ( c f . I I Sam. 12.13, which re c o r d s one human being f o r g i v i n g 

a n o t h e r ) 1 7 but because he took on the r o l e which, i t was 

understood, God had as s i g n e d to the p r i e s t s and c u l t of I s r a e l . 

Aside from the a s s o c i a t i o n of baptismal and e u c h a r i s t i c imagery 

w i t h language of f o r g i v e n e s s (e.g. Matt. 26.28; Acts 2.38) a 

s t a r t l i n g f e a t u r e of J e s u s ' t e a c h i n g c l o s e l y connects God's 

reasons f o r f o r g i v i n g to the w i l l i n g n e s s of human beings to 

f o r g i v e t h e i r f e l l o w s . God w i l l f o r g i v e , J e s u s teaches, those who 

f o r g i v e o t h e r s (Matt. 6.14; Luke 6.37). I n c o n t r a s t to those 

t e a c h e r s who were h i s contemporaries ( c f . Joma 5.13 ' i f a man 

s i n s one, two or thr e e times, f o r g i v e him, but i f he s i n s a 

f o u r t h time, do not f o r g i v e h i m ' ) 1 3 and h i s r e l a t i v e l y generous 

d i s c i p l e P e t e r (cf Matt. 18.21 'as many as seven t i m e s ' ) , J e s u s 

encourages inter-human f o r g i v e n e s s ' u n t i l seventy times seven' 
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times (Matt. 18.21-22). The dependence of d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s on 

inter-human f o r g i v e n e s s i s remembered wi t h v a r y i n g i n t e n s i t y by 

the e v a n g e l i s t s . Mark's connection i s the s t r o n g e s t : 'whenever 

you stand praying, f o r g i v e , i f you have anything a g a i n s t any one; 

i n order t h a t (hina) your Fa t h e r i n heaven may a l s o f o r g i v e you 1 

(Mark 11.25). Luke's v e r s i o n of the Lord's p r a y e r i s weaker, 

'f o r g i v e us our s i n s , f o r we a l s o ( k a i gar autou) f o r g i v e 

everyone indebted to us' (Luke 11.4). Matthew makes the 

connection weaker again i n h i s v e r s i o n of the Lord's prayer, as 

Matt. 6.12 i l l u s t r a t e s : F orgive us our debts, as (hos) we a l s o 

have f o r g i v e n our debtors. Graham Shaw c o n t r a s t s t h i s view of 

J e s u s w i t h the i n s i s t e n c e i n l a t e r t r a d i t i o n on f a c t o r s (such as 

c o n t r i t i o n , c o n f e s s i o n , f a i t h i n C h r i s t ' s blood, e t c . ) which make 

f o r g i v e n e s s c o n d i t i o n a l . 1 9 One e a r l y d i f f e r e n c e between the 

t e a c h i n g of J e s u s as i t was remembered and those who followed him 

can be seen i n the P a u l i n e t r a d i t i o n s making inter-human 

f o r g i v e n e s s not a c o n d i t i o n f o r d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s , but r a t h e r a 

consequence of e x p e r i e n c i n g the f o r g i v e n e s s of God ( c f . C o l . 

3.13; Eph. 4 . 3 2 ) . 2 0 

God's r e f u s a l to f o r g i v e i s r e l a t e d to the r e f u s a l of humans to 

f o r g i v e a t inter-human l e v e l . I t i s s a i d t h a t God w i l l not 

f o r g i v e those who do not f o r g i v e o t h e r s (Matt. 6.15; Mark 11.26). 

J e s u s ' p a r a b l e of the u n - f o r g i v i n g s e r v a n t warns of ' t o r t u r e ' i n 

s t o r e f o r those who cannot muster up h e a r t - f e l t f o r g i v e n e s s f o r 

t h e i r f e l l o w s (Matt. 18. 34b,35). The gospels a l s o make him speak 

of a s i n a g a i n s t the Holy S p i r i t f o r which th e r e i s no 

f o r g i v e n e s s (Mark 3.28-30, p a r . ) , by which i t i s probably meant 
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a s c r i b i n g the work of Jesus to a d i a b o l i c a l r a t h e r than d i v i n e 

power. 2 1 Hebrews 6.4-6 i s one example of another New Testament 

passage which would seem to exclude the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

f o r g i v e n e s s i n p a r t i c u l a r c i r c u m s t a n c e s . The t r a d i t i o n s 

a s s o c i a t e d with the d i s c i p l e s ' a u t h o r i t y to f o r g i v e a l s o c l e a r l y 

i n v o l v e t h e i r c a p a c i t y to withhold f o r g i v e n e s s from o t h e r s (John 

20.23; Matthew 16.19; 1 8 . 1 8 ) . 2 2 

J e s u s t a c k l e s the i s s u e of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between f o r g i v e n e s s 

to repentance i n the te a c h i n g recorded i n Luke 17.3-4. I t co u l d 

be s a i d t h a t t h i s teaches t h a t repentance i s a s u f f i c i e n t but not 

ne c e s s a r y c o n d i t i o n f o r f o r g i v e n e s s , f o l l o w i n g Robert E n r i g h t and 

ot h e r s who have concentrated t h e i r a t t e n t i o n on t h i s t e x t . 2 3 I f 

t h i s i n s i g h t i s c o r r e c t i t can be seen to be i n l i n e w i t h J e s u s ' 

own p r a c t i c e as now understood i n much contemporary New Testament 

s c h o l a r s h i p . Ed Sanders argues t h a t where repentance normally 

e n t a i l e d r e s t i t u t i o n , 2 4 J e s u s d i d not make t h i s requirement on 

those whose company he kept. He i n c l u d e d the wicked i n the 

kingdom of God as he understood and taught i t w h i l e they were 

s t i l l p e r c e i v e d as s i n n e r s by t h e i r contemporaries and r e l i g i o u s 

l e a d e r s . 2 5 He r e q u i r e d no repentance as repentance was u s u a l l y 

understood. U n l i k e h i s forerunner John the b a p t i s e r , J e s u s was 

the f r i e n d of those who remained s i n n e r s . I n Sanders' view, the 

'novelty and off e n c e ' of J e s u s ' message was t h a t the wicked who 

heeded him would be inc l u d e d i n the kingdom even though they d i d 

not repent by r e s t i t u t i o n , s a c r i f i c e and commitment to the law. 

I n c o n t r a s t to the Old Testament understanding, J e s u s preached 

'God f o r g i v e s you, and now you should repent and mend your ways' 
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the g i f t of f o r g i v e n e s s preceded the demand f o r r e p e n t a n c e . 2 6 

Although the s t o r y of the f o r g i v i n g f a t h e r / p r o d i g a l son does 

not employ any of the Greek words f o r f o r g i v e n e s s (see above, p. 

10), the concepts they i n v o l v e a r e c l e a r l y e v i d e n t i n the 

passage. The f a t h e r and son's r e c o n c i l i a t i o n i s based on the 

f a t h e r ' s f o r g i v e n e s s which seeks no p r i o r repentance. Perhaps 

most shocking of a l l i n the gospel t r a d i t i o n , a t the p o i n t of 

J e s u s ' g r e a t e s t s u f f e r i n g , he speaks of f o r g i v e n e s s w i t h no 

mention of repentance: from the c r o s s - a t l e a s t i n the Lucan 

p a s s i o n n a r r a t i v e (23.34). 

I f Sanders i s r i g h t , he might be seen as a i d i n g those s e e k i n g to 

g i v e meaning to the q u a l i f y i n g ' C h r i s t i a n ' i n speech about 

' C h r i s t i a n f o r g i v e n e s s ' . C h r i s t i a n f o r g i v e n e s s i n t h a t c a s e would 

be c h a r a c t e r i s e d as t h a t which i s modelled by J e s u s and i s 

followed (perhaps) by repentance. 

I conclude from t h i s b r i e f examination of b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n s 

t h a t s c r i p t u r e w i l l not speak with one v o i c e on f o r g i v e n e s s . A 

study of b i b l i c a l m a t e r i a l i s h e l p f u l however i n so f a r as i t 

h e l p s make one aware of where one i s a f f i r m i n g s c r i p t u r a l 

i n s i g h t s and where they a r e being denied. T h i s p o i n t s up a need 

to at t e n d to p a r t i c u l a r i t y i n both the t e x t s themselves and the 

circ u m s t a n c e s of those who are i n t e r e s t e d i n f o r g i v e n e s s today. 

The l a t t e r f a c e a p a r t i c u l a r problem with the f i g u r e of J e s u s i n 

r e l a t i o n to f o r g i v e n e s s . The c l a i m s made about h i s d i v i n i t y can 

be seen as f r u s t r a t i n g attempts to take him as a r o l e model f o r 

human beings and the d i s t a n c e between h i s time and ours might be 

regarded as an a d d i t i o n a l problem. For although some b a s i c human 
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needs and emotions might not have changed, the way they a r e 

p o p u l a r l y p e r c e i v e d and understood most c e r t a i n l y has ( I am 

t h i n k i n g e s p e c i a l l y of modern a c c e s s to p s y c h o l o g i c a l and 

s o c i o l o g i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e s on inter-human r e l a t i o n s h i p s ) . Aside 

from t h i s , an awareness of the triumphs and f o l l i e s of the so-

c a l l e d q uests f o r the h i s t o r i c a l J e s u s might m i l i t a t e a g a i n s t the 

view t h a t we can know very much about J e s u s of Nazareth, and w i l l 

c e r t a i n l y warn us of the danger of c r e a t i n g a p i c t u r e of him i n 

our own image. 2 n 

One way ahead f o r d e a l i n g with the d i v e r s i t y of the b i b l i c a l 

t r a d i t i o n s i s to allow them to c o n t r a d i c t , complement and c o r r e c t 

p a r t i c u l a r p e r c e p t i o n s of J e s u s 2 8 and of the genuine c h a r a c t e r 

of f o r g i v e n e s s . As Michael T a y l o r p o i n t s out i n h i s d i s c u s s i o n 

about encountering the J e s u s of the gospels, t h i s way i s l i k e l y 

to l e a d to a d i s c i p l e s h i p which i s 'more o f f - b e a t and strenuous' 

than before the p a r t i c u l a r t a s k was u n d e r t a k e n 2 9 and w h i l s t 

a s s i m i l a t i n g a p i c t u r e of J e s u s and graspi n g h i s message might 

unnerve and d i s t u r b our present p e r s p e c t i v e s i t w i l l s u r e l y a l s o 

be p o t e n t i a l l y c r e a t i v e . I t h i n k t h a t t h e r e i s much to l e a r n from 

t h i s k i n d of i n s i g h t as we a r e enabled to see Je s u s as a major 

key to the kind of c r e a t i v i t y needed i f C h r i s t i a n s a r e to 

e x e r c i s e f o r g i v e n e s s . 

Having co n s i d e r e d the wide ' i n c l u s i v e ' meaning of f o r g i v e n e s s , I 

want now to t u r n to two r e s o u r c e s i n the s o c i a l s c i e n c e s which 

w i l l h e l p us to understand f o r g i v e n e s s . The f i r s t i s from the 

f i e l d of psychology, the second from the f i e l d of s o c i o l o g y . 
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1.3 AFFIRMING 'THERE I S NOTHING LESS OBVIOUS' -

A PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACH TO FORGIVENESS 

W h i l s t the c e n t r a l i t y of f o r g i v e n e s s might be beyond q u e s t i o n i n 

the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n , the st a n d i n g of f o r g i v e n e s s i n modern 

accounts of human l i f e i s not always so prominent. Jan P e t e r s 

suggests t h a t the f l o u r i s h i n g of the s o c i a l s c i e n c e s may be s a i d 

to be d i s c o u r a g i n g people from f e e l i n g a need f o r f o r g i v e n e s s 

because f e e l i n g s of g u i l t a r e d i s a p p e a r i n g . 3 0 Indeed, the f e l t -

need f o r f o r g i v e n e s s has been s t i g m a t i s e d as b e t r a y i n g mental 

d i s o r i e n t a t i o n - a p o s i t i o n r e p r e s e n t e d by the Fr e u d i a n 

p s y c h o a n a l y s t Otto F e n i c h e l , who by the word ' f o r g i v e n e s s ' meant 

to denote a p a t h o l o g i c a l defence a g a i n s t too p a i n f u l f e e l i n g s . 3 1 

The emergence of psychology has undoubtedly had a gr e a t e f f e c t on 

how f o r g i v e n e s s i s understood and evaluated, and may have both 

c o n s t r u c t i v e and c o n s t r a i n i n g f u n c t i o n s i n a t h e o l o g i c a l 

e x p l o r a t i o n l i k e t h i s one. The c o n s t r a i n i n g f u n c t i o n of 

psychology might be to point out unhealthy forms of experi e n c e 

which d i s t o r t the C h r i s t i a n v i s i o n and so l i m i t and d e f i n e what 

might p r o p e r l y be s a i d to belong to d i s c u s s i o n of f o r g i v e n e s s and 

what i s more c o r r e c t l y d e s c r i b e d under other names. 3 2 

C o n s t r u c t i v e l y , psychology provides e v a l u a t i o n s of f o r g i v e n e s s 

much more p o s i t i v e than those provided by F e n i c h e l . Melanie K l e i n 

i s one ca s e i n po i n t . 

K l e i n was born i n 1882 i n Vienna, A u s t r i a . She became i n t e r e s t e d 

i n p s y c h o a n a l y s i s when she moved to Budapest i n 1910. I n 1912 she 

began t r a i n i n g i n p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l thought and became i n v o l v e d i n 

15 



the Hungarian P s y c h o a n a l y t i c S o c i e t y . She continued her i n t e r e s t s 

on her move to B e r l i n i n 1921, and i n 1925 l e c t u r e d f o r the 

I n s t i t u t e of P s y c h o a n a l y s i s i n London. She moved from B e r l i n to 

make her home i n B r i t a i n i n 1926. 

U n t i l the 1930's a t l e a s t her p r o f e s s i o n a l work belonged i n the 

Freudi a n t r a d i t i o n . K l e i n ' s own c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h a t t r a d i t i o n 

was the a p p l i c a t i o n of Freud's i d e a s to the the a n a l y s i s of very 

young c h i l d r e n . Her d i s t i n c t i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n to the wider 

d i s c i p l i n e of p s y c h o a n a l y s i s was due to the way she weaved 

together Freud's i n s i g h t s - most notably h i s work on what he 

c a l l e d the death i n s t i n c t (which was l a r g e l y ignored by other 

p s y c h o a n a l y s t s u n t i l K l e i n ) - with those of her own a n a l y s t from 

some of her time i n B e r l i n , K a r l Abraham, whose r e s e a r c h had 

concen t r a t e d on the s i g n i f i c a n c e of the young c h i l d ' s o r a l and 

an a l experience. Abraham's f i n d i n g s found t h e i r p l a c e i n her work 

i n her theory of the c h i l d ' s p a r a n o i d - s c h i z o i d p o s i t i o n . T h i s i s 

the f i r s t of two t h e o r i e s which a r e e s p e c i a l l y i n t e r e s t i n g i n 

r e l a t i o n to our d i s c u s s i o n of f o r g i v e n e s s . 

K l e i n held, i n c o n t r a s t to Freud, t h a t o b j e c t r e l a t i o n s e x i s t f o r 

human beings from the beginning of l i f e . The r e l a t i o n of mother 

and c h i l d i s 'imbued with the fundamental elements of an o b j e c t 

r e l a t i o n i . e . love, hatred, p h a n t a s i e s , a n x i e t i e s and 

d e f e n c e s ' . 3 3 The experience of these o b j e c t r e l a t i o n s i n the 

f i r s t few months of a c h i l d ' s l i f e has a p a r t i c u l a r form. The 

c h i l d e x p e r i e n c e s s a d i s t i c impulses d i r e c t e d towards the mother. 

These impulses occur as the c h i l d s p l i t s h i s or her f i r s t o b j e c t 
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- the mother's b r e a s t - i n t o a good, i . e . g r a t i f y i n g , and a bad, 

i . e . f r u s t r a t i n g , o b j e c t , depending on h i s or her being s a t i s f i e d 

f o r food needs, a t t e n t i o n from the mother and so on. These 

impulses grow i n i n t e n s i t y i n the c h i l d ' s e a r l y experience, and 

K l e i n , t a k i n g up Abraham's work, e x p l a i n s t h a t although o r a l -

s a d i s t i c impulses a r e present 'from the beginning', they i n c r e a s e 

i n s t r e n g t h w i t h the onset of t e e t h i n g . 3 4 

Summarising her work i n t h i s f i e l d she o f f e r s an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

which appeals i n t h i s i n s t a n c e more to Freud than Abraham: 

From the beginning of p o s t - n a t a l l i f e . . . d e s t r u c t i v e 
impulses a g a i n s t the o b j e c t s t i r up f e a r of r e t a l i a t i o n . 
These p e r s e c u t o r y f e e l i n g s from i n n e r s o u r c e s a r e 
i n t e n s i f i e d by p a i n f u l e x t e r n a l e x p e r i e n c e s , f o r , from the 
e a r l i e s t days onwards, f r u s t r a t i o n and discomfort arouse i n 
the i n f a n t the f e e l i n g t h a t he i s being a t t a c k e d by h o s t i l e 
f o r c e s . T h e r e f o r e the s e n s a t i o n s experienced by the i n f a n t 
a t b i r t h and the d i f f i c u l t i e s of adapting h i m s e l f to 
e n t i r e l y new c o n d i t i o n s g i v e r i s e to p e r s e c u t o r y a n x i e t y . 
The comfort and c a r e given a f t e r b i r t h , p a r t i c u l a r l y the 
f i r s t feeding e x p e r i e n c e s , are f e l t to come from good f o r c e s 
[ i . e . o b j e c t s ] . . . The i n f a n t d i r e c t s h i s f e e l i n g s of 
g r a t i f i c a t i o n and love towards the 'good' b r e a s t , and h i s 
d e s t r u c t i v e impulses and f e e l i n g s of p e r s e c u t i o n towards 
what he f e e l s to be f r u s t r a t i n g , i . e . the bad b r e a s t . 3 5 

T h i s experience of s p l i t t i n g i s at i t s most p r e v a l e n t during the 

f i r s t t h r e e or four months of the c h i l d ' s l i f e . 3 e I t l e a d s to the 

c h i l d making d i s t i n c t i o n s between love and hate. His or her 

' c a n n i b a l i s t i c ' impulses are d i r e c t e d a t the b r e a s t which i s f e l t 

to be f r u s t r a t i n g and the cause of a n x i e t y , w h i l s t the other 

b r e a s t i s experienced as g r a t i f y i n g and complete. The d i v o r c e of 

good and bad i n v o l v e s the c h i l d ' s engagement i n two p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

mechanisms. F i r s t , p r o j e c t i o n , by which the ego f i l l s the o b j e c t 

w i t h some of i t s own s p l i t f e e l i n g s . Second, i n t r o j e c t i o n , by 

which the ego takes i n t o i t s e l f what i t p e r c e i v e s or e x p e r i e n c e s 
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of the o b j e c t . These two important f e a t u r e s of the c h i l d ' s 

e x p e r i e n c e mean th a t he or she i s moulded from the beginning of 

p o s t - n a t a l l i f e by an i n t e r a c t i o n between p r o j e c t i o n and 

i n t r o j e c t i o n , and between h i s or her i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l 

o b j e c t s and s i t u a t i o n s . 

D e s t r u c t i v e impulses which o r i g i n a t e i n the death i n s t i n c t 

i d e n t i f i e d by Freud a r e turned a g a i n s t the o b j e c t and expressed 

as s a d i s t i c t e n d e n c i e s which rob the mother of good a s s o c i a t e d 

with her. T h i s i s the c e n t r a l f e a t u r e of the phase of development 

K l e i n i d e n t i f i e d f i r s t as the pe r s e c u t o r y phase, l a t e r the 

paranoid p o s i t i o n , and which she e v e n t u a l l y t i t l e d the paranoid-

s c h i z o i d p o s i t i o n , the name on which she s e t t l e d . 

I n terms of t a l k about f o r g i v e n e s s , i t i s the phase which f o l l o w s 

t h i s one which i s most c e n t r a l . The phase K l e i n l a b e l l e d the 

d e p r e s s i v e p o s i t i o n emerges i n the development of c h i l d r e n 

normally ' i n the second q u a r t e r of the f i r s t y e a r ' . 3 7 I t i s 

c h a r a c t e r i s e d by the i n t r o j e c t i o n of the mother not now i n p a r t s 

(as i n the e a r l i e r phase) but as a whole. C a t e g o r i e s of love and 

hate a r e not now so widely separated by the c h i l d and both loved 

and hated a s p e c t s of the mother a re taken i n . 

T h i s i n t r o j e c t i o n g i v e s r i s e to f e e l i n g s of g u i l t and mourning i n 

the c h i l d and the c h i l d experiences a d e s i r e to make r e p a r a t i o n , 

'to make good the i n j u r y p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y done to the mother' i n 

the p a r a n o i d - s c h i z o i d phase. T h i s d e s i r e i s seen to a r i s e from a 

growing s y n t h e s i s of the i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l s i t u a t i o n s of the 

c h i l d . 
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The d r i v e to make r e p a r a t i o n , which comes to the f o r e a t t h i s 

stage, can be regarded as a consequence of g r e a t e r i n s i g h t i n t o 

p s y c h i c r e a l i t y f o r i t shows a more r e a l i s t i c response to 

f e e l i n g s of g r i e f , g u i l t and f e a r of l o s s r e s u l t i n g from the 

a g g r e s s i o n a g a i n s t the loved o b j e c t . S i n c e the d r i v e to r e p a i r or 

p r o t e c t the i n j u r e d o b j e c t paves the way f o r more s a t i s f a c t o r y 

o b j e c t r e l a t i o n s and s u b l i m a t i o n s , i t i n t u r n i n c r e a s e s s y n t h e s i s 

and c o n t r i b u t e s to the i n t e g r a t i o n of the e g o . 3 a 

K l e i n expands t h i s i n her l a t e r essay on t r a n s f e r e n c e to say t h a t 

the d e p r e s s i v e p o s i t i o n i n v o l v e s the experience of f e e l i n g t h a t 

a g g r e s s i v e impulses towards the bad o b j e c t a r e a danger a l s o to 

the good o b j e c t , because the c h i l d i s coming to i n t r o j e c t the 

mother as a loved p e r s o n . 3 9 

K l e i n ' s f u l l e s t d e f i n i t i o n of what she means by r e p a r a t i o n i s 

o f f e r e d i n her e a r l y e s s a y on her p l a y technique: 

Reparation... i s a wider concept than Freud's concepts of 
'undoing the o b s e s s i o n a l n e u r o s i s ' and of ' r e a c t i o n -
formation' . For i t i n c l u d e s the v a r i e t y of p r o c e s s e s by 
which the ego f e e l s i t undoes harm done i n phantasy, 
r e s t o r e s , p r e s e r v e s and r e v i v e s o b j e c t s . 4 0 

These comments remained foundational f o r her l a t e r s t u d i e s . She 

notes a l s o i n t h i s e a r l y essay t h a t 'the importance of t h i s 

tendency [to make r e p a r a t i o n ] , bound up as i t i s w i t h f e e l i n g s of 

g u i l t , a l s o l i e s i n the major c o n t r i b u t i o n i t makes to a l l 

s u b l i m a t i o n s , and i n t h i s way to mental h e a l t h ' 4 1 - an 

o b s e r v a t i o n which can b a r e l y be underestimated. The t h r e a t to 

mental h e a l t h i s c l a r i f i e d by K l e i n i n her suggestions i n l a t e r 

e s s a y s t h a t i n c a s e s where the p a r a n o i d - s c h i z o i d p o s i t i o n has not 
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proceeded normally problems occur as the c h i l d f i n d s him or 

h e r s e l f unable to cope with d e p r e s s i v e a n x i e t i e s . Her l a t e r work 

on envy and g r a t i t u d e o u t l i n e how envy i n p a r t i c u l a r can hamper 

the normal p r o g r e s s i o n of the d e p r e s s i v e p o s i t i o n because g u i l t 

f e e l i n g s which l e a d to attempts a t r e p a r a t i o n a r e outweighed by 

envy which a t t a c k s and devalues the o b j e c t . 4 2 Other comments on 

the tendency to r e p a i r i n the d e p r e s s i v e p o s i t i o n suggest t h a t i t 

a i d s the u n i f i c a t i o n of the ego, f a c i l i t a t e s a growing p e r c e p t i o n 

of r e a l i t y , and a l s o h e l p s the c h i l d adapt to r e a l i t y . 4 3 I n terms 

of the importance of t h i s phase f o r l a t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p s , she 

w r i t e s t h a t 'making r e p a r a t i o n i s , i n my view, a fundamental 

element i n a l l human r e l a t i o n s ' . 4 4 F u r t h e r , 

These tendencies to make r e p a r a t i o n I have found to be the 
d r i v i n g f o r c e i n a l l c o n s t r u c t i v e a c t i v i t i e s and f o r s o c i a l 
development. 4 5 

K l e i n suggests t h a t i n most c a s e s the d e p r e s s i v e p o s i t i o n takes 

the f i r s t few y e a r s of childhood to work through. 

Two f u r t h e r comments on the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the d e p r e s s i v e 

p o s i t i o n a r e s i g n i f i c a n t , both of which concern the way r e l a t e d 

problems may be i d e n t i f i e d and approached i n a n a l y s i s . F i r s t , 

K l e i n notes t h a t the c e n t r a l f e a t u r e of the d e p r e s s i v e p o s i t i o n -

the d e s i r e to make r e p a r a t i o n - i s commonly i d e n t i f i e d i n c h i l d 

a n a l y s i s i n p a i n t i n g s and p i c t u r e s which the c h i l d produces. 

K l e i n t a l k s of the 'compelling urge' many c h i l d r e n e x p e r i e n c e to 

p a i n t p i c t u r e s of those to whom they a r e r e l a t e d and notes 

e s p e c i a l l y the case of one c h i l d who pai n t e d an o l d woman 'on the 

t h r e s h o l d of death' i n p a i n t i n g i n f u l l p o s s e s s i o n of her 

s t r e n g t h and beauty. The c h i l d i n t h i s c a s e ' a l l a y s her own 
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a n x i e t y and can endeavour to r e s t o r e her mother and make her new 

through the p o r t r a i t ' . 4 6 T h i s example i l l u s t r a t e s a common 

occurrence. 

Second, K l e i n notes t h a t problems r e l a t e d to a person's 

i n c a p a c i t y to make r e p a r a t i o n are i d e n t i f i e d i n a n a l y s i s by t h e i r 

i n c a p a c i t y to co-operate with the a n a l y s t . 4 - 7 P i c k i n g up some 

themes of mental h e a l t h a l r e a d y mentioned (see above, p. 20), the 

p o i n t of a n a l y s i s i s then seen i n terms of 

P a t i e n t s [becoming] abl e to make d e c i s i o n s which they were 
p r e v i o u s l y unable to make, and i n g e n e r a l to use t h e i r g i f t s 
more f r e e l y . T h i s i s l i n k e d with a l e s s e n i n g i n h i b i t i o n of 
t h e i r c a p a c i t y to make r e p a r a t i o n . T h e i r powers of enjoyment 
may i n c r e a s e i n many ways and hope comes up a g a i n and 
a g a i n . 4 B 

T r a n s f e r e n c e i s the key t o o l to enable t h i s . Two p o i n t s are 

s a l u t a r y about the t h e o l o g i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e of K l e i n ' s work. 

F i r s t , a t t e n t i o n to K l e i n might encourage us to agree to some 

degree w i t h the c o n c l u s i o n of t h e o l o g i a n s t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s i s 

' u n n a t u r a l ' . 4 9 Our most b a s i c i n s t i n c t , as seen from K l e i n , i s 

not to r e p a i r but to r e t a l i a t e and hate. 

What i s of s i g n i f i c a n c e here f o r the l a t e r p r a c t i c e of 
f o r g i v e n e s s i s the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t on the most p r i m i t i v e 
l e v e l the human d e s i r e i s not f o r f o r g i v e n e s s but f o r 
r e t a l i a t i o n . To f o r g i v e i s to move beyond the p r i n c i p l e of 
r e t a l i a t i o n . s o 

F o r g i v e n e s s might then be seen as the i n t r o d u c t i o n of a new and 

u n f a m i l i a r p r i n c i p l e - one which, to p i c k up a b i b l i c a l image, 

i n v o l v e s the strangeness and s t r a i n of going the e x t r a mile 

(Matt. 5.41). Because f o r g i v e n e s s f o l l o w s a more p r i m i t i v e d e s i r e 

f o r r e t a l i a t i o n i t demands a working through of b a s i c i n t e r n a l 

f o r c e s a t work i n us, and may be seen to r e q u i r e more commitment 

and c r e a t i v e energy than a r e t a l i a t o r y response to another. I n 
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the l i g h t of t h i s b a s i c axiom we can begin to make sense, f o r 

i n s t a n c e , of Emil Brunner's statement t h a t ' f o r g i v e n e s s i s the 

v e r y opposite of anything t h a t can be taken f o r granted. Nothing 

i s l e s s obvious than f o r g i v e n e s s * . 3 1 Cost, s a c r i f i c e and 

expenditure a l l become a p p r o p r i a t e l y a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the b u s i n e s s 

of f o r g i v i n g . Against t h i s background we may a l s o be a b l e to f i n d 

r i c h meanings i n c l a i m s about the c r e a t i v e nature of 

f o r g i v e n e s s (see above, pp. 2-3). 

Second, we a l s o see t h a t a c a p a c i t y to make r e p a r a t i o n depends 

upon the e a r l y s u c c e s s of attempts a t ego i n t e g r a t i o n . Although 

the p a r a n o i d - s c h i z o i d and d e p r e s s i v e p o s i t i o n s occur i n the f i r s t 

few months of l i f e they l a y foundations and c r e a t e e x p e c t a t i o n s 

f o r a l l f u t u r e r e l a t i o n s h i p s . I n these formative phases the c h i l d 

r e q u i r e s s e l f - o b j e c t r e s o u r c e s n e c e s s a r y to develop an i n t e g r a t e d 

s e l f through engagement i n i n t r o j e c t i o n . As David Atkinson p o i n t s 

out, t h i s means a t l e a s t t h a t 

F o r g i v e n e s s has to be o f f e r e d as a g i f t i f r e p a r a t i o n i s to 
be meaningful. I f the c h i l d ' s urge to make r e p a r a t i o n ( f o r 
h i s p e r c e i v e d wrong towards the loved person) i s to become 
c r e a t i v e f o r him and f o r the r e l a t i o n s h i p , i t must be met by 
a r e s p o n s i v e g i f t from the mother (the wronged), i . e . , by 
f o r g i v e n e s s . Indeed, presumably before the c h i l d can come to 
understand t h i s p a r t i c u l a r l i f e - d r i v e which we c a l l 
r e p a r a t i o n to be r e p a r a t i o n and not another t h i n g , 
f o r g i v e n e s s has to come from the mother as a g i f t towards 
the 'wrong 1, which he l p s to i n t e r p r e t the c h i l d ' s own d r i v e s 
to h i m s e l f . 5 2 

These comments beg the d i s t u r b i n g q u e s t i o n of what consequences 

f o l l o w when good o b j e c t s are absent or s c a r c e . 
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1.4 'GETTING TRAFFIC MOVING AGAIN' -

A SOCIOLOGICAL APPROACH TO FORGIVENESS 

I n order to approach the s o c i o l o g i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e I have 

s e l e c t e d , I s h a l l a n t i c i p a t e here what I take to be a c e n t r a l 

t h e o l o g i c a l axiom w i t h regard to f o r g i v e n e s s : f o r g i v e n e s s 

concerns persons. I t i s a r e l a t i o n a l concept and names p a r t i c u l a r 

forms of i n t e r - p e r s o n a l exchange. However we might come to 

d e f i n e f o r g i v e n e s s , t h i s f e a t u r e must remain c e n t r a l to our 

d e f i n i t i o n . One important d i s t i n g u i s h i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c between 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and f o r g i v e n e s s , f o r example, might be s a i d to be 

t h a t i d e a s and i d e o l o g i e s can be r e c o n c i l e d , whereas the s u b j e c t s 

and p a r t i c i p a n t s i n f o r g i v e n e s s are always persons - human, and, 

we w i l l want to add, d i v i n e . 

Assessments d i f f e r as to the extent f o r g i v e n e s s i s e x e r c i s e d i n 

human l i f e . Carnegie C a l i a n w r i t e s t h a t 

We l i v e i n an u n - f o r g i v i n g s o c i e t y , but i f we c o u l d l e a r n 
a g a i n the b a s i c elements of the C h r i s t i a n d o c t r i n e of 
f o r g i v e n e s s , both our i n d i v i d u a l and s o c i a l l i v e s c o u l d be 
r enewed. 5 3 

I n c o n t r a s t to t h i s view of an u n - f o r g i v i n g s o c i e t y , Haddon 

Willmer takes the view t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s i s common, though perhaps 

h a r d l y r e c o g n i s e d : f o r g i v e n e s s i s 'one of the many l i t t l e n o t i c e d 

n e c e s s i t i e s of l i f e ' . 

People cannot l i v e together with the degree of amicableness 
and co-operation t h a t people do i n f a c t l i v e together with 
f o r a l o t of the time u n l e s s f o r g i v e n e s s i s o p e r a t i v e . 5 4 

Two important c l a i m s are made i n these two statements, though 

Willmer's opinion t h a t people f o r g i v e one another enough to make 

fo r a moderately workable community i s what i s questioned by 
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C a l i a n . I n h i s view, communities o f t e n a r e not 'moderately 

workable', and f o r g i v e n e s s i s absent. We need, then, to take h i s 

c a l l f o r a recovery of a C h r i s t i a n understanding of f o r g i v e n e s s 

s e r i o u s l y i n order to uncover what i t might have to c o n t r i b u t e to 

a view of communal l i f e l i v e d w e l l . To begin, we can e x p l o r e 

Willmer's s t a n c e by looking a t some models of s o c i a l interchange 

from the d i s c i p l i n e s of s o c i a l s c i e n c e which might throw l i g h t on 

how 'amicableness and co-operation' might come about without 

r e c o u r s e to f a m i l i a r words i n C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n . To do t h i s I 

s h a l l t u r n to E r v i n g Goffman's R e l a t i o n s i n P u b l i c : M i c r o s t u d i e s 

of the P u b l i c O r d e r , 5 5 which o u t l i n e s a notion of remedial 

interchange, a concept which i s i n some r e s p e c t s analogous to 

f o r g i v e n e s s . 

Goffman understands remedial interchanges as s o c i a l norms which 

guide a c t i o n s w i t h the support of s o c i a l s a n c t i o n s . These norms -

'sometimes r e f e r r e d to as demeanour, deportment, and manners' 5 6 -

d i r e c t the behaviour of one i n the presence of o t h e r s , and 

i n v o l v e the notion t h a t those who f a i l to guide themselves by 

p a r t i c u l a r r u l e s have done so through l a p s e or f a u l t y c h a r a c t e r . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , they maintain t h a t though o f f e n d e r s have not 

conformed, they are 'capable of doing so, should have d e s i r e d to 

conform, and, i n any case, ought now to c o n f o r m 1 . 5 7 Each f a i l u r e 

to abide by a p a r t i c u l a r s o c i a l norm i n t r o d u c e s 'a dual s e t of 

i s s u e s f o r the offender and the o f f e n d e d ' , 5 a who can then be 

i d e n t i f i e d as o b l i g a t e d , and 'expectant', r e s p e c t i v e l y . Goffman 

holds t h a t a l l s o c i a l s i t u a t i o n s a re ' s e t t i n g s f o r r a c i n g through 

v e r s i o n s i n m i n i a t u r e of the e n t i r e j u d i c i a l p r o c e s s ' 3 9 though 
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because g u i l t and punishment i n i n t e r - p e r s o n a l matters a r e l e s s e r 

than those which might be d e a l t w i t h i n many c a s e s brought i n t o 

l e g a l c o n f r o n t a t i o n , the concern of the p a r t i e s i s not so much to 

a c h i e v e proper a t t r i b u t i o n of blame but l a r g e l y to 'get t r a f f i c 

moving a g a i n ' . 6 0 T h i s concern, he s t a t e s , i s l i k e l y to i n s p i r e 

' t a c i t c o l l a b o r a t i o n ' between them. 

Accounts and apologies are two c e n t r a l means of working towards 

t h i s end. Accounts, i n Goffman's view, a r e aimed a t e x p l a i n i n g 

behaviour or motivation and o f f e r i n g an a l t e r n a t i v e e x p l a n a t i o n 

to t h a t which might be h e l d by the offended. They a r e grounded i n 

the r e a s o n i n g t h a t 'there i s no a c t whose meaning i s independent 

of reasons understood f o r i t s o c c u r r e n c e ' . 6 1 Apology i s a 

s t r a t e g y by which the o b l i g a t e d person i s a b l e to i d e n t i f y 

h i m s e l f or h e r s e l f as g u i l t y of an offence and a t the same time 

seek to be d i s a s s o c i a t e d from i t . Apologies w i t n e s s to the 

o b l i g a t e d person's b e l i e f i n an offended r u l e , though Goffman 

suggests t h a t c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y the degree of anguish expressed 

by the a p o l o g i s i n g offender seems 'a poor r e f l e c t i o n ' of the 

v a r i a t i o n i n l o s s p o s s i b l e to the offended. A d i s t i n c t i o n between 

account and apology emerges with the former denying the o f f e n d i n g 

a c t i o n a s a s e r i o u s e x p r e s s i o n of s e l f . 6 2 The l a t t e r a f f i r m s i t 

as genuine, but begs s u f f e r a n c e , and exposes the s e l f to the 

d e n i a l and r e j e c t i o n of the p a r t y one has offended. 

I n r e l a t i o n to accounts and apologies, Goffman admits t h a t 

u t t e r a n c e s may be 'performative', i n so f a r as the t e r m i n a t i o n of 

dialogue i n which the p a r t i e s have engaged g e n e r a l l y s i g n a l s the 
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s t a r t of a 'moral p a c i f i c a t i o n ' between the two, a l l o w i n g 

troublesome matters to be dropped and other t h i n g s attended to. 

So the acknowledgement and acceptance of an apology may 

f a c i l i t a t e peace. E q u a l l y , thanks and a p p r e c i a t i o n d i r e c t e d 

towards the v i c t i m may f u n c t i o n to a f f i r m the v i c t i m , by 

r e c o g n i s i n g h i s or her g e n e r o s i t y , w h i l s t a l s o a f f i r m i n g the 

offender, by h i g h l i g h t i n g t h a t t r a i t of c h a r a c t e r ( ' a l i v e n e s s to 

favours done f o r h i m ' ) 6 3 which point to h i s or her w o r t h i n e s s . 

There i s much i n t h i s which i s of v a l u e i n c o n t r i b u t i n g to an 

account of the e x p e r i e n c e of p a r t i c i p a n t s i n what C h r i s t i a n t a l k 

c a l l s f o r g i v e n e s s . Indeed Goffman might be h e l p i n g e x p l a i n to us 

i n n o n - t h e o l o g i c a l terms what Willmer l a b e l s f o r g i v e n e s s i n the 

quotation above. The q u e s t i o n then a r i s e s , f o l l o w i n g C a l i a n , of 

what the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n has to o f f e r to add v a l u e , c h a l l e n g e 

or r e f i n e t h i s t h i n k i n g . One point a t which the C h r i s t i a n 

t h e o l o g i a n might want to q u e s t i o n Goffman's account of remedial 

interchange i s with h i s notion of m i n i m a l i z a t i o n . 6 4 

M i n i m a l i z a t i o n i s the v i c t i m ' s c o n t r i b u t i o n to the s o c i a l r i t u a l 

of the remedial interchange which aims a t d i m i n i s h i n g the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s or her offender's a c t , i n the dialogue of the 

two on the way to re-engagement. 

The v i c t i m g r a c i o u s l y makes l i g h t both of what he has 
forgone or s u f f e r e d and of the q u a l i t y of c h a r a c t e r he must 
have to make l i g h t of t h i s s o r t of t h i n g . 6 5 

"That's a l r i g h t " , "Think nothing of i t " , and " I t ' s o.k." are 

c i t e d as phrases which express m i n i m a l i z a t i o n . C h r i s t i a n theology 

cannot equate t h i s with the a c t of f o r g i v i n g , and r e q u i r e s a more 

f l e x i b l e meaning to ' f o r g i v e n e s s ' , f o r w h i l s t i t might i n c l u d e 
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the m i n i m a l i z a t i o n of a f a u l t i t a l s o c a r r i e s meanings which 

cannot be contained by what i s meant by t h i s m i n i m a l i z a t i o n . I 

w i l l examine t h i s c o n t e n t i o n i n the next s e c t i o n . 

1 .5 TWO POINTS OF VIEW -

THEOLOGICAL APPROACHES TO FORGIVENESS 

I f I am r i g h t about the p e r s o n a l c h a r a c t e r of f o r g i v e n e s s , we 

need to be c l e a r about the r o l e we want to a s s i g n to 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m and how we choose to t h i n k about commitment to 

o t h e r s . The q u e s t i o n a r i s e s of how f o r g i v e n e s s might f i n d a 

p l a c e i n a t h e o l o g i c a l anthropology. Goffman, f o r example, admits 

t h a t i n d i v i d u a l s c a r r y r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r t h e i r behaviour i n the 

presence of o t h e r s . R e s p o n s i b i l i t y , as he understands i t , 

concerns both one's r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r immediate c a u s a t i o n , 

compensation, and so o n 6 6 which might d e f i n e one as an offender, 

but a l s o the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of both p a r t i e s f o r engaging i n the 

t a c i t c o l l a b o r a t i o n aimed a t ' g e t t i n g t r a f f i c moving ag a i n ' . 

C h r i s t i a n s might wish to strengthen t h i s c l a i m to focus on the 

common t h e o l o g i c a l axiom t h a t ( i n the language of a f e m i n i s t 

' e t h i c of connectedness') 'we have the power through a c t s of love 

or l o v e l e s s n e s s l i t e r a l l y to c r e a t e one a n o t h e r ' . 6 7 The same 

thought f i n d s e x p r e s s i o n i n contemporary s c h o o l s of t h e o l o g i c a l 

anthropology which have sought to r e v i v e t r i n i t a r i a n d o c t r i n e and 

t i e i t i n with ideas about the image of God. 6 a The p o i n t of 

emphasising t h i s ' d i a l o g i c a l ' c h a r a c t e r of r e l a t i o n s h i p i s to 

r e s i s t atomic notions of selfhood, so t h a t persons a r e d e f i n e d as 

l o c a t i o n s i n communication c o n t e x t s and not as s t a t i c 

s u b s t a n c e s . 6 9 
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Some of the weight which has been p l a c e d on t h i s k i n d of thought 

can be e x p l a i n e d as t h e o l o g i c a l r e s i s t a n c e to i d e a s g a i n i n g 

ground under the i n f l u e n c e of the new p o l i t i c a l r i g h t , one of 

whose main exponents once preached t h a t 'there i s no such t h i n g 

as s o c i e t y , only i n d i v i d u a l s and t h e i r f a m i l i e s ' . 7 0 Theologians 

have questioned and c r i t i c i s e d t h i s kind of thought, p o i n t i n g out 

a l s o t h a t modern concerns to 'possess' o u r s e l v e s and so on a r e 

d i s t u r b i n g l y s i m i l a r to what e a r l i e r s o c i e t i e s have d e f i n e d a s 

madness 7 1 as w e l l as to what the C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n has 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y named as s i n . 7 2 Two other impulses f o r t h i s 

t h e o l o g i c a l r e s i s t a n c e might a l s o be i d e n t i f i e d - s e a r c h e s to 

a f f i r m worth i n those who might b e n e f i t from l i b e r a t i o n 

t h e o l o g i e s , l e a d i n g to a r e a p p r a i s a l of the whole n o t i o n of 

dependence, 7 3 and a l s o the s e a r c h to address some bludgeoning 

p a s t o r a l d i f f i c u l t i e s . For example, Stephen Sykes w r i t e s of 

pr e p a r i n g one student f o r marriage i n the church, and f i n d i n g 

t h a t the student 'had never, i n h i s e n t i r e 21 y e a r s y e a r s , known 

a couple whose marriage had l a s t e d , n e i t h e r those of h i s parents 

nor any of h i s f r i e n d s ' 7 4 and so could l o c a t e no r o l e models to 

connect to t r a d i t i o n a l C h r i s t i a n t e a c h i n g about f i d e l i t y . The 

poi n t of t h i s example i s not to condemn the d i v o r c e d and 

separated, f o r we may w e l l be convinced t h a t '"God has c a l l e d us 

to peace" - not an ending s t a t e of m a r i t a l w a r f a r e ' 7 5 and aware 

of r e s o u r c e s i n the b i b l i c a l t r a d i t i o n to support s e p a r a t i o n i n 

some c a s e s (Donnelly, f o r i n s t a n c e , r e l a t e s Matthean and P a u l i n e 

m a t e r i a l on c o n f r o n t a t i o n and s e p a r a t i o n to the moves which may 

have to be made by those with m a r i t a l d i f f i c u t i e s ) . 7 6 I am only 
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attempting to point out t h a t a c u l t u r e which e i t h e r promotes or 

condones withdrawal from r e l a t i o n s h i p as an a p p r o p r i a t e option i n 

response to wrongdoing i s l o s i n g some moorings w i t h t r a d i t i o n s of 

f o r g i v e n e s s ; and the d i v o r c e i s s u e i s one s e r i o u s e x p r e s s i o n of 

some contemporary trends which might d e s e n s i t i s e us to the 

p o t e n t i a l r e l e v a n c e of f o r g i v e n e s s . My concern here i s to note 

t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s i s a t a c t i c perhaps becoming u n f a m i l i a r and 

s t r a n g e to many today, and i n t h i s r e s p e c t , we might come to see 

some t r u t h i n C a l i a n ' s c l a i m s about l i v i n g i n an u n - f o r g i v i n g 

s o c i e t y . The present c l i m a t e of i n d i v i d u a l i s m i s no doubt a t 

l e a s t i n p a r t r e s p o n s i b l e f o r t h i s kind of r e j e c t i o n of a need 

f o r f o r g i v e n e s s , i n t h a t i n d i v i d u a l i s m might a l l o w us c h e e r f u l l y 

to b e l i e v e t h a t our commitments to o t h e r s can be d i m i n i s h e d and 

t h a t those to whom we are not r e l a t e d cease to be our 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . C h r i s t i a n s would s u r e l y want to argue r a t h e r 

d i f f e r e n t l y i n the hope th a t persons might s t r i v e i n c r e a s i n g l y to 

aim a t expanding commitment to o t h e r s , e s p e c i a l l y the unwanted 

and un-remembered. I f they are not prepared to argue i n t h i s way 

Goffman's comments about mutual r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r amendment w i l l 

be l o s t (see above, p. 2 7 ) . i f C h r i s t i a n s intend to w i t n e s s a t 

a l l w e l l to f o r g i v e n e s s they w i l l need a l s o to g i v e c l e a r s i g n a l s 

about community, r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and s o c i a l v i s i o n , and i n t h i s 

r e s p e c t , I b e l i e v e the i n f l u e n c e of i n d i v i d u a l i s m i s not 

u n r e l a t e d to the language of f o r g i v e n e s s not being kept 

s u f f i c i e n t l y i n currency. 

There seems to me to be some connections between Goffman's 

language of m i n i m a l i z a t i o n and elements i n the b i b l i c a l 

29 



t r a d i t i o n s and the way they have been r e f l e c t e d on, which can be 

seen by posing the f o l l o w i n g q u e s t i o n : i f we were prepared to see 

our o f f e n d e r ' s p e r s p e c t i v e , e f f e c t i v e l y to 'step i n t o h i s or her 

shoes', would not our judgement be s w i f t l y c u r t a i l e d and t h e i r 

need f o r f o r g i v e n e s s be redundant a s we found a r e s o u r c e to he l p 

us 1 m i n i m a l i z e ' the s i g n i f i c a n c e of t h e i r o f f e n c e ? To r e t u r n to, 

and expand on some of the f i n d i n g s of the b i b l i c a l s e c t i o n above, 

people who l i s t e n to Jesus cannot presume to remove the speck i n 

t h e i r s i s t e r ' s or b r o t h e r ' s eye without f i r s t a t t e n d i n g to the 

log which b l i n d s t h e i r own s i g h t (Matt. 7 . 3 f ) . And as George 

Soares-Prabhu p o i n t s out, the gospels a s s o c i a t e c l o s e l y 

f o r g i v e n e s s and non-judgement. 7 7 T e x t s we might contend w i t h i n 

t h i s i n s t a n c e i n c l u d e the s t o r y of the would-be stone-throwers of 

John 8.1-11, 7 a the teac h i n g a t the h e a r t of the sermon on the 

p l a i n (Luke 6.34; 6.37-38) and the Lucan t r a d i t i o n of the words of 

the c r u c i f i e d J e s u s (Luke 23.34). One q u e s t i o n f o r r e d a c t i o n 

c r i t i c s might be whether some of the problems we encounter which 

cause us to examine the r e l a t i o n of f o r g i v e n e s s and 

m i n i m a l i z a t i o n a c t u a l l y a r i s e a t l e a s t i n p a r t due to d i f f e r e n t 

' t h e o l o g i e s ' of f o r g i v e n e s s i n the gosp e l s . I have a l r e a d y drawn 

a t t e n t i o n to the d i f f e r i n g emphases i n the the connections the 

e v a n g e l i s t s make between d i v i n e and human f o r g i v e n e s s : t h e r e a r e 

c l e a r l y d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s of connection i n Mark's h i n a : ' i n order 

t h a t ' (Mark 11.25), Luke's k a i gar autou: 'for we o u r s e l v e s a l s o ' 

(Luke 11.4) and Matthew's hos: 'as' (Matthew 6.12). 

When we look a t how b i b l i c a l t e x t s have been appropriated, we 

again encounter confusion about the r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
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f o r g i v e n e s s and m i n i m a l i z a t i o n . Preaching on a t e x t which 

i n t e r e s t i n g l y does not mention ' f o r g i v e n e s s ' (Matt. 5.43-44 on 

' l o v i n g o n e 1 s enemies 1) the e i g h t e e n t h century Bishop of Durham 

Joseph B u t l e r p r o c l a i m s : 

I f we could only p l a c e o u r s e l v e s a t a due d i s t a n c e , i . e . be 
r e a l l y unprejudiced, we should f r e q u e n t l y d i s c e r n t h a t to be 
i n r e a l i t y i n a d v e r t e n c e and mistake i n our enemy, which we 
now fancy we see to be malice and s c o r n . From t h i s proper 
point of view, we should l i k e w i s e i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y see 
something of these l a t t e r i n o u r s e l v e s , and c e r t a i n l y a 
great d e a l of the former. Thus the i n d i g n i t y or i n j u r y would 
almost d e f i n i t e l y l e s s e n , and perhaps a t l a s t come out to be 
nothing a t a l l . S e l f - l o v e i s a medium of a p e c u l i a r k i n d : i n 
these c a s e s i t magnifies e v e r y t h i n g which i s amiss i n 
o t h e r s , at the same time t h a t i t l e s s e n s e v e r y t h i n g amiss i n 
o u r s e l v e s . 7 9 

On t h i s view, our l a c k of f o r g i v e n e s s i s a form of p r o j e c t i o n , 

magnifying the f a i l u r e s of a l l but o n e s e l f . So we need to a c h i e v e 

a due d i s t a n c e on t h i n g s , a 'proper point of view', one B u t l e r 

l a t e r suggests i s modelled by the dying J e s u s p r a y i n g f o r h i s 

c r u c i f i e r s i n the Lucan p a s s i o n n a r r a t i v e . 8 0 He makes appeal to 

t h i s p a r t i c u l a r memory of Jes u s as an example of a r e f u s a l to 

manifest m a l i c e or resentment, f o r 'we o u r s e l v e s s h a l l one time 

be d e a l t w i t h as we d e a l with o t h e r s ' , 8 1 a d v i c e human beings need 

to heed i f they are to s u r v i v e t h e i r s u r e encounter 'naked and 

without d i s g u i s e before the Judge of a l l the e a r t h ' . 8 2 A 

f o r g i v i n g s p i r i t 8 3 l i k e t h a t of the dying C h r i s t , i s n e c e s s a r y i n 

those who hope to avoid t h i s meeting, threatened by J e s u s i n 

Matthew 18.23-35. 

Attending to B u t l e r ' s appeal f o r awareness of how s e l f - l o v e 

d i s t o r t s our p e r s p e c t i v e s and h i s commendation of 'due d i s t a n c e 1 

i n a s s e s s i n g the a c t i o n s of o t h e r s provides one C h r i s t i a n account 
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of f o r g i v e n e s s . His counsel may heighten s e n s i t i v i t y between 

people so t h a t they indeed l e a r n to c u l t i v a t e a ' f o r g i v i n g 

s p i r i t 1 but h i s comments appear inadequate i n the l i g h t of some 

comments made by C. S. Lewis which d i s t i n g u i s h between 

f o r g i v e n e s s and excusing, 

F o r g i v e n e s s s a y s , 'Yes, you have done t h i s t h i n g , but I 
accept your apology, I w i l l never h o l d i t a g a i n s t you and 
e v e r y t h i n g between us two w i l l be e x a c t l y as i t was before'. 
But excusing says, ' I see t h a t you couldn't h e l p i t or 
d i d n ' t mean i t , you weren't r e a l l y to blame'. I f one i s not 
r e a l l y to blame then t h e r e i s nothing to f o r g i v e . 8 4 

I s the 'due d i s t a n c e ' which B u t l e r a d v e r t i s e s i d e n t i c a l w i t h the 

'excuses' Lewis r e f u s e s to name as ' f o r g i v e n e s s ' ? Lewis admits, 

l i k e B u t l e r , t h a t ' i n our own case we accept excuses too e a s i l y , 

i n other people's we do not accept them e a s i l y enough' a s (see 

above, p. 31) but h i s understanding of f o r g i v e n e s s goes f u r t h e r 

than B u t l e r ' s , i n t h a t ' r e a l f o r g i v e n e s s means lo o k i n g s t e a d i l y 

a t the s i n ' , a 6 and concerns what i s i n e x c u s a b l e , 8 7 perhaps only 

the one percent of g u i l t l e f t over when the other n i n e t y - n i n e 

percent has been e x p l a i n e d away. Where B u t l e r b e l i e v e s t h a t a 

sympathetic p e r s p e c t i v e on the other w i l l d i m i n i s h one's sense of 

offence, Lewis can be s a i d to hold t h a t such a p e r s p e c t i v e does 

not c o n s t i t u t e f o r g i v e n e s s , but i s c l o s e r to e x c u s i n g . And t h e r e 

i s a sense, Lewis comments, i n which ' f o r g i v e n e s s and excusing 

a r e almost o p p o s i t e s ' . e a 

ft 

I want to agree w i t h Lewis t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s must confront 

wrongdoing even i f we want to say t h a t i t may a l s o attempt to 

e x p l a i n i t away. 8 9 I f f o r g i v e n e s s i s a means of mending what i s 

broken, denying brokenness i s u n l i k e l y to b r i n g about t h a t 
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mending. At t h e i r worst, excuses and d e n i a l s of damage b r i n g w i t h 

them the d e n i a l and diminution of the person committing wrong and 

of the one being wronged because t h e i r shared p a s t i s not 

approached and a s s e s s e d s e r i o u s l y . The end of t h i s may be t h a t 

both r e t r e a t from each other or a t l e a s t meet on i n c r e a s i n g l y 

s h a l l o w and s u p e r f i c i a l l e v e l s because mending never t a k e s p l a c e . 

Yet I a l s o do not wish to undervalue B u t l e r ' s argument. B u t l e r 

d e s e r v e s a t t e n t i o n f o r i n s i s t i n g t h a t resentment cannot be 

r e s o r t e d to by those who wish to pay heed to the P a u l i n e metaphor 

of 'the body, and every one members of one a n o t h e r ' 9 0 or by those 

who c o n s i d e r humankind a community or f a m i l y . 9 1 But whereas 

B u t l e r promotes understanding of the other so as not to t h r e a t e n 

the community shared by humankind, i t i s the f a i l u r e to see 

humankind as a community a t a l l which l i e s behind the 

contemporary t r e n d towards a demand f o r such understanding (see 

above, p. 3 0 ) . 

I t i s only the one percent of an. o f f e n c e which cannot be 

e x p l a i n e d away, to which Lewis p o i n t s aid with which B u t l e r cannot 

h e l p us. His s t r a t e g y of d i s t a n c e and non-judgement might h e l p us 

f o r most of the time, to r e c o g n i s e the devious workings of s e l f -

l o v e i n the humdrum but i r r i t a t i n g s i t u a t i o n s which make up much 

of the r e l a t i o n s h i p s of d a i l y l i f e . 

F i n a l l y w i t h r e g a r d to B u t l e r , i t i s worth p o i n t i n g out t h a t he 

r e g a r d s the f o r g i v e n e s s of i n j u r i e s as 'the same as to l o v e our 

e n e m i e s ' . 9 2 I n answer to the q u e s t i o n whether he had f o r g i v e n h i s 

c a p t o r s d u r i n g the second world war Primo L e v i w r i t e s t h a t he i s 

unprepared to accept the J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n commitment to f o r g i v e 
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u n t i l he i s a b l e to observe i n the a c t i o n s of the offender the 

'condemnation and uprooting' of t h e i r crime from t h e i r own and 

o t h e r s ' c o n s c i e n c e . He r e q u i r e s some repentance before he i s a b l e 

to o f f e r any f o r g i v e n e s s , u n l i k e Luke's J e s u s and those who 

fo l l o w B u t l e r ' s p o i n t of view. L e v i speaks of the J u d e o - C h r i s t i a n 

precept to ' f o r g i v e the enemy': yet notwithstanding t h i s , as he 

reminds us, 'an enemy who sees the e r r o r of h i s ways c e a s e s to be 

an enemy'. 9 3 L e v i ' s b e l i e f might be s a i d to be i n reform, not 

f o r g i v e n e s s . 

Can B u t l e r ' s and Lewis' i n s i g h t s be r e c o n c i l e d ? I t h i n k t h a t they 

can. We need to see both as genuine attempts a t f o r g i v e n e s s , but 

wit h Lewis p o i n t i n g to a p o s s i b i l i t y f o r which B u t l e r does not 

allo w : t h a t some i n j u r i e s , even i f only one percent, a r e 

i n t o l e r a b l e and i n e x c u s a b l e and simply cannot be e x p l a i n e d away, 

no matter how hard we t r y to understand, minimalize or make l i g h t 

of the f a u l t s of o t h e r s . L e v i ' s experience might w e l l be a ca s e 

i n p o i n t . I n such a case, i f f o r g i v e n e s s i s to occur, i t may have 

to f a c e the i n e x c u s a b l e nature of an offen c e which w i l l permit no 

ex p l a n a t i o n - however generous - and which s t i l l r e q u i r e s 

f o r g i v e n e s s as Lewis understands i t . T h i s element of f o r g i v e n e s s 

a d d r e s s i n g the i n e x c u s a b l e marks a s i g n i f i c a n t advance on the 

views of L e v i , Goffman's m i n i m a l i z a t i o n and B u t l e r ' s c a l l f o r 

'due d i s t a n c e , ' among many o t h e r s . I s i t t h a t , minimally, 

f o r g i v e n e s s r e f e r s to what B u t l e r commends, or what Goffman names 

as m i n i m a l i z a t i o n , w h i l s t a f u l l e r y e t more d i f f i c u l t sense of 

f o r g i v e n e s s s t i l l l i e s beyond the h o r i z o n s of such t a c t i c s ? I 

t h i n k t h a t my d i s c u s s i o n so f a r j u s t i f i e s such a c o n c l u s i o n . 

34 



1 .6 'PEACE AT ANY PRICE'? 

PROFIT AND LOSS IN FORGIVENESS 

I want to t u r n now to attempt to i d e n t i f y and c l a r i f y the r o l e s 

and p o t e n t i a l responses of those caught up i n the movement of 

f o r g i v e n e s s which I have a l r e a d y c h a r a c t e r i s e d as ' d i a l o g i c a l ' 

(see above, p. 4 ) . I have l e a r n e d much from Goffman's 

s o c i o l o g i c a l a n a l y s i s , but want to gather some t h e o l o g i c a l 

r e f l e c t i o n s on the p r o c e s s . One way of making sense of the 

complexity of the p e r s o n a l exchanges which may take p l a c e on the 

way to a c h i e v i n g f o r g i v e n e s s i s to envisage the p r o c e s s as a 

' c i r c l e ' . The offender impoverishes a p a t t e r n of r e l a t i o n a l i t y by 

h i s or her behaviour as the s t a r t of the c i r c l e . I f the whole 

pr o c e s s i s completed (and i t may w e l l not be) the v i c t i m ' s a c t of 

f o r g i v e n e s s u n i t e s the c i r c l e a t the same po i n t a t which i t was 

o r i g i n a l l y broken by the offender and a p a t t e r n of r e l a t i o n a l i t y 

can now be r e - e s t a b l i s h e d , e i t h e r on p r e v i o u s terms or e l s e i n 

some other c r e a t i v e form rendered a p p r o p r i a t e by the r e c o g n i t i o n 

of t h e i r shared and broken p a s t . 

To i n i t i a t e the ' c i r c l e ' the offender damages h i s or her v i c t i m 

i n some way. I t i s the o f f e n d e r ' s a c t i o n which makes the 

d e s i g n a t i o n s 'offender' and ' v i c t i m ' a p p r o p r i a t e to each p a r t y . 

But i t i s worth n o t i n g C h r i s Wood's c h a l l e n g i n g i n s i g h t which 

c a u t i o n s a g a i n s t too easy i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of each p a r t y : 

Some of f e n d e r s can a l s o be v i c t i m s . . . Two r i v a l gangs of 
youths s e t out one evening, d e l i b e r a t e l y armed with c h a i n s , 
k n i v e s , and other weapons to c o n t e s t an a r e a of d i s p u t e d 
" t e r r i t o r y " on a housing e s t a t e . At the end of the n i g h t , 
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one young man was i n a h o s p i t a l o p e r a t i n g t h e a t r e , and 
another i n P o l i c e custody. The f i r s t spent the next ten 
y e a r s i n a wheelchair, the second s e r v e d a sentence of l i f e 
imprisonment. At f i r s t s i g h t the one i n the w h e e l c h a i r i s 
the v i c t i m . Yet both s e t o f f t h a t evening with e v i l , i f not 
murderous i n t e n t . Which ended up where i s l a r g e l y a matter 
of chance. Whichever way you look a t i t , two young l i v e s 
were r u i n e d by t h a t evening's i n c i d e n t . " L a b e l s " can be 
d e c e p t i v e . 9 , 4 

Wood h i g h l i g h t s some d i f f i c u l t i e s about the ambiguitythat 

sometimes a r i s e s i n i d e n t i f y i n g g u i l t . I t remains the c a s e t h a t 

t h e r e c l e a r l y a r e i n s t a n c e s where d e s i g n a t i o n s of v i c t i m and 

o f f e n d e r are proper and n e c e s s a r y . And o f f e n d e r s a t l e a s t a re 

g u i l t y . 

G u i l t t a k e s d i f f e r e n t forms. R i c h a r d Swinburne d i s t i n g u i s h e s 

between o b j e c t i v e and s u b j e c t i v e g u i l t . 9 3 He sees o b j e c t i v e g u i l t 

a s the consequence of f a i l i n g to f u l f i l o b l i g a t i o n s and 

s u b j e c t i v e g u i l t as the consequence of f a i l i n g to t r y to f u l f i l 

one's o b l i g a t i o n s . The l a t t e r type i s a c q u i r e d by those who 

i n t e n t i o n a l l y do wrong, and i n d i c a t e s t h a t ' f a r more i s wrong'. 9 6 

A c q u i r i n g g u i l t i s analogous to i n c u r r i n g a debt which renders 

the offender 'unclean'. The s c e n a r i o i s summed up by Swinburne as 

such: 'a person who f a i l s i n h i s o b l i g a t i o n s has got something 

wrong w i t h him which needs d e a l i n g w i t h ' . 9 7 

The next movement i n the p r o c e s s belongs to e i t h e r o f f e n d e r or 

v i c t i m , and i s complete when both r e c o g n i s e the wrong committed. 

I f the imagery of 'drawing a c i r c l e ' i s to hold a t a l l , we see 

here t h a t as t h i s stage i n v o l v e s mutual exchange the c i r c u l a r 

shape may be d i s t o r t e d and s w i r l o f f course w i l d l y i f one p a r t n e r 

r e f u s e s to r e c o g n i s e the damage done and, where a p p r o p r i a t e , 

t h e i r own r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r i t . Some knowledge of C h r i s t i a n 
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t h e o l o g i c a l themes w i l l suggest t h a t t h i s brokenness i m p l i e s the 

diminution of those i n v o l v e d i n the brokenness. For i n s t a n c e , i f 

f o r g i v e n e s s i s withheld, the o f f e n d e r ' s s t a t u s as d i v i n e imager 

i s somehow ch a l l e n g e d . For the offender, acknowledgement of the 

wrong done might be manifest i n shame, f o r 

I t i s good we b e l i e v e o u r s e l v e s o b j e c t i v e l y g u i l t y when we 
ar e ; i t i s good t h a t we b e l i e v e o u r s e l v e s s u b j e c t i v e l y 
g u i l t y when we a r e ; i t i s good t h a t g u i l t be accompanied by 
shame. 9 Q 

W h i l s t the v i c t i m i s agent of r e p a i r by a t t e n d i n g to the t a s k of 

overcoming r e t a l i a t i o n , the offender i s a l s o an agent of r e p a i r -

though i n a c l e a r l y d i f f e r e n t sense - by a t t e n d i n g to the 

c u l t i v a t i o n and m a n i f e s t a t i o n of repentance: 

Repentance, as a response to my own wrong doing, looks both 
back (w i t h pain) to t h a t wrong doing, and forward (with 
hope and determination) to my own s e l f reform, and to the 
r e s t o r a t i o n of those r e l a t i o n s h i p s which my wrong doing has 
damaged or t h r e a t e n e d . 9 9 

Any a c t i o n s towards t h i s may be seen as an attempt to amend one's 

behaviour a p p r o p r i a t e l y , so as to d i s t a n c e o n e s e l f from the a c t 

which e s t a b l i s h e s g u i l t . 

Somehow we l e a r n to see o u r s e l v e s and our a c t s d i f f e r e n t l y , 
and i n t h a t l e a r n i n g become capable of r e l a t i n g d i f f e r e n t l y 
to our e n v i r o n m e n t . 1 0 0 

I n the c a t e g o r i e s of one c u r r e n t school of t h e o l o g i c a l 

anthropology r e p r e s e n t e d by A l i s t a i r McFadyen the offender might 

be s a i d to be seeking to demonstrate the d i s t a n c e between h i s or 

her i n d e x i c a l and s e l f - r e f e r e n t i a l s e l v e s , embodying the 

testimony t h a t ' I [ i n d e x i c a l ] know what I [ s e l f - r e f e r e n t i a l ] d i d 

was wrong'. 1 0 1 I n t h i s way the offender may own r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

f o r an a c t i o n but r e s i s t i t s 'sedimentation' as c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of 

him or h e r s e l f . Such r e s i s t a n c e may be seen as a way of 
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e x p r e s s i n g shame, as outward behaviour and a c t i o n a r e perhaps the 

only a p p r o p r i a t e gauge of the extent of i n t e r i o r repentance and 

r e c o g n i t i o n of one's need to change (before o n e s e l f , o t h e r s and 

God). As R i c h a r d Swinburne reminds us, 

To giv e what we cannot e a s i l y a f f o r d i s always a s e r i o u s 
a c t . The p e n i t e n t c o n s t i t u t e s h i s apology a s s e r i o u s by 
making i t c o s t l y . 1 0 2 

Notwithstanding t h i s , i t i s one t h i n g to suggest t h a t repentance 

i s s u f f i c i e n t f o r f o r g i v e n e s s , and another to purport t h a t i t i s 

ne c e s s a r y f o r i t , as Robert E n r i g h t and ot h e r s p o i n t out (see 

above, p. 12). W h i l s t f o r g i v e n e s s depends upon the f r e e c h o i c e of 

the v i c t i m , the t e a c h i n g and example of Je s u s of Nazareth, a t 

l e a s t i f we f o l l o w Sanders, tend towards the i d e a l of f o r g i v e n e s s 

preceding repentance - ' I f o r g i v e you and now you should repent 

and mend your ways' (see above, p. 12). 

W h i l s t only the offender can i n i t i a t e a process of f o r g i v e n e s s , 

only the v i c t i m can complete i t . Only the v i c t i m can perform the 

a c t of a c c e p t i n g h i s or her offe n d e r ' s attempts a t amendment and 

so b r i n g the pro c e s s to a c l o s e . I n the hope of e n a b l i n g a f u t u r e 

other than the one imposed by the past or by memory 1 0 3 he or she 

e f f e c t i v e l y c a n c e l s the oth e r ' s g u i l t by r e f u s i n g to a s s e n t to 

the l o g i c of the d e t e r i o r a t i n g r e l a t i o n a l form p r e v i o u s l y imposed 

upon him or h e r . 1 0 4 The f o r g i v e r seeks to e n r i c h the other with 

a new 'deeper' way of r e l a t i n g . One might expect t h a t t h i s may be 

extremely c o s t l y , f o r as Raymond S t u d z i n s k i p o i n t s out, t h i s 

demands the overcoming of v a r i o u s o b s t a c l e s . S t u d z i n s k i argues 

t h a t a s i d e from the problems of p r o j e c t i o n , human s e l f i s h n e s s may 

re c o g n i s e the d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s of resentment but s t i l l r e f u s e to 
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f o r g i v e , perhaps e s p e c i a l l y i f one's r e s i s t a n c e wins one the 

sympathy of the like-mi n d e d l y h o s t i l e , who may see one as 'weak' 

i f one i s seen to 'give i n 1 to one's offender; the l i k e l y 

consequence might be the v i c t i m threatened w i t h i s o l a t i o n on a l l 

s i d e s . 1 0 5 

The end s t a t e of f o r g i v e n e s s i s when 'not a l l wounds i n f l i c t e d 

can be healed, but what matters i s t h a t t h e r e can be no f u r t h e r 

wounds'. 1 0 6 T h i s may a r i s e through the v i c t i m s e e i n g the 

brokenness of the p a r t i e s ' r e l a t i o n s as the g r e a t e r l o s s than 

whatever p e r s o n a l i n j u r y has been caused to him or h e r s e l f . The 

v i c t i m thus r e f u s e s to allow the past to d e f i n e the f u t u r e 

r e l a t i o n . T h i s kind of r e f u s a l may be envisaged as a ' d r a i n i n g ' 

and r e p l e n i s h i n g , whereby the v i c t i m chooses to absorb the 

e f f e c t s of h i s or her of f e n d e r ' s a c t i o n and a t the same time 

attempts to i n f u s e the r e l a t i o n s h i p with a more c r e a t i v e way of 

r e l a t i n g . 

What e x a c t l y t h i s w i l l mean i n p r a c t i c e w i l l depend on the 

p a r t i c u l a r r e l a t i o n and circumstance, though t e l l i n g s t o r i e s may 

be a good re s o u r c e f o r ena b l i n g understanding of what kin d s of 

response may be e n t a i l e d . Aside from some b i b l i c a l s t o r i e s of 

Je s u s h i m s e l f , o t h e r s might point to the way i n which b i b l i c a l 

t e x t s might shape h a b i t u a l a t t i t u d e s and behaviour i n those who 

c l a i m C h r i s t ' s name: 

A T u r k i s h o f f i c e r had r a i d e d and looted an Armenian home. He 
k i l l e d the aged parents and gave the daughters to the 
s o l d i e r s , keeping the e l d e s t daughter f o r h i m s e l f . Some time 
l a t e r she escaped and t r a i n e d as a nurse. As time passed, 
she found h e r s e l f n u r s i n g i n a ward of T u r k i s h o f f i c e r s . One 
nig h t , by the l i g h t of a l a n t e r n , she saw the f a c e of t h i s 
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o f f i c e r . He was so g r a v e l y i l l t h a t without e x c e p t i o n a l 
n u r s i n g he would d i e . The days passed, and he recovered. One 
day the doctor stood by the bed w i t h her and s a i d to him, 
"But f o r her devotion to you, you would be dead". He looked 
a t her and s a i d , "We have met before, haven't we?" "Yes," 
she s a i d , "we have met before". "Why d i d n ' t you k i l l me?" he 
asked. She r e p l i e d , " I am a f o l l o w e r of him who s a i d 'Love 
your enemies'". 1 0' 7 

W h i l s t i t might be s a i d t h a t t h i s woman's courage embodied or 

'performed' her s c r i p t u r e ' s w i t n e s s to C h r i s t , 1 o e other s t o r i e s , 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y seen as laudable, may i n f a c t t u r n out to be deeply 

problematic. 

David N i c h o l l s recounts the s t o r y of an unnamed S a n d i n i s t a 

l e a d e r who became M i n i s t e r f o r the I n t e r i o r and d u r i n g a p r i s o n 

v i s i t r e c o g n i s e d some men who had t o r t u r e d both him and members 

of h i s f a m i l y . The m i n i s t e r f r e e s them. For N i c h o l l s , t h i s 

' n o n s e n s e ' 1 0 9 r a i s e s the q u e s t i o n of the moral c r e d i b i l i t y of the 

v i c t i m ' s acceptance of h i s degradation without r e t a l i a t i o n . He 

l o c a t e s contemporary t r i n i t a r i a n d o c t r i n e as one a r e a where 

people may be damaged by the notion t h a t i n such a s i t u a t i o n 

p a s s i v i t y i s the only a p p r o p r i a t e C h r i s t i a n response. The 

t r a d i t i o n , he argues, mistakenly, or a t l e a s t l o p s i d e d l y 

expounded, does not o f f e r them r e s o u r c e s f o r c o n f l i c t or 

r e s i s t a n c e . The s t o r y j u s t quoted, he p o s i t s , demonstrates l i t t l e 

more than the arrogance of one member of the Nicaraguan e l i t e i n 

r e s o r t i n g to such an a r b i t r a r y a c t i o n , and i l l u s t r a t e s i n h i s 

view t h a t a s o - c a l l e d " p o l i t i c s of f o r g i v e n e s s " ' i f i t makes 

sense a t a l l , does so only i n the context of a p o l i t i c s of 

j u s t i c e ' . 1 1 0 W h i l s t N i c h o l l s f i g h t s i t out w i t h one contemporary 

( ' s o c i a l ' ) t r i n i t a r i a n model, oth e r s have l o c a t e d the ' f a u l t s ' of 

other t r a d i t i o n s of theology and s p i r i t u a l i t y which, i t i s 
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claimed, may do more harm than good. Ann Loades 1 argument with 

elements i n both the e u c h a r i s t i c and ' i m i t a t i o n of C h r i s t ' 

t r a d i t i o n s i s a good e x a m p l e . 1 1 1 She argues: 

I t i s one t h i n g to employ the metaphors of the ' i m i t a t i o n of 
C h r i s t ' as the context of love and then be s u s t a i n e d by them 
i n a s i t u a t i o n of extremity, but q u i t e another to make the 
bare p o s s i b i l i t y of being i n t h a t s i t u a t i o n a focus of 
a t t e n t i o n o u t s i d e the context of l o v e . Without t h a t context, 
l i f e may be eaten away by metaphor, with those who employ i t 
l i t e r a l l y t e s t e d to d e s t r u c t i o n by i t . 1 1 2 

I t i s not d i f f i c u l t to see how t h i s kind of argument may 

c h a l l e n g e those who b e l i e v e themselves to be committed to 

f o r g i v e . The danger which N i c h o l l s and Loades a r e t r y i n g to warn 

a g a i n s t might be compared to the dangers i n h e r e n t i n extreme 

c a s e s of 'manic' and p a t h o l o g i c a l forms of f o r g i v e n e s s i d e n t i f i e d 

by p s y c h o a n a l y s i s . Reaction-formation i s one type of r e s i s t a n c e 

commonly recognised i n p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g and d e f i n e d simply as 

' o v e r - r e a c t i o n to c e r t a i n thoughts or e m o t i o n s ' . 1 1 3 I n r e l a t i o n 

to f o r g i v e n e s s , R. C. A. Hunter d e s c r i b e s i t as 'a defence 

a g a i n s t vengeful a g g r e s s i o n ' , 1 1 4 which i s betrayed by ' t e l l - t a l e 

s i g n s ' , 1 1 3 most ob v i o u s l y i n the f a i l u r e to cope adequately with 

one's own experience of being offended a g a i n s t by m i s t a k i n g 

f o r g i v e n e s s f o r 'peace a t any p r i c e ' (see above, p. 2 ) . I n such 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s , one's own defence mechanisms toward an other 

should never become redundant f o r one should not wish f o r peace 

without c o n f r o n t i n g the a c t u a l o f f e n c e . 

At l e a s t two e f f e c t i v e c r i t i c i s m s can be l e v e l l e d a t t h i s k i n d of 

r e l a t i o n a l i t y . The f i r s t has a l r e a d y been a p p l i e d to t a l k about 

d e n i a l of which t h i s i s a form. I t d i m i n i s h e s the importance of 

both persons by r e f u s i n g to d e a l with a shared s i t u a t i o n i n an 
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adequately p e r s o n a l way. I t p l a c e s too l i t t l e emphasis on the 

r e a l i t y of one's own past and the o t h e r ' s . By d e t r a c t i n g from the 

s e r i o u s n e s s of these p e r s o n a l h i s t o r i e s , i t denies the worth of 

the persons. Indeed i t may c o n t r i b u t e to one's f e e l i n g s of 

w o r t h l e s s n e s s (see above, pp. 32-33). The second problem w i t h 

t h i s c o u n t e r f e i t form of f o r g i v e n e s s a r i s e s i f the offen d e r i s 

genuinely repentant, f o r i n t h a t c a s e meeting repentance with a 

form of r e a c t i o n - f o r m a t i o n (see above, p. 41) harbours the memory 

of a p a s t i n a way which w i l l prevent an e n r i c h e d commonality 

between the p a r t i e s . 

I t i s worth mentioning a t t h i s p oint B e v e r l y Wildung H a r r i s o n 

whose work may he l p us avoid some of the problems which might be 

encountered by responses to wrong engendered by r e a c t i o n -

formation. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to compare what, f o r example, 

Atkinson has to say about f o r g i v e n e s s (see above, pp. 2-3) wi t h 

how H a r r i s o n w r i t e s about anger. She l o c a t e s the p l a c e of anger 

i n C h r i s t i a n e t h i c s , i n s i s t i n g t h a t 

Anger i s not the opposite of love. I t i s b e t t e r understood 
as a f e e l i n g - s i g n a l t h a t a l l i s not w e l l i n our r e l a t i o n to 
other persons or groups or to the world around us. Anger i s 
a mode of connectedness to o t h e r s and i t i s always a v i v i d 
form of c a r i n g . To put the point another way: anger i s -and 
always i s - a s i g n of some r e s i s t a n c e i n o u r s e l v e s to the 
moral q u a l i t y of the s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n which we a r e 
i m m e r s e d . 1 1 6 

She c o n t i n u e s , the angry person i s one 

Demanding acknowledgement from us, a s k i n g f o r the 
r e c o g n i t i o n of t h e i r presence, t h e i r v a l u e . We have two 
b a s i c options i n such a s i t u a t i o n . We can ignore, avoid, 
condemn or blame. Or we can a c t to a l t e r r e l a t i o n s h i p 
towards r e c i p r o c i t y , beginning a r e a l p r o c e s s of h e a r i n g and 
speaking to each o t h e r . 1 1 7 

I f H a r r i s o n i s r i g h t about t h i s p o s i t i v e t h r u s t i n anger, i t 
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seeks the same ki n d of re-engagement which f o r g i v e n e s s seeks. I t 

may be the c a s e t h a t anger takes the offender more s e r i o u s l y i n 

some c a s e s than does f o r g i v e n e s s where i t might l e a d to the 

f e e l i n g t h a t an offender i s being t r e a t e d too w e l l . Dorothy L. 

Sayers, f o r example, d i s c u s s e s the p o s s i b l e need to speak about 

u n f o r g i v a b l e s i n s , 1 1 8 and where such a need i s f e l t , anger may 

be an a p p r o p r i a t e response to wrong i n so f a r as i t may h e l p 

persons r e c o g n i s e t h e i r own worth i n s p i t e of v i o l a t i o n , and h e l p 

b u i l d up the s t r e n g t h and grace i n them to r e l e a s e some of t h a t 

worth to t h e i r offender. T h i s d e f i e s the danger of 'making peace 

a t any p r i c e ' (see above p. 2, p. 41) a t l e a s t , and s t r e n g thens 

the argument proposed by Donnelly t h a t anger and rage are not 

incompatible with f o r g i v e n e s s . Donnelly snaps the cord of 

a s s o c i a t i o n between f o r g i v e n e s s and p a s s i v i t y and n o n - c o n f l i c t , 

and we can f r u i t f u l l y read her i n s i g h t s a l o n g s i d e those of 

N i c h o l l s and Loades (see above, pp. 40-41). We need to bear t h e i r 

warnings i n mind i f f o r g i v e n e s s i s to guard a g a i n s t the r e a l 

p o s s i b i l i t y of the d e s t r u c t i o n of persons' worth. 

Yet d e s p i t e t a c t i c s to the c o n t r a r y , i t i s not p o s s i b l e to remove 

a l l r i s k from the b u s i n e s s of f o r g i v i n g . F o r g i v e n e s s i s and w i l l 

remain c o s t l y . F o r g i v e n e s s may, however, y i e l d r i c h rewards, as 

a p a r t from the s e r e n i t y t h a t many v i c t i m s w i t n e s s to f o l l o w i n g 

t h e i r g r a n t i n g f o r g i v e n e s s , i t has been argued t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s 

may not only remove enmity but even strengthen l o v e . Vincent 

Brummer argues t h i s , quoting John Burnaby: 

We s h a l l be to one another what we were before, save f o r one 
important d i f f e r e n c e . I know now t h a t you a r e a person who 
can f o r g i v e , t h a t you p r e f e r to have s u f f e r e d r a t h e r than to 
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r e s e n t , and t h a t to keep me as a f r i e n d , or to avoid 
becoming my enemy, i s more important to you than to maintain 
your own r i g h t s . And you know now t h a t I am a person who i s 
not too proud to acknowledge h i s f a u l t , and t h a t your 
goodwill i s worth more to me than the maintenance of my own 
c a u s e . . . 1 1 9 

I have used N i c h o l l s ' and Loades 1 arguments to suggest t h a t one 

danger i n v o l v e d i n f o r g i v e n e s s i s t h a t i t may c r e a t e more damage 

f o r the v i c t i m i f other r e s o u r c e s a r e not made a v a i l a b l e to them. 

A second danger may be t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s can be seen as e n f o r c i n g 

a form of enslavement and 'un-freedom' upon another, t h i s time 

c r e a t i n g dependence not f o r the v i c t i m but r a t h e r f o r the one 

supposedly ' f o r g i v e n ' . 1 2 0 Jan P e t e r s , who p o i n t s out t h i s danger, 

seeks to counter i t by i n s i s t i n g t h a t genuine f o r g i v e n e s s 

encourages and enables persons 'to be themselves... to become 

autonomous i n c r i t i c a l freedom'. The safeguard a g a i n s t the f e a r 

of e n f o r c i n g un-freedom i s , he suggests, to promote understanding 

of f o r g i v e n e s s as communicational. I t cannot be a matter of 

e g o c e n t r i c i t y and domination, but r a t h e r concerns both o t h e r -

centredness and enablement even i f by means of 'small 

b e g i n n i n g s 1 . 1 2 1 Yet as Vincent Brummer s t a t e s , i f the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p p r i o r to the breakdown belonged to the category he 

c a l l s a ' r e l a t i o n s h i p of f e l l o w s h i p ' ( i n which ' I i d e n t i f y w i t h 

you and your i n t e r e s t , [ s o ] your value and the v a l u e of your 

r e l a t i o n s h i p become i n t r i n s i c to m e ' ) 1 2 2 i t i n v o l v e d the p a r t i e s 

i n a s i t u a t i o n i n which they had given up a degree of 

independence anyway, a t l e a s t i n so f a r as each was dependent 

upon the o t h e r ' s freedom and r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i n the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . 1 2 3 

Jacques Pohier p o i n t s out a t h i r d danger which i s the opposite of 
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the above idea t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s may c r e a t e dependence i n so f a r 

as i t abused as a way to s e t t i n g o n e s e l f up as s u p e r i o r to the 

other. He p o i n t s out t h a t a d e c l a r a t i o n of g u i l t on the p a r t of 

the offender may a c t u a l l y amount to 'an attempt a t s e d u c t i o n ' . 1 2 4 

C i t i n g him a t l e a s t i l l u s t r a t e s how the devious may d i s t o r t the 

workings of f o r g i v e n e s s from both s i d e s of the r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

One important point a r i s i n g from t h i s d i s c u s s i o n i s the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of the church i n r e l a t i o n to f o r g i v e n e s s . For as 

v a r i o u s p s y c h o a n a l y s t s have i n s i s t e d on e x t e r n a l and 

environmental f a c t o r s as of f i r s t importance i n how persons may 

l e a r n to f o r g i v e , so q u e s t i o n s may be r a i s e d about the k i n d of 

community the church i s or ought to be i n t h i s connection. 

Stephen Fowl and Gregory Jones are i n s p i r e d by a t e x t from I s a i a h 

(49.2) and the l i f e and death of one modern 'performer of 

s c r i p t u r e ' , D i e t r i c h Bonhoeffer, to i n s i s t upon the importance of 

what they l a b e l 'separate s p a c e 1 , where the church can form and 

s u s t a i n C h r i s t i a n i d e n t i t y f a i t h f u l to the i n s p i r i n g c h a r a c t e r of 

J e s u s C h r i s t and some of h i s e a r l i e s t f o l l o w e r s . 1 2 5 They suggest, 

as S t a n l e y Hauerwas notes, t h a t ' t r a i n i n g i n the e x p e r i e n c e of 

f o r g i v e n e s s i s r e q u i r e d ' i f persons a r e to g i v e and r e c e i v e 

i t . 1 2 6 As one contemporary th e o l o g i a n suggests, 

To e n t e r the church i s . . . to e n t e r a form of community i n 
which the v i c a r i o u s s u f f e r i n g of J e s u s becomes the b a s i s of 
a new form of l i f e , one i n which the o f f e n c e of o t h e r s i s 
borne r a t h e r than a v e n g e d . 1 2 7 

These words of C o l i n Gunton r e l a t e us to the foundational events 

on which C h r i s t i a n f a i t h i s based, y e t as Jacques P o h i e r ' s 

argument attempts to show, a p p r o p r i a t i n g the b i b l i c a l w i t n e s s i n 
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the church's sacramental and p a s t o r a l m i n i s t r i e s may r e q u i r e a 

g r e a t d e a l of change from contemporary p r a c t i c e . 1 2 8 I t i s to the 

examination of t h i s p r a c t i c e t h a t I now t u r n i n the next 

c h a p t e r s . 

* * * * 

I s h a l l conclude w i t h a b r i e f summary of my c e n t r a l c o n t e n t i o n s 

so f a r . 

F i r s t , language about f o r g i v e n e s s i s ' i n c l u s i v e ' . I t embraces 

wide meanings: both monological ('my f o r g i v e n e s s of y o u 1 ) and 

d i a l o g i c a l (the t r a n s a c t i o n of f o r g i v e n e s s ) . T h i s i s resonant 

w i t h wide meanings i n the New Testament words f o r f o r g i v e n e s s . I t 

a l s o can be viewed i n the t h e o l o g i c a l and s o c i a l s c i e n c e 

p e r s p e c t i v e s c o n s i d e r e d i n t h i s chapter, which speak of g a i n i n g a 

'due d i s t a n c e ' , of ' m i n i m a l i z a t i o n ' , and of coping w i t h 

i n e x c u s a b l e o f f e n c e s . The one word f o r g i v e n e s s harbours awide 

range o f d i f f e r e n t , though r e l a t e d , r e a l i t i e s . 

Second, although the meanings of the word a r e d i v e r s e , i t i s 

p o s s i b l e to exclude c e r t a i n types of behaviour from i t s meaning. 

Psychology might h e l p us to do t h i s . I have noted t h r e e dangers 

which may render i t c o u n t e r f e i t . 

T h i r d , i t remains d i f f i c u l t to gauge what i s genuine and what i s 

c o u n t e r f e i t f o r g i v e n e s s i n p a r t i c u l a r c a s e s . Human beings' 

a b i l i t y to f o r g i v e w i l l correspond to t h e i r own p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

r e s o u r c e s which have strengthened or d i s a b l e d t h e i r p r o p e n s i t y to 

f o r g i v e . Perhaps the p o i n t to draw from t h i s i s t h a t i t i s 

o f t e n i n a p p r o p r i a t e to a t t a c h blame to persons' d i f f i c u l t i e s to 
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e i t h e r g i v e or r e c e i v e f o r g i v e n e s s . 

Indeed, f o u r t h , when a f f i r m i n g p s y c h o l o g i c a l r e s o u r c e s have been 

or a r e absent or s c a r c e , we need to be awake to some dangers 

which might ensue i f those concerned attempt to e x e r c i s e 

f o r g i v e n e s s . 

F i f t h , f o r g i v e n e s s , a t l e a s t t h a t l e a r n e d from the C h r i s t i a n 

gospel, precedes the* o f f e n d e r ' s repentance or reform. Perhaps the 

point here i s th a t v i c t i m s a r e encouraged to make beginnings 

towards f o r g i v e n e s s p r i o r to reform or repentance. 

S i x t h , there remain circum s t a n c e s i n which f o r g i v e n e s s cannot be 

assumed to be automatic. T h i s does not mean t h a t the offender i s 

r e q u i r e d to repent, but t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s may genuinely be 

tempered by other r e s o u r c e s - s e p a r a t i o n and anger would be two 

examples. 

Seventh, f o r g i v e n e s s i n v o l v e s a l e v e l of p e r s o n a l r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

E i g h t h , t h e r e a r e c u r r e n t s i n contemporary c u l t u r e and s o c i e t y 

which a t the very l e a s t may d e s e n s i t i s e us to the p o t e n t i a l 

r e l e v a n c e of f o r g i v e n e s s . 
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Sacramental approaches 
to f o r g i v e n e s s 

2.1 TRADITION AND CHANGE -

A HISTORICAL OVERVIEW OF PENANCE 

The sacrament of penance i s one t r a d i t i o n i n the C h r i s t i a n church 

which o b v i o u s l y r e l a t e s to f o r g i v e n e s s . I n t h i s chapter I want to 

exp l o r e the sacrament as i t has been and i s today c e l e b r a t e d . I 

am i n t e r e s t e d i n h i s t o r i c a l , d o c t r i n a l and e t h i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e s . 

F i r s t , I s h a l l provide a h i s t o r i c a l overview of the church's 

p e n i t e n t i a l d i s c i p l i n e . T h i s w i l l not be comprehensive or 

ex h a u s t i v e . I t would be u n r e a l i s t i c to expect to be e i t h e r of 

these i n only a few pages. 1 Rather, I note l i t t l e more than major 

trends , s h i f t s and c o n t r i b u t i o n s i n the e v o l u t i o n of the r i t e , 

which a s i d e from being i n t e r e s t i n g i n i t s e l f l a y s some 

foundations f o r the d i s c u s s i o n which f o l l o w s about the i s s u e s 

which gather around the contemporary c e l e b r a t i o n of the 

sacrament. I concentrate on four broad i s s u e s before next 

devoting some s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n to the qu e s t i o n of the i n t e r ­

r e l a t i o n s h i p of a s p e c t s of C a t h o l i c t e a c h i n g about moral 

a u t h o r i t y , which i s r e l e v a n t to the q u e s t i o n of whether p e n i t e n t s 

a r e or are not granted a b s o l u t i o n . My concern i n the two s e c t i o n s 

f o c u s i n g on contemporary c e l e b r a t i o n i s to provide some r e s o u r c e s 

f o r developing a r e s p o n s i b l e concept of a b s o l u t i o n which accounts 

fo r some of the problems r a i s e d with regard to f o r g i v e n e s s i n my 

f i r s t c h a pter. I c l o s e t h i s chapter with a s p e c i f i c h i s t o r i c a l 

p e r s p e c t i v e by looking a t one t e x t which remains important a d v i c e 
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on p r e p a r a t i o n f o r c o n f e s s i o n - P u r i t y of Heart by the Danish 

Lutheran Sjtfren Kierkegaard. 

* * A * 

Awareness of some Reformation debates ( a s i d e from those which 

continue today) i s enough to make one c o n s c i o u s t h a t the b i b l i c a l 

grounding f o r the 'sacrament' of penance i s ambiguous. 2 

A n g l i c a n s , f o r i n s t a n c e , apart from not c a l l i n g penance a 

'sacrament of the gospel' ( A r t i c l e XXV) , continue to q u i b b l e 

over the p r i e s t l y pronouncement i n the a b s o l u t i o n i n the Book of 

Common P r a y e r ' s order f o r Morning and Evening Prayer, i n which 

the c l a i m i s made t h a t 

Almighty God... hath given power, and commandment, to h i s 
M i n i s t e r s , to d e c l a r e and pronounce to h i s people, being 
p e n i t e n t , the A b s o l u t i o n and Remission of t h e i r s i n s . . . 

'Where?' i s a q u e s t i o n many Anglicans want to ask. A number of 

b i b l i c a l t e x t s f i g u r e w i t h i n the t h e o l o g i c a l r a t i o n a l e s and 

groundings given to t h i s a s s e r t i o n and o t h e r s l i k e i t i n the 

v a r i o u s C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n s . Two t e x t s from the Matthean 

'Sondergut' a r e p a r t i c u l a r l y well-worn i n t h i s debate: 

I w i l l g i v e you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and 
whatever you bind on e a r t h w i l l be bound i n heaven, and 
whatever you loose on e a r t h w i l l be loosed i n heaven 
(Matthew 1 6 . 1 9 ) . 

I f another member of the church s i n s a g a i n s t you, go and 
point out the f a u l t when the two of you a r e alone. I f the 
member l i s t e n s to you, you have reg a i n e d t h a t one. But i f 
you a r e not l i s t e n e d to, take one or two o t h e r s along w i t h 
you, so t h a t every word may be confirmed by the evidence of 
two or t h r e e w i t n e s s e s . I f the member r e f u s e s to l i s t e n to 
them, t e l l i t to the church; and i f the offender r e f u s e s to 
l i s t e n even to the church, l e t such a one be to you as a 
G e n t i l e and a t a x - c o l l e c t o r . T r u l y , I t e l l you, whatever 
you bind on e a r t h w i l l be bound i n heaven, and whatever you 
loose on e a r t h w i l l be loosed i n heaven (Matthew 1 8 . 1 5 - 1 8 ) . 3 
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The C a t h o l i c Order of Penance a s s e r t s t h a t 'The Lord i n s t i t u t e d a 

s p e c i a l sacrament of penance f o r the f o r g i v e n e s s of s i n s 

committed a f t e r baptism (see John 20.21-23)' [ D e c r e e ] , a view 

perhaps s u r p r i s i n g l y s t i l l h e l d d e s p i t e c o n t r o v e r s y e a r l i e r t h i s 

century when Modernists c h a l l e n g e d i t , i n s i s t i n g t h a t 'the Lord's 

words [ i n John 2 0 . 2 2 f f ] i n no way r e f e r to the sacrament of 

penance, d e s p i t e what the F a t h e r s a t Trent wished to a s s e r t ' . 

They were condemned i n 1907 by Pope P i u s X. 4 O f f i c i a l l y , then, 

the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n appeals to the f o l l o w i n g t e x t : 

As the F a t h e r has sent me, so I send you. When he had s a i d 
t h i s , he breathed on them and s a i d to them, 'Receive the 
Holy S p i r i t . I f you f o r g i v e the s i n s of any, they a r e 
f o r g i v e n them; i f you r e t a i n the s i n s of any, they a r e 
r e t a i n e d ' (John 20.21b-23). 

The p r e s e n t Pope even c a l l s t h i s passage 'one of the most awe-

i n s p i r i n g i n n o v a t i o n s of the g o s p e l ' . 5 Many C a t h o l i c s are no 

longer so c e r t a i n as e i t h e r of these Popes. One of the most 

important commentators on the modern C a t h o l i c p r a c t i c e of 

penance, James D a l l e n , echoes the Modernist c o n t e n t i o n : 'None of 

these t e x t s r e f e r to the sacrament of penance as we know i t , pace 

the C o u n c i l of T r e n t ' . 6 Monika H e l l w i g seeks a compromise 

p o s i t i o n , c l a i m i n g t h a t ' i n the broad sense the sacrament of 

penance owes i t s o r i g i n to J e s u s h i m s e l f i n h i s m i n i s t r y of 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and f o r g i v e n e s s which he e n t r u s t e d to the 

Church'. 7 Note ' i n the broad sense': she argues t h a t q u i b b l e s 

over the e x a c t formulation of the sacrament's o r i g i n a re 'petty 

and i n a p p r o p r i a t e 1 . I n t e r e s t i n g l y , one modern Methodist 

theologian, Theodore Jennings J r . , g i v e s a f u r t h e r t w i s t to the 

debate by c l a i m i n g 'as an a c t i o n i n s t i t u t e d by J e s u s the 

f o r g i v e n e s s of s i n s a c t u a l l y has a c l e a r e r foundation i n the New 
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Testament than e i t h e r baptism or e u c h a r i s t ' , 8 although he does 

not go as f a r as to c o r r e l a t e ' f o r g i v e n e s s of s i n s ' w i t h the 

Roman C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n ' s sacrament of penance. What we do see 

i n h i s statement and i n H e l l w i g ' s nonchalance about s p e c i f i c 

b i b l i c a l grounding a r e two attempts to p r e s s f o r s e r i o u s n e s s 

about l i t u r g i c a l e x p r e s s i o n s of f o r g i v e n e s s which r e c o g n i s e 

inadequacies i n the p r e s e n t r a t i o n a l e s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the 

t r a d i t i o n s to which the authors belong. And C a t h o l i c s and 

Methodists a r e not the only ones seeking to renew t h e i r own 

t r a d i t i o n s of f o r g i v e n e s s i n l i t u r g y and devotion. 

The meaning of 'binding' and 'loosing' can be gleaned by 

r e f e r e n c e to r a b b i n i c l i t e r a t u r e which i s contemporaneous with 

the Matthean community. I n t h a t l i t e r a t u r e the terms are used i n 

r e s p e c t of l e g a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 'To bind' was to d e c l a r e 

something forbidden, 'to l o o s e ' was to d e c l a r e i t permitted. The 

terms binding and l o o s i n g are a l s o a p p l i e d to d e s c r i b e the 

p r a c t i c e of e x c l u d i n g persons from community and f o r r e - i n v i t i n g 

them back i n t o community. As K a r l Rahner's study uncovers, 'to 

b i n d 1 meant to 'put under the b a n 1 , 9 p r o h i b i t i n g synagogue 

attendance. 'To l o o s e 1 was to l i f t the ban and a l l o w r e -

attendance. The usage of the two terms i n a t l e a s t Matthew 

ch.18 i s probably d e r i v a t i v e from these r a b b i n i c meanings, and 

l i g h t can be shed on the passage i n Matthew ch.16 (which i s 

concerned with the a u t h o r i t y of P e t e r s p e c i f i c a l l y ) by r e f e r e n c e 

to the Dead Sea S c r o l l s where binding and l o o s i n g a r e the 

p r e r o g a t i v e of the community ' s u p e r v i s o r ' (mebaqqer), a word 

which i s e t y m o l o g i c a l l y s i m i l a r to the Greek episcopos used i n 
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the New Testament and t r a n s l a t e d i n t o E n g l i s h as 'overseer' or 

' b i s h o p ' . 1 0 

Redaction c r i t i c i s m may a l s o provide some f u r t h e r e x p l a n a t i o n s 

f o r the Matthean community's p r a c t i c e of binding and l o o s i n g . I t 

has emphasised Matthew's community's p a r t i c u l a r l y s t r o n g i n t e r e s t 

i n the c h a r a c t e r of e k k l e s i a as a f r a t e r n i t y of s i b l i n g s , 

l e a r n i n g together from t h e i r wise pioneer, J e s u s . T h e i r memory of 

him, a s i t i s c o d i f i e d i n the gospel t e x t , i s ordered as a ki n d 

of 'manual of i n s t r u c t i o n ' f o r b e l i e v e r s , w i t h what they r e c e i v e 

as the Lord's words to Peter ( 1 6 . 1 9 ) being r e - a p p r o p r i a t e d i n the 

context of a 'manual of d i s c i p l i n e ' (ch. 1 8 ) by which a l l the 

household of f a i t h a r e to l i v e . The manual of d i s c i p l i n e i s 

concerned to provide advice on s t y l e s of behaviour and p a r t i c u l a r 

commitments which a r e to c h a r a c t e r i s e the adelphos of the new 

c h u r c h . 1 1 

Giinther Bornkamm has s t u d i e d the i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p of these two 

t e x t s 1 2 and explo r e s the connection between the a u t h o r i t y 

a p p a r e n t l y g i v e n only to P e t e r i n 1 6 . 1 9 and the a u t h o r i t y 

a p p a r e n t l y given to every member of the community i n 1 8 . 1 8 . 

Bornkamm regards ch. 18 as a t h e o l o g i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n c r e a t e d to 

address the p a r t i c u l a r needs of the new community. A s y n o p s i s of 

the chapter provides some i n s i g h t i n t o some of the marks of the 

l o c a l church which they thought would d i s t i n g u i s h i t from the 

s e p a r a t e Jewish communities. Matthew's group i s to be one d e f i n e d 

by repentance and h u m i l i t y ( 1 8 . 1 - 5 ) , commitment to the lo v e 

commandment ( 6 - 1 4 ) and a l i m i t l e s s w i l l i n g n e s s to f o r g i v e ( 2 1 -
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3 4 ) . These t h r e e c e n t r a l f e a t u r e s of the new church r e l a t e to the 

t a l k about t r u e greatness connected to the c h i l d r e n p e r i c o p e a t 

the beginning of the chapter and which, Bornkamm argues, a c t s as 

a standard f o r the whole manual. 

Bornkamm e x p l a i n s ch. 18 as a c o n s t r u c t b u i l t out of the 

t r a d i t i o n i n ch. 1 6 . He p o i n t s out t h a t ch. 16 was shaped a f t e r 

P e t e r ' s death i n so f a r as i t presupposes the r e s u r r e c t i o n , d e l a y 

of the p a r o u s i a and the c o n t i n u a t i o n of the church. The church of 

which the chapter speaks, he notes, i s ' i d e a l ' and ' g e n e r a l 1 . He 

concludes from these o b s e r v a t i o n s t h a t t h e r e i s no evidence to 

suggest P e t e r h i s t o r i c a l l y h e l d the kind of r o l e a s s i g n e d to him 

i n the t e x t . He understands the d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s of each passage 

as f o l l o w s : P e t e r ' s a u t h o r i t y i n ch. 16 i s a u t h o r i t y to tea c h 

Torah and the t e a c h i n g of J e s u s h i m s e l f . Matthew's purpose i n 

emphasising P e t e r i s to provide c e r t a i n t y t h a t the Matthean 

community i s founded on J e s u s ' teaching; i t i s thus guaranteed 

through him who had s t a b i l i s e d the church as i t prepared f o r 

d i f f i c u l t i e s during expected e s c h a t o l o g i c a l a f f l i c t i o n s ( c f . 

1 6 . 2 0 ) : 'the content and lineaments of the " r u l e f o r the 

congregation" a r e t h e r e f o r e the outcome of t h a t t e a c h i n g 1 . 1 3 

Ch. 18 r e f l e c t s the changed s i t u a t i o n i n the p r i m i t i v e church 

when a group of l e a d e r s had taken P e t e r ' s p l a c e . By c o n t r a s t w i t h 

the e a r l i e r t e x t , i t has a d e f i n i t e l o c a l congregation i n view i n 

i t s t a l k of the church, and a l l members are now i n v o l v e d i n 

d e c i s i o n making about e x c l u s i o n from the community. Binding and 

l o o s i n g have been d i s a s s o c i a t e d from t h e i r t e x t u a l o r i g i n w i t h 

one b e l i e v e r i n Jesus and have become the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of a l l . 
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D o r i s Donnelly's study of the Matthean manual of d i s c i p l i n e has a 

d i f f e r e n t emphasis from t h a t of Bornkamm. She i s not concerned to 

the same ex t e n t with the o r i g i n s and i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p of the 

t e x t s about the 'keys', but r a t h e r w i t h d i g e s t i n g the p r a c t i c a l 

a d v i c e which a t l e a s t the l a t t e r t e x t y e i l d s to contemporary 

r e a d e r s . Her study a l s o h i g h l i g h t s some of the a t t i t u d e s we might 

expect the e a r l y community to have taken to o f f e n d e r s , which i s 

l i k e t h a t which we a l s o f i n d r e f l e c t e d i n some of P a u l ' s w r i t i n g 

(see below , p. 55), as w e l l as t h a t found i n some p o s t - b i b l i c a l 

r e c o r d s of the young church's a t t i t u d e , such as Clement of 

A l e x a n d r i a ' s s t o r y of S t . John and the Robber C h i e f . 1 4 Studying 

18.15-18, Donnelly expounds the f o l l o w i n g f e a t u r e s of the 

tea c h i n g . F i r s t , the teac h i n g i s concerned with ending the 

neg a t i v e behaviour of the offender. Second, she argues t h a t t h e r e 

i s maintained throughout the procedure suggested i n the chapter a 

'climate of conversion', i n t e n d i n g to r e s t o r e the offender to 

community and ensure h i s or her s a l v a t i o n . T h i r d , the t e x t 

encourages a 'climate of h e a l i n g ' f o r the v i c t i m , e n a b l i n g him or 

her to f o r g i v e . She notes a s e q u e n t i a l l y ordered p l a n of a c t i o n , 

i n which the v i c t i m takes the f i r s t s t e p towards re-engagement 

with h i s or her offender. The h a r s h e s t measure i n v o l v e d i n the 

proc e s s i s the p o s s i b i l i t y of e x p e l l i n g the offender from the 

community - a t a c t i c which, she suggests, 'may f o s t e r a sense of 

l o n e l i n e s s f o r the community t h a t w i l l a c c e l e r a t e a r e u n i o n ' . 1 3 

One of the purposes of Donnelly's e x p o s i t i o n i s to d i s p e l the 

notion t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s i s incompatible with c o n f r o n t a t i o n (see 
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above, p. 4 3 ) . She uses the Matthean manual of d i s c i p l i n e to 

counter the emphasis of the f i r s t major d i s c o u r s e i n Matthew's 

gospel on 'turning the other cheek' (Matt.5. 3 9 ) . F o r g i v e n e s s i s 

not, she notes, 'without backbone, spine, muscle or s t r e n g t h ' , as 

might be expected from an unsympathetic r e a d i n g of the f i r s t 

d i s c o u r s e , and the manual of d i s c i p l i n e p r o v i d e s an understanding 

of f o r g i v e n e s s which i s 'firm and b r a c i n g but compassionate as 

w e l l ' . 1 6 

Both Bornkamm and Donnelly provide some i n s i g h t i n t o the 

d i s c i p l i n a r y procedures of the e a r l y church which designated 

c e r t a i n persons as e i t h e r i n s i d e or o u t s i d e the community. As 

w e l l as Matthew's wi t n e s s , two t e x t s from P a u l ' s C o r i n t h i a n 

correspondence p i n p o i n t the same kind of p r a c t i c e . 

As i f p r e s e n t I have a l r e a d y pronounced judgement i n the 
name of the Lord J e s u s on the man who has done such a t h i n g . 
When you are assembled, and my s p i r i t i s p r e s e n t w i t h the 
power of the Lord J e s u s , you a r e to hand t h i s man over to 
Satan f o r the d e s t r u c t i o n of the f l e s h , so t h a t h i s s p i r i t 
may be saved on the day of the Lord ( I C o r i n t h i a n s 5.3b-5). 

I f anyone has caused pain, he has caused i t not to me, but 
to some extent - not to exaggerate i t - to a l l of you. T h i s 
punishment by the m a j o r i t y i s enough f o r such a person; so 
now i n s t e a d you should f o r g i v e and console him, so t h a t he 
may not be overwhelmed by e x c e s s i v e sorrow. So I urge you to 
r e - a f f i r m your l o v e f o r him. ...Anyone whom you f o r g i v e , I 
a l s o f o r g i v e . What I have f o r g i v e n , i f I have f o r g i v e n 
anything, has been f o r your sake i n the presence of C h r i s t 
( I I C o r i n t h i a n s 2.5-10). 

As i n the Matthean experience, Paul i s s e v e r e and concerned f o r 

the offender. I t i s c l e a r from h i s w r i t i n g i n the f i r s t l e t t e r 

t h a t he i s pronouncing what he b e l i e v e s to be the judgement of 

God. I t i s u n l i k e l y t h a t both C o r i n t h i a n t e x t s r e f e r to the 

community's behaviour towards one i n d i v i d u a l , but i t does appear 
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from the t e x t i n I I C o r i n t h i a n s t h a t the s e v e r i t y of the 

communty's judgement w i t h r e s p e c t a t l e a s t to one person has 

succeeded i n making the offender c l e a r of h i s of f e n c e and evoking 

h i s repentance. Paul then a d v i s e s the community t h a t t h e i r 

rebuking must stop before other problems s e t i n , such as d e s p a i r 

on the s i n n e r ' s p a r t , or 'community s a d i s m ' 1 7 on the p a r t of the 

o t h e r s . As wi t h Matthew's i n s t r u c t i o n , the e x c l u s i o n of a member 

i s not a s i g n a l f o r the f i n a l t e r m i n a t i o n of r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

Luke 17.3-4 provides more h i n t s i n a s i m i l a r v e i n of an a c t i v i t y 

i n which the whole congregation may engage, because the whole 

congregation s u f f e r s p ain because of one's s i n . Also w i t h i n the 

New Testament canon i s James' counsel to h i s r e a d e r s to 'confess 

your s i n s to one another...' (James 5.16) which has tended to be 

c e n t r a l i n P r o t e s t a n t d i s c u s s i o n s of c o n f e s s i o n . 

Two other very e a r l y w i t n e s s e s suggest the young church p r a c t i s e d 

a d i s c i p l i n a r y procedure. F i r s t , the Didache ( w r i t t e n probably 

between 90 and 100 A.D.) i n c l u d e s i n the f o u r t e e n t h chapter: 

On the Lord's day, come together and break bread, and make a 
e u c h a r i s t . But f i r s t c o n f ess your s i n s , t h a t your s a c r i f i c e 
may be p u r e . 1 a 

Second, I g n a t i u s of Anitoch, who d i e d c.110 i n c l u d e s i n h i s 

l e t t e r to the P h i l i p p i a n s : 'To a l l , however, who repent the Lord 

g r a n t s pardon provided t h a t through repentance they r e t u r n to the 

u n i t y of God and to the c o u n c i l of the bishop' ( c h . 8 ) . 1 9 

The Shepherd of Hermas, which can be dated 100-140, l a y s some 

foundations f o r the l a t e r understanding of penance. The l e t t e r 

i n t r o d u c e s a r u l e of a s i n g l e opportunity f o r penance, which 
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became a model f o r the t r a d i t i o n i n the west a t any r a t e . 

From some t e a c h e r s I have heard, S i r , s a i d I , t h a t t h e r e i s 
no other penance except the one when we went down i n t o the 
water and r e c e i v e d r e m i s s i o n of our former s i n s . You have 
heard w e l l , s a i d he to me, f o r such i s the c a s e . . . 

...Those who have j u s t come to b e l i e v e or who a r e about to 
b e l i e v e , do not undergo penance f o r s i n s , but (through 
baptism) have r e m i s s i o n of t h e i r former s i n s . I t i s then f o r 
those who were c a l l e d before these days t h a t the Lord has 
e s t a b l i s h e d penance. 

I t goes on to argue t h a t penance was e s t a b l i s h e d by the Lord, who 

knew i n advance human weakness and the d e v i l ' s w i l e s . 

But I t e l l you, s a i d he, a f t e r t h a t g r e a t and holy c a l l i n g 
[of baptism], i f anyone i s tempted by the d e v i l and s i n s , he 
has but one penance. For i f anyone should s i n and do penance 
f r e q u e n t l y , to such a man h i s penance w i l l be of no a v a i l ; 
f o r w i t h d i f f i c u l t y w i l l he l i v e (Commandment 4 . 3 ) . 2 0 

I t i s c l e a r from t h i s e x t r a c t t h a t the p a t t e r n of one baptism and 

a s i n g l e penance became an e a r l y norm i n the young church. As 

Clement of A l e x a n d r i a (d.215) expands on t h i s t r a d i t i o n , ' i t i s 

f i t t i n g t h a t he who has r e c e i v e d the r e m i s s i o n of h i s s i n s 

[through baptism] should s i n no more...', 2 1 c l e a r l y echoing the 

Shepherd. Clement g i v e s a reason f o r the once only opportunity, 

as f o l l o w s : 

Continued and repeated penance f o r s i n s d i f f e r s i n no way 
from the ca s e of those who have not b e l i e v e d a t a l l , except 
alone i n the consciousness t h a t they do s i n . And I do not 
know which of the two i s worse, the case of the man who s i n s 
knowingly, or of the one who has repented h i s s i n s and 
af t e r w a r d s s i n s a g a i n . 2 2 

I r e n a e u s , bishop of Lyon c.180, i s the f i r s t known source to 

int r o d u c e the word exomologesis by which the t r a d i t i o n of second 

penance came to be known. The word f i r s t appears i n the s t o r y of 

Marcus and the deacon's wi f e (c.150) which recounts how the 

b e a u t i f u l w i f e of a deacon i n the Asi a n church was seduced by the 

devious Marcus, and when 'with much e f f o r t ' (on t h e i r p a r t ) she 
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was brought back by church members, 'continued the whole time to 

make c o n f e s s i o n (exomologesis), mourning and weeping over the 

defil e m e n t she had s u f f e r e d from t h i s i m p o s t e r ' . 2 3 I t i s notable 

t h a t by t h i s time t h a t the e a r l y church d i d not b e l i e v e t h a t s i n s 

committed a f t e r baptism could be f o r g i v e n by the church, but t h a t 

f o r g i v e n e s s could only be granted by the performance of a penance 

before God. 

The term exomologesis i s next used i n the known source documents 

by T e r t u l l i a n , i n h i s phase as an orthodox C a t h o l i c (c.193-207). 

His work On Penance i s perhaps the f u l l e s t i n s i g h t i n t o 

p e n i t e n t i a l theology and p r a c t i c e a t the end of the second 

century. Where Hernias had emphasised the i n t e r i o r work of 

repentance, T e r t u l l i a n demands the e x p r e s s i o n of repentance i n 

some e x t e r n a l a c t ( 9 . 1 ) . His r a t i o n a l e f o r penance i s as f o l l o w s : 

'repeated s i c k n e s s must have repeated m e d i c i n e , ' 2 4 but he 

i n s i s t s , w ith the e a r l i e r t r a d i t i o n , t h a t second penance i s the 

f i n a l opportunity to repent, 'for the next time w i l l be of no 

p r o f i t ' ( c h . 7 ) . 2 5 

Chapter nine of the same work o u t l i n e s the system of p u b l i c 

penance i n use i n h i s time. Penance i s d e s c r i b e d by the term 

introduced by Irenaeus, exomologesis. 'By i t we c o n f e s s our s i n 

to the Lord, not as one who i s not aware of i t , but inasmuch as 

c o n f e s s i o n prepares f o r s a t i s f a c t i o n , from c o n f e s s i o n penance i s 

born, by c o n f e s s i o n God i s a p p e a s e d ' . 2 6 T e r t u l l i a n e x p l a i n s t h a t 

throwing o n e s e l f a t the f e e t of the p r e s b y t e r engages him i n 

i n t e r c e s s i o n on one's b e h a l f , and the judgement one r e c e i v e s from 
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him i s accepted by God i n s t e a d of f u t u r e d i v i n e judgement. 

Temporal punishment d i s c h a r g e s e t e r n a l punishment. Exomologesis, 

he continues, c a s t s one down, but r a i s e s one up higher, makes 

one s o r d i d but c l e a n s e s one more, accuses but excuses a l s o , 

condemns and a b s o l v e s . Indeed, 'the l e s s you spare y o u r s e l f , the 

more b e l i e v e me, God w i l l spare you'. 2 - 7 Penance i s p e r c e i v e d as 

no l e s s than a 'second remedy a g a i n s t h e l l ' . T e r t u l l i a n came to 

r e j e c t t h i s t e a c h i n g i n h i s Montanist phase, i n which he 

introduced d i s t i n c t i o n s between s i n s which a r e r e m i s s i b l e and 

o t h e r s which bishops i n the church have no a u t h o r i t y to f o r g i v e , 

and must l e a v e to the judgement of God alone. He a l s o r e s t r i c t e d 

the 'commission to P e t e r ' to P e t e r alone and not h i s s u c c e s s o r s . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , the C a t h o l i c t e a c h i n g of T e r t u l l i a n marks the 

beginnings of a t r a d i t i o n s t a r t i n g to take a d e f i n i t e shape. 

Already, we see the development of two d i s t i n c t f e a t u r e s which 

expand the New Testament p a t t e r n s i n the emphasis on a once only 

opportunity to repent and the emphasis on performing penance. 

Origen (185-253) i d e n t i f i e s v a r i o u s ways i n s c r i p t u r e by which he 

b e l i e v e d s i n to r e c e i v e r e m i s s i o n . The seventh form he i d e n t i f i e s 

i s penance, which he r e l a t e s to the t e a c h i n g of James 5: 

'although hard and l a b o r i o u s , the r e m i s s i o n of s i n s through 

penance, when the s i n n e r bathes h i s couch i n t e a r s , and h i s t e a r s 

become h i s bread by day and night, and when he i s not ashamed to 

show h i s s i n to the p r i e s t of the Lord, and to seek the 

remedy...'. 2 8 With Origen we a l s o see the development of a p e r i o d 

of time i n which p e n i t e n t s were to show the genuineness of t h e i r 

c o n v e r s i o n and which would l e a d to r e - a d m i s s i o n to the community. 
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I t l a s t e d f o r longer than the p e r i o d of the catechumenate 

(probably t h r e e y e a r s ) . By c o n t r a s t with T e r t u l l i a n ' s l a t e r 

views, Origen's opinions on the power of the keys r e p r e s e n t a 

more orthodox e a r l y p e r s p e c t i v e . He argues t h a t the power of the 

keys i s the p r e r o g a t i v e of s u c c e s s i v e m i n i s t e r s 'provided they 

a r e of such c h a r a c t e r t h a t C h r i s t b u i l d s h i s church upon them, 

and t h a t to them the s a y i n g ['Thou a r t P e t e r ' ] may w o r t h i l y be 

a p p l i e d . . . ' . 2 9 Notwithstanding t h i s teaching, i t seems t h a t the 

w i t n e s s of Paul to the C o r i n t h i a n s occupied a more c e n t r a l p l a c e 

i n Origen's t h i n k i n g , f o r he makes c e n t r a l the a d v i c e Paul g i v e s 

to the church a t C o r i n t h with regard to the i n c e s t u o u s member i n 

I C o r i n t h i a n s 5 and t h i s the model to be followed i n the 

a d m i n i s t r a t i o n of penance. Origen i s a l s o e s p e c i a l l y i n t e r e s t i n g 

i n t h a t he appears to allow not only f o r p u b l i c penance but h i n t s 

a l s o a t an a l t e r n a t i v e p r a c t i c e of p r i v a t e penance f o r l e s s e r 

s i n s . He p r a i s e s p a r t i c u l a r q u a l i t i e s which one might hope to 

f i n d i n a good c o n f e s s o r , and a d v i s e s the p e n i t e n t to seek out 

such a one. I f Origen's a d v i c e does concern a p r i v a t e c o n f e s s i o n , 

i t was not standard p r a c t i c e f o r those s i n s which came to be 

l a b e l l e d the ' c a n o n i c a l t r i a d ' - apostasy, a d u l t e r y and murder -

which were known as mortal crimes, and may have been thought 

a p p r o p r i a t e f o r l e s s e r s i n s - mortal f a u l t s - which could be 

countered by repeated penance. V i c e s of speech and h a b i t a r e 

c i t e d as examples of these l e s s s e r i o u s s i n s . Origen w r i t e s t h a t 

' i t i s only f o r graver crimes t h a t an opportunity f o r penance i s 

conceded only once; but these common f a u l t s which we o f t e n commit 

always allow of penance and c o n t i n u a l l y f i n d r e m i s s i o n ' . 3 0 With 

t h i s , a t h i r d f e a t u r e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the e a r l y r i t e emerges. 
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A d e f i n i t e i n f l u e n c e on the development of the p e n i t e n t i a l 

d i s c i p l i n e came with the Decian p e r s e c u t i o n s of 249-250 which 

v i c t i m i s e d those who d i d not possess a c e r t i f i c a t e ( l i b e l l u s ) to 

a f f i r m t h a t they had s a c r i f i c e d to the Roman gods. T h i s 

s y s t e m a t i c and empire-wide p e r s e c u t i o n demanded some p a s t o r a l 

response from the church. Novatian adopted a r i g o r o u s approach to 

those who had lapsed during p e r s e c u t i o n , denying them r e -

admission to the church, and although the church which he headed 

was to s u r v i v e i n t o the e i g h t h century h i s r i g o r i s t p o s i t i o n was 

outlawed by the m a j o r i t y of bishops a f t e r the Decian trauma. 

Cyprian of Carthage (c.200-258) i s the best known of the m a j o r i t y 

who opposed Novatian. He responds to the c i r c u m s t a n c e s of those 

who had lapsed by a c t u a l l y s a c r i f i c i n g ( s a c r i f i c a t i ) and those 

who had a t t a i n e d a document which s a i d they had s a c r i f i c e d though 

they had not done so, but gained the document i l l i c i t l y 

( l i b e l l a t i c i ) . I n 251 the F i r s t C o u n c i l i n Carthage, c h a i r e d by 

Cyprian, took the view t h a t those who had p a i d f o r a l i b e l l a t i c i 

c ould be re-admitted to the church immediately, and those who had 

a c t u a l l y s a c r i f i c e d were to be s u b j e c t to penance f o r the r e s t of 

t h e i r l i f e and only re-admitted to the church j u s t p r i o r to 

death. Cyprian i l l u s t r a t e s the way i n which the d i s c i p l i n e evolved 

i n response to p a s t o r a l needs. 

The exomologesis t r a d i t i o n developed i n t o a lengthy and complex 

system. By the f i f t h century r e c o g n i s a b l e s t a g e s developed i n the 

p e n i t e n t i a l process, and these stages found e l a b o r a t e e x p r e s s i o n 

i n the l i t u r g i c a l a c t i o n of the churches. An example which 
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i l l u s t r a t e s w e l l the l i t u r g i c a l c e l e b r a t i o n of penance i s t h a t of 

the system used i n f i f t h - c e n t u r y Asia-Minor. Four grades i n the 

order of p e n i t e n t s may be i d e n t i f i e d . P e n i t e n t s ' p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 

worship corresponded to t h e i r growth towards r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and 

renewed welcome i n e u c h a r i s t i c f e l l o w s h i p : 'weepers' remained 

o u t s i d e the church b u i l d i n g , 'hearers' stayed a t the back of the 

church during the m i n i s t r y of the word, ' k n e e l e r s ' worshipped 

w i t h the main body of the congregation but were d i s m i s s e d w i t h 

the catechumens and so r e c e i v e d the bishop's b l e s s i n g , w h i l e 

'standers' stayed f o r the whole l i t u r g y but d i d not r e c e i v e the 

e u c h a r i s t . 3 1 I t seems t h a t t h i s d i s c i p l i n e was given a 

t h e o l o g i c a l r a t i o n a l e by r e f e r e n c e to s c r i p t u r a l t e x t s i n t e g r a l 

to the l i t u r g y , such as Matthew 25.31-46 and E z e k i e l 34.11-46, 

which were read together to suggest t h a t penance was one way i n 

which God searched f o r God's sheep and r e t u r n e d them to God's 

f o l d p r i o r to the day when sheep and goats must be d e c i s i v e l y 

s e p a r a t e d . The e p i s c o p a l a c t i o n of holding a r i g h t hand over the 

p e n i t e n t as a s i g n a l of t h e i r r e c o n c i l i a t i o n was e s t a b l i s h e d i n 

t h i s p e r i o d and was given a r a t i o n a l e as an i n v o c a t i o n f o r God to 

'place h i s compassionate hand i n our h a n d ' . 3 2 A f u r t h e r f e a t u r e 

of the e a r l y r i t e was a l s o the a s s o c i a t i o n of penance w i t h Lent, 

which emerged as the time of the year deemed p a r t i c u l a r l y 

s i g n i f i c a n t f o r i t s c e l e b r a t i o n . 

Joseph Martos w r i t e s of the developing system of penance t h a t 

I t was a r i c h l y symbolic and i m p r e s s i v e l y r i g o r o u s system, 
but i t d i d not l a s t . I t s o r i g i n s l a y i n the church of the 
martyrs, when becoming a C h r i s t i a n meant r i s k i n g l i f e and 
property, and when being excommunicated seemed to be a f a t e 
worse than death. But now C h r i s t i a n i t y was the o f f i c i a l 
r e l i g i o n of the Roman empire... i f few people undertook 

62 



p u b l i c penance i n the e a r l y days, now even fewer d i d . 3 3 

To meet the needs engendered by t h i s d e c l i n e , Cyprian p o i n t s one 

way forward, i n t h a t he a l s o w i t n e s s e s to a more u n f a m i l i a r 

d i s c i p l i n e . He names t h i s c o n f e s s i o . 3 4 T h i s appears to have 

i n v o l v e d the c o n s u l t a t i o n of c l e r g y i n p r i v a t e to d i s c u s s 

problems of conscience and seek a d v i c e . I f t h i s t r a d i t i o n i s 

d i s t i n c t from t h a t which had grown to be general p r a c t i c e , i t 

marks the f i r s t of a number of s i g n i f i c a n t trends which s p l i n t e r 

the exomologesis t r a d i t i o n . Cyprian w r i t e s , 

Though bound by no crime of s a c r i f i c e or c e r t i f i c a t e , y et, 
because they had contemplated such a crime, with sorrow and 
candour c o n f e s s t h i s very t h i n g to the p r i e s t s of God, make 
an exomologesi.s of t h e i r c o n s c i e n c e , c a s t o f f the weight 
t h a t burdens t h e i r minds, and even f o r such s l i g h t and 
moderate wounds seek out a remedy. 3 5 

T h i s system was thought ap p r o p r i a t e f o r l e s s e r s i n s than demanded 

engagement i n the p u b l i c system. I t i s p r o p e r l y d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

from the p u b l i c system i n t h a t although t h i s m i n i s t r y i n v o l v e d 

the i m p o s i t i o n of a p u b l i c penance, the c o n f e s s i o n a l element was 

c o n f i d e n t i a l . I t appears t h a t by the s i x t h century t h i s p r i v a t e 

form of p e n i t e n t i a l e x e r c i s e was more p r e v a l e n t i n the church 

than the e a r l i e r p u b l i c and unpopular exomologesis, which by t h a t 

time had r e t a i n e d l i t t l e p l a c e i n the l i v e s of many o r d i n a r y 

C h r i s t i a n s . 

Gregory the Great (d. 604) a l s o p o i n t s to another s p l i n t e r i n g of 

the t r a d i t i o n . He compiled some g u i d e l i n e s concerned with 

a s c r i b i n g penances to f i t p a r t i c u l a r c r i m e s 3 6 and among the s e he 

i n c l u d e d some i n s t r u c t i o n on c l e r g y who had committed s e r i o u s 

s i n . He w r i t e s t h a t they were to be 'degradated, but they a r e not 

to be d e p r i v e d of f e l l o w s h i p with the f a i t h f u l 1 . 3 7 T h i s c l e r i c a l 
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t r a d i t i o n evolved i n t o the p a t t e r n where ' f a l l e n ' c l e r i c s would 

r e t i r e from p u b l i c l i f e , perhaps i n t o a monastic s e t t i n g , i n 

order to perform p e n i t e n t i a l a c t i v i t i e s f o r the d u r a t i o n of the 

degradation. 

As c l e r i c s were not allowed to do penance, n e i t h e r were p e n i t e n t s 

allowed to become c l e r i c s . Other consequences of engaging i n 

penance forbade engagement i n commercial or m i l i t a r y p r o f e s s i o n s . 

S i n g l e p e n i t e n t s were bound to be c e l i b a t e and married p e n i t e n t s 

encouraged to abandon sex u a l a c t i v i t y w i t h t h e i r s p o u s e s . 3 3 

As the exomologesis t r a d i t i o n s p l i n t e r e d i n t o other models of 

d i s c i p l i n e w i t h i n the mainstream western t r a d i t i o n , a major 

c h a l l e n g e arose from C e l t i c C h r i s t i a n i t y - s o u l - f r i e n d s h i p . The 

Calendar of Oengus cat c h e s the importance w i t h which t h i s 

p r a c t i c e came to be regarded - 'A person without a s o u l - f r i e n d 

(anmarcha) i s a body without a h e a d ' . 3 9 S o u l - f r i e n d s h i p was the 

most s a l i e n t i n f l u e n c e on the growth of p r i v a t e c o n f e s s i o n i n the 

wider church. I t s o r i g i n s l i e with I r i s h m i s s i o n a r i e s of the 

f i f t h century who sought to develop a mode of penance rooted i n a 

monastic t r a d i t i o n which l a i d emphasis on c o n t i n u a l metanoia. The 

notion of constant c o n v e r s i o n c o n t r a s t s s h a r p l y with the Roman 

model of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n being o f f e r e d only once, and spread from 

r e l i g i o u s communities i n t o the g e n e r a l observance of the l a i t y i n 

the form of p r i v a t e and repeated c o n f e s s i o n made to t r a v e l l i n g 

r e l i g i o u s . These r e l i g i o u s c a r r i e d c o p i e s of p e n i t e n t i a l 

l i t e r a t u r e which were h e l d to d e a l out a p p r o p r i a t e penances f o r 

p a r t i c u l a r s i n s and keep some kind of u n i f o r m i t y and f a i r n e s s i n 
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t h e i r i m p o s i t i o n : a t a s k r e l a t e d to t a l k of bi n d i n g and l o o s i n g . 

The growth of t h i s movement may be e x p l a i n e d i n terms of a 

p a s t o r a l response to a shortage of p r i e s t s , a poor i n f r a s t r u c t u r e 

and the d i f f i c u l t y of t r a v e l i n r e g i o n s where i t sprang up. One 

of i t s d i s t i n c t i v e marks came to be c o n f e s s i o n to a f e l l o w 

l a y p e r s o n . Diarmuid 0 1 L a o g h a i r e ' s study of the t r a d i t i o n c i t e s 

S t . Columbanus a s k i n g the r h e t o r i c a l q u e s t i o n 'when i s a person 

competent to answer f o r the s o u l s of o t h e r s ? ' and answering 'when 

he i s competent to answer f o r h i s own s o u l f i r s t . . . 1 . 4 0 The 

co n f e s s o r must a l s o be 'learned i n the r u l e s of conduct l a i d down 

i n s c r i p t u r e and the r u l e s of the s a i n t s ' . 4 1 No mention i s made 

of a need to be p r i e s t e d . As w e l l as mutual s o u l - f r i e n d s h i p among 

l a y p e o p l e 4 2 i t a l s o appears t h a t women could take on the r o l e of 

anmarcha. Pat Starkey c i t e s some examples to make t h i s p o i n t : S t . 

B r i g i d i s s a i d to have heard the c o n f e s s i o n and a s s i g n e d the 

penance of one boy, and S t . Brendon i s s a i d to have confessed to 

St . I t a . 4 3 The t r a d i t i o n , however, never i n v o l v e d the anmarcha 

pronouncing a b s o l u t i o n over the f r i e n d , as i t was o f t e n 

understood t h a t a b s o l u t i o n was granted i n the l i t u r g y of the 

mass. T h i s understanding allowed f o r the p r a c t i c e to develop i n t o 

an i n c r e a s i n g l y frequent occurrence: 'as the f l o o r i s swept 

everyday so i s the s o u l c l e a n s e d everyday by c o n f e s s i o n ' . 4 4 

W h i l s t the C e l t i c t r a d i t i o n intended to promote the understanding 

t h a t penances were e f f e c t i v e only i n so f a r as they enabled 

genuine c o n t r i t i o n and change of h e a r t , they a l s o perpetuated a 

l e g a l i s t i c and r i g i d approach to s i n i n so f a r as outward 

conformity to sometimes lengthy and i n t e n s e penances r a t h e r than 
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i n t e r i o r repentance again became the focus. Two f e a t u r e s of t h i s 

t r e n d can be seen i n the wearing of h a i r s h i r t s and having ashes 

imposed on the forehead becoming p a r t of the popular observance 

of penance i n t h i s p e r i o d. 

With time, t h i s C e l t i c t r a d i t i o n came to s h e l t e r a number of 

t r e n d s which were l a t e r understood as abuses. Towards the c l o s e 

of the e i g h t h century the p r a c t i c e of a r r e a ( ' s u b s t i t u t e s ' which 

evolved i n t o indulgences i n the l a t e r t r a d i t i o n ) i s r e c o r d e d . 4 5 

T h i s i n v o l v e d those unable to f i n i s h t h e i r penance, perhaps on 

account of a t h r e a t of death, being a b l e to s u b s t i t u t e a lengthy 

penance w i t h a h e a v i e r and more i n t e n s e one. I t was a l s o p o s s i b l e 

to s u b s t i t u t e other i n d i v i d u a l s to endure a penance on b e h a l f of 

the s i n n e r . Sometimes the r i c h were a b l e to h i r e the poor to 

accept penances on t h e i r b e h a l f , a trend w e l l i l l u s t r a t e d by the 

s t o r y c i t e d by Martos of a wealthy person h i r i n g an army to 

f u l f i l a seven-year penance i n the space of t h r e e d a y s . 4 6 

I n response to t h i s kind of 'abuse' the C a t h o l i c h i e r a r c h y sought 

to b r i n g p e n i t e n t i a l systems more d i r e c t l y under c o n t r o l by 

having C e l t i c books withdrawn. Other r e g u l a t i o n s imposed upon the 

p r a c t i c e by the Roman a u t h o r i t i e s were the e i g h t h century 

recommendation t h a t c o n f e s s i o n of grave s i n s be made p r i o r to 

r e c e p t i o n of the e u c h a r i s t , w h i l s t some o f f i c i a l canons made 

c o n f e s s i o n mandatory up to t h r e e times a n n u a l l y . However, the 

Fourth L a t e r a n C o u n c i l r e p r e s e n t s the most s t r u c t u r e d attempt i n 

the medieval p e r i o d to counter u n o f f i c i a l p e n i t e n t i a l systems. I t 

has been d e s c r i b e d as 'perhaps the most important l e g i s l a t i v e 

a c t i n the h i s t o r y of the c h u r c h 1 . 4 7 I t i n s i s t e d t h a t the 
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'saving' s t a t u t e of ' E a s t e r d u t i e s ' be observed, whereby a l l the 

f a i t h f u l 'of e i t h e r sex, on r e a c h i n g the age of discernment' a r e 

to c o n f e s s a l l t h e i r s i n s i n p r i v a t e to t h e i r own p r i e s t as a 

c o n d i t i o n f o r being able to en t e r the church w h i l s t a l i v e or be 

granted a C h r i s t i a n b u r i a l a t death."* s The c o u n c i l s e t standards 

f o r c l e r g y l i s t e n i n g to c o n f e s s i o n s and spawned a number of 

Summae f o r c o n f e s s o r s . I t marks a s i g n i f i c a n t t u r n i n g point i n 

the h i s t o r y of p e n i t e n t i a l d i s c i p l i n e inasmuch as before the 

c o u n c i l p r i v a t e c o n f e s s i o n to a p r i e s t had been u n o f f i c i a l , 

whereas w i t h the c o u n c i l , i t was endorsed o f f i c i a l l y and 

e f f e c t i v e l y r e p l a c e d p u b l i c penance as the o f f i c i a l sacrament of 

the church. 

The p e r i o d around the Fourth L a t e r a n C o u n c i l was a l s o an 

important time f o r d i s c u s s i o n about the understanding of 

f o r g i v e n e s s i n the r i t e . A tendency emerged to d i s p l a c e 

c o n f e s s o r s ' p r a y e r s f o r d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s of the p e n i t e n t w i t h 

statements of a b s o l u t i o n . C h a r t i n g t h i s t r e n d i n the h i s t o r y of 

the r i t e i s d i f f i c u l t , as the meaning of the word ' a b s o l u t i o n ' 

g r a d u a l l y gathered more weight, and cannot be read as hol d i n g one 

f i x e d meaning a c r o s s many c e n t u r i e s . Gregory the G r e a t 4 9 i s 

probably the f i r s t author to r e f e r to the p r i e s t ' s m i n i s t r y as 

a b s o l u t i o n . He w r i t e s of the 'abs o l u t i o n of the p r e s i d e n t ' 

f o l l o w i n g 'the d e c i s i o n of the e t e r n a l judge', i . e . God. The 

e l e v e n t h century Sacramentary of Arezzo marks a s i g n i f i c a n t p oint 

i n the l i t u r g i c a l usage of a b s o l u t i o n formulae. I t adds an 

i n d i c a t i v e formula of a b s o l u t i o n to the d e p r e c i a t i v e p r a y e r or 

pr a y e r f o r pardon. The novel s e c t i o n i s as f o l l o w s : 
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And I C h r i s t ' s p r i e s t , through the i n t e r c e s s i o n of b l e s s e d 
P e t e r the P r i n c e of the Ap o s t l e s , to whom God gave the power 
of b i n d i n g and l o o s i n g , and through whom t h i s same power has 
been given to C h r i s t ' s bishops and p r i e s t s , and i n accord 
w i t h my m i n i s t r y , absolve thee from a l l sentences w i t h which 
I have bound thee f o r thy s i n s . . . 3 0 

The Synod of Nimes was important i n the move towards the .usual 

usage of an i n d i c a t i v e formula. Held i n 1284, i t o u t l i n e d a 

pra y e r of a b s o l u t i o n which began as a d e p r e c i a t i v e p r a y e r and 

then s h i f t e d i n t o i n d i c a t i v e mode. 

One major s h i f t i n v o l v e d i n t h i s was t h a t the p e n i t e n t r e c e i v e d 

a b s o l u t i o n now as an immediate response to h i s or her c o n f e s s i o n 

of s i n , and penance followed r a t h e r than preceded the statement 

of, or pray e r f o r , f o r g i v e n e s s . The church's t e a c h i n g on penance 

subsequently became more def i n e d . Clement IV i n s i s t e d on the 

n e c e s s i t y f o r s a l v a t i o n of c o n f e s s i n g a l l s i n s to one's own 

p r i e s t , or with h i s p e r m i s s i o n to another p r i e s t . The C o u n c i l of 

Constance i n 1415 condemned the views of the sacrament's 

d e t r a c t o r s , i n c l u d i n g John W y c l i f f (c.1330-1384). The C o u n c i l of 

Fl o r e n c e i n 1439 i s e s p e c i a l l y important i n the d e f i n i t i o n 

of subsequent Roman C a t h o l i c p o s i t i o n as i t r e p r e s e n t s the 

o f f i c i a l l e g i t i m a t i o n of one approach to the sacrament a f t e r some 

time i n which the r i t e was s u b j e c t to d i v e r s e t h e o r i e s . 

P r i o r to the Co u n c i l of F l o r e n c e two sc h o o l s of s c h o l a s t i c 

thought emerged i n r e l a t i o n to the p r i e s t l y performance of the 

ego t e absolvo formula. The f i r s t school i s r e p r e s e n t e d by Pe t e r 

Abelard (1079-1142) and Pe t e r Lombard (c.1100-1159) who saw the 

a c t s of the pe n i t e n t as the sacramental s i g n , with d i v i n e 

f o r g i v e n e s s a r i s i n g from c o n f e s s i o n and c o n t r i t i o n . Abelard's 
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e i g h t h sermon speaks of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n to God o c c u r r i n g when one 

i s r e s o l v e d to c o n f e s s and undertake s a t i s f a c t i o n . He s t a t e s t h a t 

'with t r u e repentance... s i n does not r e m a i n ' . 3 1 Abelard 

understood the power of the keys being g i v e n to the a p o s t l e s and 

not e q u a l l y to t h e i r s u c c e s s o r s . Bishops and p r i e s t s do not 

e x e r c i s e the same power as the a p o s t l e s were granted. His l a t e r 

s t a n c e h e l d t h a t they could r e c o n c i l e t o the church but not to 

God: bishops. . and . p r i e s t s were to excommunicate and l i f t b a r s of 

excommunication i n a n o n - a r b i t r a r y f a s h i o n . 3 2 Lombard g i v e s 

weight to elements w i t h i n t h i s t r a d i t i o n . He s t a t e s t h a t 'from 

the moment t h a t anyone w i t h c o n t r i t e h e a r t proposes to c o n f e s s , 

God f o r g i v e s . . . ' . 3 3 I f one i n t e n d s to c o n f e s s i n one's h e a r t , 

f o r g i v e n e s s i s granted. Lombard a l s o a l l o w s f o r c o n f e s s i o n to a 

layman i f no p r i e s t i s a v a i l a b l e (compare above, p. 6 5 ) . I n such 

c a s e s , the p e n i t e n t i s worthy of pardon because he or she d e s i r e s 

to c o n f e s s to a p r i e s t . The p r i e s t , however, must be 'sought 

z e a l o u s l y , ' because God has granted him the power to bind and 

loose, and hence, whom he f o r g i v e s , God f o r g i v e s . Again a g r e e i n g 

w i t h Abelard, Lombard w r i t e s t h a t although a person may be loosed 

b e f o r e God, he or she i s not loosed i n the eyes of the church 

except by the p r i e s t ' s judgement. 3 4 

The second s c h o o l a s c r i b e d more power to the p r i e s t i n so f a r as 

i t underscored h i s r o l e as e f f e c t i v e l y f o r g i v i n g s i n s by v i r t u e 

of h i s s t a n d i n g i n l i n e w i t h those a p o s t l e s addressed by C h r i s t 

who granted the power of God to bind and l o o s e . T h i s second 

s c h o o l i s a s s o c i a t e d e s p e c i a l l y with Hugh of S t . V i c t o r (c.1096-

1141). Hugh argues t h a t God's own d e c i s i o n r e g a r d i n g f o r g i v e n e s s 
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f o l l o w s t h a t of the c o n f e s s o r . God has e f f e c t i v e l y 'delegated' 

a l l r e s p o n s i b i l i t y i n t h i s r e s p e c t . He argues, however, t h a t 

'men' have no power of themselves, but t h a t they r e c e i v e i t a l l 

from God. 

Attempts to r e c o n c i l e these two p o s i t i o n s l e d to the formal 

d i s t i n c t i o n between mortal and v e n i a l s i n s , p e r f e c t and imperfect 

c o n t r i t i o n , and temporal and e t e r n a l punishment. Thomas Aquinas 

(1225-1274) was to champion an approach to the sacrament which 

found u n i v e r s a l acceptance by holding together the main t e n e t s of 

both Lombard's and Hugh's approaches. Aquinas argued both f o r the 

va l u e of c o n t r i t i o n and a t t e n t i o n to penance and d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

between form and matter i n the sacrament, both of which he s a i d 

were r e q u i r e d to e s t a b l i s h i t s t r u e e f f i c a c y . The matter, he 

argued, was the a c t i o n of the p e n i t e n t ( f e l t sorrow, c o n f e s s i o n , 

performance of penance) and of the p r i e s t ( l i s t e n i n g to the 

c o n f e s s i o n and pronouncing a b s o l u t i o n ) w h i l s t the form was the 

formula of a b s o l u t i o n i t s e l f which e f f e c t s God's f o r g i v e n e s s . 

Remission of s i n r e q u i r e s whole-hearted c o n t r i t i o n , which Aquinas 

understood to be enabled by d i v i n e grace mediated and s i g n i f i e d 

through the p r i e s t ' s a b s o l u t i o n . 5 5 

Through the Middle Ages, however, and d e s p i t e the C o u n c i l of 

F l o r e n c e g i v i n g weight to the c o n t r i t i o n i s t emphasis of Abelard, 

a b s o l u t i o n i n c r e a s i n g l y became the focus of the r i t e . 

Reformers' c r i t i q u e s of penance were d i r e c t e d both a g a i n s t the 

t e a c h i n g of the C a t h o l i c Church on the sacrament and a g a i n s t the 

abuses which became entangled with the p r a c t i c e of the r i t e , such 
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as indulgences, sometimes s a n c t i o n e d by Popes (e.g. C a l i x t u s , 

1447; Leo x, 1515). Martin Luther (1483-1546) h i m s e l f advocated 

the p r a c t i c e of a u r i c u l a r c o n f e s s i o n : 

The s e c r e t c o n f e s s i o n . . . although i t cannot be proved from 
s c r i p t u r e , i s i n my opini o n h i g h l y s a t i s f a c t o r y and u s e f u l 
and n e c e s s a r y . 3 6 

His argument f o r the r e t e n t i o n of c o n f e s s i o n had two c e n t r a l 

t e n e t s - t h a t i t s shame was a way of c a r r y i n g one's c r o s s , and 

t h a t i n a b s o l u t i o n one r e c e i v e d a c l e a r assurance of pardon. He 

produced an examination of co n s c i e n c e i n 1523 and h i s views were 

c r y s t a l i s e d i n the Augsberg Confession of 1530. A r t i c l e X I I I 

s t a t e s t h a t 'the genuine sacraments, t h e r e f o r e , a r e baptism, the 

Lord's Supper, and a b s o l u t i o n (which i s the sacrament of 

p e n i t e n c e . . . ) ' . 5 7 As Luther understood the r i t e , i t was the t r u e 

c o n t r i t i o n of the p e n i t e n t which evoked the f o r g i v e n e s s of God, 

and i n t u r n enabled the p e r s o n a l experience of peace and joy on 

the p a r t of the p e n i t e n t . Luther i d e n t i f i e d the q u e s t i o n of 

penance a f t e r a b s o l u t i o n as a c e n t r a l d i f f i c u l t y , t a k i n g t h i s t o 

imply some diminution of the s a t i s f a c t i o n f o r s i n accomplished by 

the death of J e s u s . I n terms of how the r i t e was to be performed 

th e s e s h i f t s i n understanding i n v o l v e d more emphasis on s i n s 

which t r o u b l e d the conscience of the p e n i t e n t as opposed to the 

r e c i t a t i o n of a l l s i n s h e l d i n h i s or her remembrance, f o r (as 

Luther puts i t ) 'when we s i n c e r e l y d e s i r e to c o n f e s s e v e r y t h i n g , 

we d e s i r e i n e f f e c t to l e a v e nothing f o r God's mercy to 

f o r g i v e ' . 5 8 Luther a l s o sought to emphasise not the i m p o s i t i o n of 

a penance but the proclamation of God's f o r g i v e n e s s . 

John C a l v i n (1509-1564) appears to advocate some form of 
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c o n f e s s i o n and a b s o l u t i o n as preparatory f o r e u c h a r i s t i c 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n , although he was c l e a r l y c r i t i c a l of contemporary 

C a t h o l i c p r a c t i c e . 3 9 U l r i c h Z w i n g l i (1484-1531) r e p r e s e n t s the 

most d i s t i n c t reform of the sacrament and w r i t e s t h a t ' a u r i c u l a r 

c o n f e s s i o n i s nothing but a c o n s u l t a t i o n i n which we r e c e i v e from 

him whom God has appointed... a d v i c e as to how we can s e c u r e 

peace of mind'. 6 0 These Reformed approaches may be seen to 

p r e f i g u r e the kind of s p i r i t u a l i t y c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the 

P r o t e s t a n t churches and which i s w e l l encapsulated i n John 

Bunyan's (1628-1688) P i l g r i m ' s Progress - t h a t of the s o l i t a r y 

j o u r n e y e r . C e r t a i n l y , t h i s k i n d of i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c emphasis i s 

l e s s imaginable i n the context of a s p i r i t u a l i t y c e n t r e d on the 

C a t h o l i c sacrament. 

The p o s i t i o n taken a t the C o u n c i l of Trent ( p a r t i c u l a r l y i n 

October and November 1551) i n response to the Reformers' 

e v a l u a t i o n of penance s t r e s s e d i t s s a c r a m e n t a l i t y and understood 

i t as a means of a p p r o p r i a t i n g the b e n e f i t s of C h r i s t ' s death by 

those who had f a l l e n a f t e r baptism. Thus penance was a 'second 

plank a f t e r shipwreck' and ne c e s s a r y f o r the s a l v a t i o n of such 

s i n n e r s , i t i s l i k e n e d to experience of a t r i b u n a l , with the 

p e n i t e n t as the accused and the p r i e s t i n the r o l e of the judge 

whose sentence f r e e s the s i n n e r from s i n . The t e a c h i n g of the 

C o u n c i l F a t h e r s a f f i r m s the Thomist s y n t h e s i s of s c h o l a s t i c 

views ( see above, p. 70), wi t h the sacrament's form d e f i n e d as 

the a b s o l u t i o n formula, and the 'quasi-matter' i d e n t i f i e d as the 

p e n i t e n t ' s own c o n t r i b u t i o n , which i s a l s o i n t e g r a l to the 

accomplishment of r e a l f o r g i v e n e s s . 5 1 C o n t r i t i o n and c o n f e s s i o n 

72 



a r e d e f i n e d and the a n c i e n t idea of p r i e s t s and bishops being 

c o n f e r r e d w i t h power to f o r g i v e s i n s by v i r t u e of t h e i r 

o r d i n a t i o n and as d i s t i n c t from laypeople a r e a l l expounded i n 

the c o u n c i l documents. Penance r e t a i n s a c e n t r a l p l a c e as t h a t 

which detaches the s i n n e r from s i n , encourages f u t u r e 

f a i t h f u l n e s s and v i g i l a n c e , and conforms the b e l i e v e r to C h r i s t 

who made f u l l s a t i s f a c t i o n f o r s i n by h i s p a s s i o n . 

The shape of penance was now l a r g e l y d e f i n e d i n the Roman 

C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n and remained to a great extent the same down 

to the mid-twentieth century. S i g n i f i c a n t e x c e p t i o n s to t h i s 

o b s e r v a t i o n a r e P i u s V's c a n c e l l a t i o n of every indulgence f o r 

which money had been o f f e r e d i n 1567 and the 1614 r e v i s i o n of the 

Roman sacramentary which made mandatory the use of a s c r e e n 

between p r i e s t and p e n i t e n t . Change came to Roman p r a c t i c e t h i s 

century i n 1905 with P i u s X encouraging the f a i t h f u l to r e c e i v e 

the mass more f r e q u e n t l y , which i n t u r n f o s t e r e d more frequent 

c o n f e s s i o n ( a t l e a s t f o r a t i m e ) . The Second V a t i c a n C o u n c i l l e d 

to a r e v o l u t i o n i n the C a t h o l i c p r a c t i c e and understanding of the 

sacrament. A thorough-going r e v i s i o n of the r i t e came wi t h the 

p u b l i c a t i o n i n December 1973 of the Order of Penance, which 

o f f e r e d three l i t u r g i e s , one f o r the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of i n d i v i d u a l 

p e n i t e n t s , a second form f o r i n d i v i d u a l c o n f e s s i o n and communal 

a b s o l u t i o n , and a t h i r d f o r general c o n f e s s i o n and a b s o l u t i o n . 

T h i s marked a d e f i n i t e move away from some elements i n the 

theology of the medieval r i t e . 
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2.2 'OCCASION OF GRACE'? 

CONTEMPORARY CELEBRATION OF THE SACRAMENT 

I n order to address some i s s u e s surrounding the contemporary 

c e l e b r a t i o n of the sacrament of penance I s h a l l use as my 

s t a r t i n g p o i n t s the four aims w i t h which those commissioned i n 

1966 to c r e a t e the new Roman C a t h o l i c r i t e the Order of Penance 

s e t about t h e i r t a s k . 6 2 

T h e i r aims arose i n response to the c a l l of the Second V a t i c a n 

C o u n c i l document Sacrosanctum Concilium, paragraph 72. I t 

i d e n t i f i e s a need to express more c l e a r l y both the sacrament's 

nature and e f f e c t . 6 3 The group's aims were expressed l a r g e l y i n 

terms of one paragraph from another document of V a t i c a n I I , Lumen 

Gentium, paragraph 11 of which reads 

Those who approach the sacrament of Penance o b t a i n pardon 
from God's mercy f o r the offenc e committed a g a i n s t him, and 
are, a t the same time, r e c o n c i l e d with the Church which they 
have wounded by t h e i r s i n s and which by c h a r i t y , example and 
by pra y e r labours f o r t h e i r c o n v e r s i o n . 6 4 

The group's f i r s t aim, then, was de f i n e d as e x p r e s s i n g more 

c l e a r l y the nature of s i n as an offence a g a i n s t both God and the 

church. T h e i r second aim was to c l a r i f y the i d e a of 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h both God and the church i n the sacrament. 

T h i r d , the notion of the whole church working w i t h the s i n n e r ' s 

e f f o r t through c h a r i t y , example and prayer was to be emphasised. 

Fourth, they wanted to be c l e a r about the v a l u e of the 

sacrament's c o n t r i b u t i o n to f o s t e r i n g C h r i s t i a n l i f e , a theme 

a l s o adopted from the 11th paragraph of Lumen Gentium which 
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r e c o r d s a t i t s c l o s e t h a t 'strengthened by so many and such g r e a t 

means of s a l v a t i o n , a l l the f a i t h f u l . . . a r e c a l l e d by the Lord to 

t h a t p e r f e c t i o n of s a n c t i t y , by which the F a t h e r h i m s e l f i s 

p e r f e c t ' . 6 5 

The new emphasis on s i n a g a i n s t o t h e r s as w e l l as a g a i n s t God 

marked a s h i f t away from the p o s t - T r i d e n t i n e emphasis on p e r s o n a l 

s i n , i n t h a t i t s e e s the s i n of one as damaging to the community 

of the church as a whole, as Paul taught the C o r i n t h i a n 

congregation ( c f . I I Cor.2.5). T h i s emphasis i s not only 

b i b l i c a l , but a l s o a dominant f e a t u r e of p a t r i s t i c thought, as 

Ambrose's comment i l l u s t r a t e s : ' I t i s the church t h a t i s wounded 

by our s i n s ' . 6 6 As w e l l as Lumen Gentium 11, another 

impulse towards t h i s t h e o l o g i c a l movement can be noted i n the 

V a t i c a n I I documents i n Sacrasanctum Concilium 109 which speaks 

of the ' s o c i a l consequences of s i n ' as w e l l as of penance as 'a 

d e t e s t a t i o n of s i n because i t i s an offence a g a i n s t God'. 6 - 7 These 

i n s i g h t s r e f l e c t the t h e o l o g i c a l i n f l u e n c e of K a r l Rahner (1904-

1984) on the new understanding of the r i t e . As w e l l as being one 

of those commissioned to c o n s t r u c t the new r i t e , he had been an 

o f f i c i a l t h e o l o g i c a l c o n s u l t a n t to the Second V a t i c a n C o u n c i l 

s i n c e 1962 and h i s own work was encouraging new p e r s p e c t i v e s on 

s i n . He s t a t e s t h a t 

S i n i s o p p o s i t i o n to the holy w i l l of God... the o f f e n c e 
a g a i n s t God i s the very essence of s i n . Over and above t h i s , 
s i n i s however not only an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t the nature of man 
and a g a i n s t h i s s u p e r n a t u r a l c a l l i n g to grace, and a g a i n s t 
the growth and ever deeper p e r s o n a l acceptance of t h i s 
grace, s i n i s a l s o an offence a g a i n s t the holy communion of 
the redeemed, which i s the Church... the b a p t i z e d s i n n e r 
becomes g u i l t y i n regard to the Church by h i s s i n . . . He f o r 
h i s p a r t renders the Church i t s e l f s i n f u l i n some r e g a r d . 6 8 
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Hence, f o l l o w i n g Rahner and the s t a n c e adopted by V a t i c a n I I , 

paragraph f i v e of the Order of Penance ( h e r e a f t e r O.P.) speaks of 

the s i n of one being harmful to o t h e r s and of people co­

o p e r a t i n g i n wrong-doing. Paragraph seven speaks of the 'wounds 

of s i n ' being many and v a r i e d f o r both the s i n n e r and f o r the 

community to which the s i n n e r belongs. 

Responses to t h i s emphasis have been mixed. An assessment of 

C a t h o l i c devotion by Margaret Hebblethwaite ( i n her c o n t i b u t i o n 

to a comprehensive volume on modern C a t h o l i c i s m ) suggests t h a t 

a l o n g s i d e renewed p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the e u c h a r i s t t h e r e has been a 

marked d e c l i n e i n attendance a t p e n a n c e . 6 9 I t i s l i k e l y t h a t the 

former i n i t i a t e d the second to some extent, f o r as Wolfhart 

Pannenberg observes, contemporary e u c h a r i s t i c s p i r i t u a l i t y 

c e n t r e s on p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the communion of C h r i s t ' s body 

whereas the o l d e r p i e t y of penance i s focused on c o n s c i o u s n e s s of 

s i n and s e p a r a t i o n from God. 7 0 The two forms of s p i r i t u a l i t y do 

not s i t e a s i l y s i d e by s i d e , and though I doubt t h a t i t was 

intended (see above, p. 73), the s h i f t to a new e u c h a r i s t i c focus 

i n s p i r i t u a l l i f e may w e l l have changed the way people approach 

the i d e a of s i n , e i t h e r a g a i n s t God or o t h e r s . 

I t does seem as i f the o l d e r p i e t y of penance had promoted what 

f o r many C a t h o l i c s have been unwelcome f e e l i n g s of g u i l t and 

f o s t e r e d a ( ' s h o p p i n g - l i s t ' ) approach to s i n which they f e l t to 

be inadequate. An a d d i t i o n a l f a c t o r i n the d e c l i n e of the r i t e 

( a t l e a s t i n C a t h o l i c i s m ) has undoubtedly been a widespread 

r e f u s a l to accept the wisdom of the church's h i e r a r c h y on i s s u e s 

of m o r a l i t y , which I s h a l l s h o r t l y address i n more d e t a i l (see 
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below, pp. 96-106). 

I t c e r t a i n l y i s the c a s e t h a t many c o n f e s s o r s w i t n e s s to the 

d i f f i c u l t y many p e n i t e n t s e x p e r i e n c e i n i d e n t i f y i n g and 

c o n f e s s i n g s p e c i f i c s i n s . I n s t e a d they b r i n g a g e n e r a l sense of 

s i n f u l n e s s to c o n f e s s i o n a l e x p e r i e n c e . 7 1 T h i s b e t r a y s a changing 

s h i f t of c o n s c i o u s n e s s which i s expressed i n terms of c o n f e s s i n g 

not what ' I have done', but r a t h e r , i n some way, of being aware 

of the f l a w s i n 'who I am'. L a d i s l a s Orsy notes t h a t the new r i t e 

may a s c e r t a i n not only the s i n s of the p e n i t e n t but a l s o h i s or 

her ' d i r e c t i o n i n l i f e ' , 7 2 though o t h e r s a r e not so o p t i m i s t i c 

about t h i s . The d i s t i n c t i o n i s c l a r i f i e d by John Mahoney by way 

of analogy between d e p r e s s i n g forms of r e c o l l e c t i o n of s i n 

l i k e n e d by him to framing s t i l l s on a c i n e m a t i c p i c t u r e , and the 

' p l o t and theme' 7 3 approach to one's l i f e which the new r i t e does 

not ignore, a t l e a s t a c c o r d i n g to Orsy. Mahoney h i m s e l f i s one of 

those more s c e p t i c a l about t h i s . E i t h e r way, what i s c l e a r i s 

t h a t many modern people understand t h a t p e r s o n a l l i f e i s i n need 

of g r a c i n g i n terms of 'problems' r a t h e r than ' s i n s ' . And f o r 

people who do e x p e r i e n c e t h i s , the f i f t h paragraph of the O.P. 

may be of some h e l p i n a r t i c u l a t i n g t h e i r e x p e r i e n c e . 

I t h i n k t h a t t h i s p o i n t i s enormously important. T h i s s h i f t of 

c o n s c i o u s n e s s i s w e l l i l l u s t r a t e d by the p e r s o n a l testimony of a 

w r i t e r who r e l a t e s her own d i f f i c u l t s i t u a t i o n to s a c r a m e n t a l 

e x p e r i e n c e . T r a c y Hansen r e f l e c t s on how she had to r e -

a p p r o p r i a t e the sacrament of penance a f t e r being the v i c t i m of 

rape as a c h i l d . 
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I had not thought of the sacrament of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . . . as a 
h e a l i n g sacrament u n t i l t h i s a s p e c t was e x p l a i n e d to me. I 
had thought of i t only i n terms of f o r g i v e n e s s , and thus the 
only t h i n g s I thought I should speak of were t h i n g s I 
regarded as my own p e r s o n a l s i n s . But once the trauma [of 
abuse] began, I had t r o u b l e d e c i d i n g what was and what was 
not my f a u l t . Then the h e a l i n g a s p e c t was e x p l a i n e d to me, 
and I began to see the sacrament d i f f e r e n t l y : u s u a l l y I 
d i v i d e d my c o n f e s s i o n i n t o two a r e a s , v e r y roughly,... 
f i r s t , t h e r e was the a r e a of p e r s o n a l s i n , and secondly, 
t h e r e was the a r e a of t h i n g s t h a t I knew were not my f a u l t , 
but needed h e a l i n g . . . " 7 4 

T h a n k f u l l y , not a l l persons f a c e such g r e a t 'problems' and 

although the s i n s and s i n n e r s i n v o l v e d i n Hansen's s i t u a t i o n may 

not be c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of a l l exp e r i e n c e brought to the 

c o n f e s s i o n a l , she may have made some connections which many 

o t h e r s may a l s o need to make i f the sacrament i s going to be an 

'occasion of grace' f o r them, though t h e i r c i r c u m s t a n c e s may be 

l e s s d i s t r e s s i n g . 

T h e o l o g i a n s of l i b e r a t i o n might e s p e c i a l l y be seen to have 

promoted and p o p u l a r i s e d the noti o n t h a t s i n may ma n i f e s t i t s e l f 

i n s o c i a l or s t r u c t u r a l forms. Jon Sobrino, f o r example, suggests 

t h a t J e s u s ' 'harshest condemnations a r e not d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t the 

i n d i v i d u a l s i n n e r who does not f u l f i l the law out of f r a i l t y ; 

they a r e d i r e c t e d a g a i n s t the c o l l e c t i v e s i n s t h a t c r e a t e a 

s i t u a t i o n c o n t r a r y to the kingdom...' so t h a t the b a s i c moral 

v i r t u e espoused by J e s u s i s seen to be ' r e c r e a t i v e j u s t i c e ' . 7 3 

T h i s k i n d of tendency i n i n t e r p r e t i n g the gospel t r a d i t i o n s has 

been tempered by the r e s t r a i n t of i t s c r i t i c s , such as David 

Brown, who p o i n t s to the h i s t o r i c a l i m p r o b a b i l i t y of t h i s 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n on s e v e r a l g r o u n d s . 7 6 John Macquarrie i s a l s o 

c a u t i o u s about t a l k of ' c o l l e c t i v e s i n s ' of the k i n d made 

c e n t r a l i n Sobrino's understanding. Macquarrie wants to encourage 
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more v i g i l a n c e about the employment of the word ' s i n ' and 

suggests t h a t p r o p e r l y speaking s i n r e f e r s to our d e f i a n c e of 

God. He expands: ' i t i s a misuse of language to t a l k about 

s i n n i n g a g a i n s t our f e l l o w men and women. We harm them, o f f e n d 

them, e t c . , and a l l t h a t i s a t the same time a s i n a g a i n s t God, 

but i t i s a g a i n s t God only t h a t ( i n the s t r i c t sense of the word) 

we s i n ' . 7 7 Macquarrie (an A n g l i c a n ) d e p a r t s from the o f f i c i a l 

C a t h o l i c s t a n c e i n t h i s r e s p e c t , and whether he i s c o r r e c t or not 

on h i s p o i n t about s i n , we need to note the r e c o v e r y of the 

b i b l i c a l and p a t r i s t i c n o t i o n above, so t h a t even i f damage to 

o t h e r s i s not named as s i n , we a r e c l e a r about the the harm i t 

may cause o t h e r human beings. 

However, oth e r q u e s t i o n s may be begged concerning the way such a 

s o c i a l emphasis may be seen to encourage ' u n c r i t i c a l 

s e n t i m e n t a l i t y ' (to employ B r i a n Home's phrase) i n people by 

perhaps f a c i l i t a t i n g a s h i f t i n focus away from a p e r s o n a l need 

f o r s e l f - s e a r c h i n g and f o r owning r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . B r i a n Home's 

c h a l l e n g e i s s i m p l e and s t r i k i n g : ' i n the end, who does s i n , i f 

not the i n d i v i d u a l ? ' 7 3 I n t h i s l i g h t Brown and Macquarrie's 

r e s t r a i n t can be p r a i s e d as t h e i r c r i t i c i s m s a r e much to the 

p o i n t ( s e e above, p.78-79). More alarming, i n my view a t l e a s t , 

i s the papal discouragement of emphasis on s o c i a l s i n , which 

C a t h o l i c i s m was r e c e n t l y coming to a c c e p t . The Pope has 

d i s c o u r a g e d the use of the t h i r d order i n the O.P., 'The 

R e c o n c i l i a t i o n of a Group of P e n i t e n t s w i t h a G e n e r a l C o n f e s s i o n 

and A b s o l u t i o n ' , which has been a p p r e c i a t e d e s p e c i a l l y f o r 

f o s t e r i n g a sense of s o c i a l s i n by those who seek to address i t . 
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T y p i c a l of the Pope's view i s the comment i n R e c o n c i l i a t i o e t 

P a e n i t e n t i a ( h e r e a f t e r R.P.) th a t 'the c o n f e s s i o n of s i n s must 

o r d i n a r i l y be i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c and not c o l l e c t i v e . . . ' . " 7 9 The Pope 

r e f u s e s to r e c o g n i s e e x a c t l y what John G i l b e r t , f o r example, 

p r a i s e s i n the t h i r d order. G i l b e r t p o i n t s out t h a t the 

d e t r a c t o r s of the t h i r d order a r e o f t e n those not working i n 

p a r i s h e s and he wants to present h i s r e a d e r s with some of h i s own 

r e f l e c t i o n s on p a s t o r a l experience. He argues t h a t some p e n i t e n t s 

are compelled to r e f u s e to use the r i t e s f o r i n d i v i d u a l s because 

they f i n d the idea of i n d i v i d u a l c o n f e s s i o n 'morally i m p o s s i b l e ' . 

The only c l a u s e which a l l o w s non-attendance a t i n d i v i d u a l 

c o n f e s s i o n s i n c e the Fourth L a t e r a n C o u n c i l , as O.P. 34 s t a t e s , 

i s i n a b i l i t y to do so 'for some j u s t c a u s e 1 . G i l b e r t wants to get 

over t h i s d i f f i c u l t y by arguing t h a t 

perhaps some p s y c h o l o g i c a l weakness i s the cause. But, 
whatever the reason (and we who are p a s t o r a l persons a r e not 
expected to be a competent judge of t h i s ) , many persons i n 
f a c t f i n d i t morally i m p o s s i b l e to c o n f e s s t h e i r s i n s to the 
p r i e s t i n d i v i d u a l l y . C l e a r l y , the t h i r d r i t e i s an enormous 
b l e s s i n g f o r these persons. Whether t h e i r number be g r e a t or 
s m a l l , the church, concerned with each person and h i s or her 
s a v i n g journey, r e j o i c e s t h a t the sacramental doors a r e now 
open to him or h e r . s o 

He adds t h a t many use the t h i r d order as one way of approaching 

the p r i e s t f o r informal s h a r i n g i n response to t h e i r involvement 

i n the order, and he wants to see t h i s s h a r i n g e s t a b l i s h e d as a 

l e g i t i m a t e a l t e r n a t i v e to the sacrament a d m i n i s t e r e d 

i n d i v i d u a l l y . Again, what t h i s seems to show i s t h a t people may 

experience d i f f i c u l t y i n naming t h e i r own s p e c i f i c s i n s (see 

above, p. 77), but continue to hope f o r the grace of God and the 

guidance and c a r e of the church. I am aware t h a t t h e r e i s a 
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complex debate which needs to be explored here about the extent 

to which s i n which i s p u b l i c l y acknowledged can ever be countered 

without t r a n s f o r m a t i o n which i s p e r s o n a l , y e t to draw to a c l o s e 

my comments r e l a t e d to the f i r s t aim of the c r e a t o r s of the O.P., 

i t seems to me t h a t the c l o s i n g of options by the Pope l o s e s 

some of the needed balance which might otherwise have been 

encouraged. 

The second aim of the compilers of the O.P. was to c l a r i f y the 

idea of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n with both God and the church. Because s i n 

had begun to be given wider meanings i n C a t h o l i c devotion and 

understanding, the t h e o l o g i c a l approach to r e c o n c i l i a t i o n a l s o 

developed. One s h i f t of massive s i g n i f i c a n c e i n the O.P. has been 

the c o n s i s t e n t use of the terminology of ' r e c o n c i l i a t i o n ' a t the 

expense of t h a t of 'forgiveness of s i n s ' . Much i n the r i t e 

r e f l e c t s a move away from an emphasis on the p u r i f i c a t i o n of the 

i n d i v i d u a l p e n i t e n t p r e v a l e n t s i n c e the medieval p e r i o d . The 

s h i f t to t h i s broader understanding of what i s happening i n the 

r i t e i s u n d e r l i n e d a t the o u t s e t of the O.P.'s d o c t r i n a l 

i n t r o d u c t i o n as i t r e f l e c t s on the c h a r a c t e r of J e s u s ' own 

mi s s i o n : 

J e s u s . . . not only exhorted men to repent so as to l e a v e 
t h e i r s i n f u l ways and t u r n to God wi t h a l l t h e i r h e a r t s . He 
hi m s e l f welcomed s i n n e r s and r e c o n c i l e d them to God. 
Moreover, he healed the s i c k , . . . and f i n a l l y d i e d f o r our 
s i n s . . . (O.P.1) 

C h r i s t i a n Duquoc, w r i t i n g a f t e r the Second V a t i c a n C o u n c i l but 

before the p u b l i c a t i o n of the O.P., notes t h a t h o s t i l i t y to the 

sacrament of penance could be e x p l a i n e d by r e f e r e n c e to many 

C a t h o l i c s b e l i e v i n g i t to be too narrowly concerned w i t h p e r s o n a l 
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f o r g i v e n e s s . I n s t e a d , he suggests, t h e r e i s a r e c o g n i t i o n by such 

persons of the need to a t t e n d to s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e as more 

important. So, 

The more s e r i o u s l y a C h r i s t i a n takes the h i s t o r i c a l s t r u g g l e 
f o r r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , the l e s s he p e r c e i v e s the meaning of the 
e x i s t i n g forms of sacramental r e c o n c i l i a t i o n . 1 3 1 

Duquoc argues t h a t people who take t h i s view understand 

f o r g i v e n e s s as being obsessed w i t h the p a s t , w i t h the sacrament 

seen as c o n f i n i n g r e c o n c i l i a t i o n to an unhealthy and inward 

r e t u r n to the p a s t . Some of the complaints he r a i s e s - such as 

the r i t e being robbed of i t s s o c i a l c h a r a c t e r and i t s being 

p e r c e i v e d as a ' p r i v a t e a f f a i r ' - were d i r e c t l y addressed by 

those commissioned to reform the r i t e , and we may note as 

e s p e c i a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t 0.P.5 which c o r r e l a t e s the sacrament and 

work f o r s o c i a l j u s t i c e f o r the f i r s t time i n an o f f i c i a l Roman 

C a t h o l i c document. I t remains t e l l i n g , however, t h a t many of the 

complaints Duquoc made v o c a l p r i o r to the reform continue to be 

v o i c e d today, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n response to the R.P. 

James D a l l e n comments on the papal p o s i t i o n as f o l l o w s : ' i t i s as 

though sacramental p i e t y r e q u i r e s p r i v a c y and i s o l a t e d 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m ' . 8 2 I have a l r e a d y b r i e f l y noted the 

i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c bent of the document which c e r t a i n l y attempts to 

withdraw some of the connections between s o c i a l a c t i o n and the 

sacrament made i n the r i t e i t s e l f . Indeed, the Pope warns a g a i n s t 

a 'watering down' of p e r s o n a l s i n and r u l e s out the p o s s i b i l i t y 

of an a f f i r m a t i o n of 'only' s o c i a l g u i l t . 3 3 D a l l e n c o n t i n u e s on 

the content of the R.P., 

The p o i n t s t h a t a re emphasised are those most prominent i n 
the t e a c h i n g of T r e n t : i n d i v i d u a l c o n f e s s i o n and the 
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p r i e s t l y m i n i s t r y of a b s o l u t i o n . V a t i c a n I I ' s f o c a l themes, 
r e c o n c i l i a t i o n with the church and the sacrament's s o c i a l 
and e c c l e s i a l n a t u r e s and e f f e c t s , a r e put i n t o the 
background... B 4 

C l e a r l y , the Pope i s t r y i n g to r e v i v e i n t e r e s t i n f o r g i v e n e s s , a s 

which he wants to c o n f i n e to n o n - s o c i a l spheres, and he 

c o n c e n t r a t e s h i s a t t e n t i o n on the element of a b s o l u t i o n , 

i d e n t i f y i n g a t h r e e - f o l d p r i e s t l y a c t i o n of imposing a hand 

w h i l s t making the s i g n of the c r o s s and r e c i t i n g the formula ' I 

absolve you...' as the sacramental 'moment' of encounter w i t h the 

t r i u n e God when God g i v e s the s a v i n g power of C h r i s t ' s death and 

r e s u r r e c t i o n to p e n i t e n t s who b e l i e v e t h a t t h e r e and then s i n s 

a r e f o r g i v e n by t h e i r s a v i o u r . 8 6 With these comments, the Pope i s 

r e f l e c t i n g one understanding of O.P.20, t h a t w i t h a b s o l u t i o n i n 

the t r i u n e God's name 'the p e n i t e n t ' s s i n s a r e now f o r g i v e n ' . I n 

t h i s r e s p e c t he i s not undermining the theology of the O.P., only 

choosing to emphasise what othe r s have 'neglected' i n r e c e n t 

times and which he f e e l s needs to be r e d r e s s e d . 

Of the papal t e a c h i n g I would want to say, w i t h Joseph S c h a l l e r , 

t h a t 'we can n e i t h e r c o l l a p s e the complex pro c e s s of 

r e c o n c i l i a t i o n i n t o the r i t u a l enactment i t s e l f , nor can we 

d i v o r c e t h a t enactment from a l l t h a t surrounds i t . . . 1 8 7 I t seems 

to me t h a t those who f o l l o w the Pope i n h i s emphasis may, without 

c a r e , make both of these mistakes, and f a i l to a t t e n d to the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of making connections many contemporary p e n i t e n t s are 

a l s o unable to make, yet which I t h i n k need to be made. 

On the l a t t e r i s s u e to which S c h a l l e r p o i n t s us, t h a t of r e l a t i n g 

to ' a l l t h a t surrounds' the r i t u a l , we might now t u r n to c o n s i d e r 
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what i s being thought and s a i d about penance a t the p r e s e n t time. 

J . D. C r i c h t o n , f o r i n s t a n c e , notes t h a t penance i s 'a good 

bridge between c e l e b r a t i o n and l i f e ' . a e The O.P., a t paragraph 

18, i n s i s t s t h a t penance i s 'not to be thought of as an e x p i a t i o n 

f o r p a s t s i n s , but as a help i n s t a r t i n g a new l i f e and a remedy 

fo r human weakness' and which ought to 'correspond as f a r as 

p o s s i b l e to the nature and g r a v i t y of the s i n s committed'. 

Penances t a k i n g the shape of s e r v i c e of ot h e r s a r e con s i d e r e d 

e s p e c i a l l y h e l p f u l i n t h a t they 'bring out the f a c t t h a t both 

s i n and f o r g i v e n e s s have a s o c i a l dimension'. Hence Bernard 

Haring i n s i s t s t h a t penances need to be more c r e a t i v e , aimed a t 

r e p a i r i n g damage our s i n has done, B 9 a comment which corresonds 

to D a l l e n ' s argument t h a t we need to understand t h a t s i n i s 

countered not so much by r i t u a l c l e a n s i n g but by the r e b u i l d i n g 

of r e l a t i o n s h i p s . 9 0 Perhaps such i n s i s t e n c e i s a h e l p f u l response 

to Rahner's important suggestion t h a t the word 'repentance' 

ought to be d i t c h e d f o r f i f t y y e a r s 'because i t has come to be 

regarded only too e a s i l y as a r e g r e t , a cheap d e s i r e t h a t i t 

might have been o t h e r w i s e ' . 9 1 He argues t h a t the word 'repent' 

needs to be r e p l a c e d w i t h something more l i k e 'change your l i f e ' , 

which s i g n a l s a need to show by a c t i o n s a d e s i r e to change. O.P. 

5 teaches t h a t 'penance always i m p l i e s r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h one's 

fellow-men, who have s u f f e r e d the e f f e c t of one's s i n s ' , and t h a t 

emphasis stands i n a long e s t a b l i s h e d t r a d i t i o n of c a u t i o n i n the 

church about a f f i r m i n g f o r g i v e n e s s without s i g n s of penance. The 

a n c i e n t - n e s s and the c o n t i n u i t y of t h i s t r a d i t i o n can be 

i l l u s t r a t e d by r e f e r e n c e to Abelard's re-employment of an 

argument a l r e a d y i n Augustine: 
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How very many indeed do we d a i l y see dying, groaning deeply, 
r e p r o a c h i n g themselves g r e a t l y f o r u s u r i e s , plunderings, 
oppressions of the poor, and a l l k i n d s of i n j u r i e s which 
they have committed, and c o n s u l t i n g a p r i e s t to f r e e them of 
thes e f a u l t s . I f as i s proper, the f i r s t a d v i c e g i v e n to 
them i s t h i s , t h a t s e l l i n g a l l they have taken - i n 
accordance with Augustine: ' I f something which belongs to 
another i s not ret u r n e d when i t can be returned, repentance 
i s not done but i s feigned' - i n s t a n t l y by t h e i r r e p l y they 
d e c l a r e how hollow i s t h e i r repentance of these t h i n g s . 9 2 

On such grounds, some theol o g i a n s argue t h a t the p l a c e f o r 

penance must s h i f t from a f t e r a b s o l u t i o n to before i t to make the 

proc e s s more i n l i n e w i t h the p r a c t i c e of the church p r i o r to the 

medieval p e r i o d (see above, p. 67), as i t was only the medieval 

church which made s a t i s f a c t i o n f o l l o w a b s o l u t i o n as temporal 

punishment. Hence D i o n i s i o Borobio argues about the need to o f f e r 

'space f o r the genuine i n t e r n a l and e x t e r n a l p r o c e s s of 

c o n v e r s i o n ' , 9 3 t h a t i s , f o r time between c o n f e s s i o n and 

a b s o l u t i o n to amend one's l i f e and make s a t i s f a c t i o n . Tad Guzie 

argues i n a s i m i l a r v e i n when he suggests t h a t 'people no longer 

go to c o n f e s s i o n to "get" f o r g i v e n e s s , they go th e r e to proclaim 

i t s a c r a m e n t a l l y , which means th a t i n the l i t u r g y of c o n f e s s i o n 

they a r e p r o c l a i m i n g a process going on i n t h e i r l i v e s ' , 9 , 4 t h a t 

i s c o n v e r s i o n / c o n t r i t i o n (which Guzie uses i n t e r c h a n g e a b l y ) . 

Confession, i n h i s view of the new r i t e , provides c o n t e x t s to 

e x t e r n a l i s e i n t e r n a l e x p e r i e n c e s of p e n i t e n t i a l l i f e and hence, 

one only attends c o n f e s s i o n when one has begun to make amends. 

I t seems to me t h a t the problem with these arguments i s t h a t they 

temper what I have wanted to say i s t r u e about f o r g i v e n e s s i n my 

f i r s t c hapter. The l e a s t of the problems i s t h a t they r i s k 

c o l l a p s i n g b e l i e f i n f o r g i v e n e s s i n t o b e l i e f i n reform (see 
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above, p. 34). I s the model f o r the r i t e proposed by Borobio, f o r 

i n s t a n c e , o f f e r i n g guidance towards f o r g i v e n e s s , or reform? What 

ar e those who r e q u i r e r e s t i t u t i o n before words of f o r g i v e n e s s to 

do w i t h the gospels' w i t n e s s to J e s u s ' own p r a c t i c e (see above, 

p. 12)? A t t e n t i o n to J e s u s would suggest t h a t repentance cannot 

be r e q u i r e d before a d e c l a r a t i o n of f o r g i v e n e s s , though 

repentance f o l l o w i n g i t i s of course not r u l e d out. The emphasis 

of the O.P. t h a t penance i s not concerned with e x p i a t i n g p a s t 

s i n s i s s u r e l y both c o r r e c t and commendable i n t h i s r e s p e c t , as 

a r e the Pope's comments t h a t penance needs to be adopted out of 

love not f e a r i n order to t e s t i f y p o w e r f u l l y to p e r s o n a l 

commitment. 9 5 Yet how penance as p r e c i s e l y concerned with 

e x p i a t i n g p a s t s i n s might be banished from popular thought I am 

l e s s s u r e . 

A r e l a t e d i s s u e a r i s i n g from contemporary c e l e b r a t i o n of penance 

which t h r e a t e n s the understanding of f o r g i v e n e s s e s t a b l i s h e d i n 

chapter one concerns how people might be convinced a g e n e r a l 

a b s o l u t i o n i s genuine a b s o l u t i o n i f they continue to be r e q u i r e d 

to c o n f e s s 'forgiven' s i n s p r i v a t e l y (O.P.34). How i t can be 

a f f i r m e d t h a t e i t h e r penance or g e n e r a l a b s o l u t i o n do not make 

a b s o l u t i o n c o n d i t i o n a l or c o u n t e r f e i t I am not c l e a r , as i t seems 

to me t h a t e i t h e r may a t l e a s t be p e r c e i v e d as d i s t o r t i n g the 

c l a r i t y or assurance persons might expect to r e c e i v e through 

a b s o l u t i o n . 

One a l t e r n a t i v e to the emphasis on r e s t i t u t i o n and penance p r i o r 

to a b s o l u t i o n i s to f o l l o w the path promoted by Michael Schmaus. 

I n Schmaus' view t h e r e i s no o b l i g a t i o n on the p e n i t e n t to do 
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anything a p a r t from r e c e i v e the g i f t of f o r g i v e n e s s i n h u m i l i t y 

and t h a n k f u l n e s s . B r i a n Home notes some of the advantages of 

Schmaus' p o s i t i o n : t h e r e i s no que s t i o n of ea r n i n g f o r g i v e n e s s , 

no danger of b e l i e v i n g s a t i s f a c t i o n must be made before God i s 

w i l l i n g to welcome the s i n n e r back out of estrangement, no danger 

of the s i n n e r b e l i e v i n g he or she can cause g r a c e . 9 6 But i f 

f o r g i v e n e s s i s so deeply embedded i n the c h a r a c t e r of God t h a t 

God r e f u s e s to allow a past from which a s e l f has turned d e f i n e 

and c o n f i n e the fu t u r e , any notion of penance would appear to be 

redundant. Home hi m s e l f , however, wants to c o r r e c t Schmaus by 

r e v i v i n g the Thomistic s y n t h e s i s Schmaus l o s e s by r e l a t i n g 

a b s o l u t i o n and penance to the notions of God's mercy and 

judgement r e s p e c t i v e l y . He a f f i r m s , with Monika Hel l w i g , t h a t 

without p e r s o n a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n the sacrament remains a hollow 

s i g n , 9 " 7 but wants to add t h a t penance may f u n c t i o n as a s i g n of 

ac c e p t i n g God's judgement, as a b s o l u t i o n may f u n c t i o n as a s i g n 

of d i v i n e mercy. Penance i s c o n c e p t u a l i s e d as the means by which 

we ' l a y hold of the knowledge' of past s i n f u l n e s s . For Home, 

' C h r i s t i a n f o r g i v e n e s s must redeem the past by the double 

e x e r c i s e of j u s t i c e and mercy', j u s t i c e being needed to counter 

' c o m p l i c i t y i n a l i e ' . 9 a 

A l l of these p o s i t i o n s have problems attendant upon them. We see 

a t l e a s t t h a t the d i f f i c u l t y experienced i n chapter one of 

r e l a t i n g f o r g i v e n e s s and j u s t i c e together (see above, p. 40) i s 

no l e s s complex i n sacramental p r a c t i c e . Perhaps the be s t t h a t 

can be s a i d i s t h a t penance i n the f u t u r e w i l l need to be 

accepted v o l u n t a r i l y , r a t h e r than imposed by the m i n i s t e r of the 
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sacrament, i f i t i s to make genuine sense f o r p e n i t e n t s . 

T h e o l o g i c a l l y , we need to take account of the p e r s p e c t i v e t h a t i s 

suggested by a reading of s c r i p t u r e which l e a r n s from the 

b i b l i c a l s c h o l a r s h i p I have emphasised (see above, p. 12). Then 

we w i l l see t h a t people need to be f r e e d from compulsion to 

perform penance, though i n order to r e s p o n s i b l e i n p r a c t i c e I 

t h i n k t h a t t h e r e i s a need to continue to a s c r i b e weight to the 

i n s i g h t s of Augustine and Abelard (see above, pp. 84-85) and 

o t h e r s i n t o the motivation of those who f a i l to perform penance. 

Borobio i s on the way to an answer which i s , i n my view, 

t h e o l o g i c a l l y s a t i s f a c t o r y when he suggests t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s does 

not r e q u i r e 'immediate h o r i z o n t a l r e c i p r o c i t y ' , 9 9 an i n s i g h t 

which might take us c l o s e to what we want to a f f i r m i n J e s u s ' 

p r a c t i c e . However, I would want to p l a c e a question-mark a g a i n s t 

h i s c o n t e n t i o n t h a t r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h the church i s achieved by 

a b s o l u t i o n and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n with o t h e r s by s a t i s f a c t i o n . T h i s 

appears to me to amount a power-game, s a y i n g t h a t even i f God 

b e l i e v e s i n f o r g i v e n e s s , nobody e l s e does! I am a l s o unsure why 

he argues t h a t immediate h o r i z o n t a l r e c i p r o c i t y i s not r e q u i r e d 

when he argues f o r ' p e n i t e n t i a l space' p r i o r to r e c o n c i l i a t i o n by 

a b s o l u t i o n . 

The p l a c e of a b s o l u t i o n i t s e l f i s a f u r t h e r matter of 

c o n t r o v e r s y . F r a n c i s Mannion's proposals f o r the r e s t r i c t i o n of 

the use of a b s o l u t i o n are r a d i c a l i n the p r e s e n t c l i m a t e of 

o p i n i o n - e s p e c i a l l y i n the l i g h t of the Pope's r e - a f f i r m a t i o n of 

i t s c e n t r a l i t y . Mannion i d e n t i f i e s t h r e e f u n c t i o n s the p r e s e n t 
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r i t e i s expected to perform: f i r s t , r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of s e r i o u s 

s i n n e r s ; second, meeting the needs of those engaged i n ongoing 

penance; and t h i r d , meeting the needs of those s e e k i n g s p i r i t u a l 

growth and d i r e c t i o n . He concludes from th e s e d i v e r s e 

e x p e c t a t i o n s t h a t 'that i t i s p o s s i b l e f o r a s i n g l e r i t u a l form 

to perform these v a r i o u s f u n c t i o n s i s s e r i o u s l y d o u b t f u l ' . 1 0 0 He 

suggests t h a t the r i t e as i t stands i s problematic e s p e c i a l l y as 

i t s framework of movement from a l i e n a t i o n to r e c o n c i l i a t i o n 

engenders c o n f l i c t which i s not good f o r those who use the r i t e 

f o r ' c o n f e s s i o n of devotion'. 

Mannion argues t h a t one r i t e i s needed f o r r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and 

another f o r penance. I n h i s view, sacramental c o n f e s s i o n should 

become e x c l u s i v e l y a s s o c i a t e d with the purpose of r e c o n c i l i n g 

those i n s e r i o u s s i n , w h i l e other forms a r e produced to a i d 

ongoing p e n i t e n t i a l conversion. He suggests t h a t the r i t e a t 

p r e s e n t needs to be r e s e r v e d s p e c i f i c a l l y f o r c o n f e s s i o n of 

s e r i o u s s i n s , w h i l e a new r i t e i s needed f o r c o n f e s s i o n of 

devotion. T h i s would r e q u i r e two forms of m i n i s t e r i a l 

pronouncement a t the c l o s e of the r i t e - one f o r those i n s e r i o u s 

s i n , w i t h a b s o l u t i o n , and a second with the b l e s s i n g of persons 

engaged i n ongoing p e n i t e n t i a l c o n v e r s i o n . 

I n my view, Mannion suggests an a p p r o p r i a t e and r e s p o n s i b l e way 

through a p r e s e n t d i f f i c u l t y . I r e c o g n i s e t h a t i t s t e p s o u t s i d e a 

l i n e of t r a d i t i o n a l C a t h o l i c argument, r e p r e s e n t e d r e c e n t l y by 

the papal appeal t h a t 'great importance must continue to be given 

to t e a c h i n g the f a i t h f u l a l s o to make use of the Sacrament of 

Penance f o r v e n i a l s i n s a l o n e ' , 1 0 1 but i t a l s o h e l p f u l l y r e l a t e s 
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to the k i n d of contemporary s p i r i t u a l i t y C a t h o l i c s enjoy. I t 

would enable c o n f e s s i o n of devotion to f i n d a u s e f u l and welcomed 

p l a c e i n the context of e u c h a r i s t i c s p i r i t u a l i t y . I n such a 

context, a new or reformed r i t e c ould provide non-sacramental 

a s s u r a n c e f o r those engaged i n s p i r i t u a l d i r e c t i o n , where many a t 

p r e s e t make c o n f e s s i o n without a f e l t - n e e d f o r a sacramental 

pronouncement. Monika H e l l w i g i n p a r t i c u l a r draws a t t e n t i o n to 

t h i s r o l e of s p i r i t u a l d i r e c t i o n and suggests t h a t modern 

C a t h o l i c s a r e l i k e l y to use p r a y e r groups, B i b l e s t u d i e s and such 

l i k e as a means towards c o n f e s s i o n and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n , as much as 

formal sacramental r i t e s . Indeed, she i d e n t i f i e s ' l a y and mutual 

c o n f e s s i o n t h a t t a k e s p l a c e over the k i t c h e n t a b l e between 

neighbours and f r i e n d s used to g i v i n g one another support and 

encouragement' 1 0 2 as one means C a t h o l i c s may now s u b s t i t u t e f o r 

sacramental r i t e s , though she suggests t h a t the h e a r e r of 

c o n f e s s i o n i n such c a s e s 'may be s t a r t l e d i f t o l d t h a t she i s 

m i n i s t e r i n g a sacrament of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n and conversion, but i n 

the broad sense of the word t h a t i s what she does', adding t h a t 

'the church i s b u i l t and maintained by m i n i s t r i e s such as 

t h e s e ' . 1 0 3 

H e l l w i g t a l k s of s a c r a m e n t a l i t y ' i n the broad sense' and 

r e p r e s e n t s a growing number of C a t h o l i c s happy to t h i n k i n terms 

of sacramental 'breadth'. D i s a s s o c i a t i n g the e x c l u s i v e connection 

between the term 'sacrament' and seven p a r t i c u l a r m i n i s t r i e s or 

r i t e s has been encouraged to some extent s i n c e V a t i c a n I I and i s 

e v i d e n t i n the arguments of those who want to a f f i r m the genuine 

grace a v a i l a b l e i n p e n i t e n t i a l r i t e s without the a b s o l u t i o n 
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formula u s u a l l y l o c a t e d as c e n t r a l to the r i t e ' s s a c r a m e n t a l i t y . 

Because many contemporary C a t h o l i c s a r e a b l e to t h i n k i n such a 

way - and f i n d encouragement from many of t h e i r t h e o l o g i a n s f o r 

doing so - d i s t i n g u i s h i n g between a b s o l u t i o n and non-sacramental 

b l e s s i n g f o r committed p e n i t e n t s may a l s o h e l p r e v i v e some 

c r e d i b i l i t y f o r statements l i k e t h a t made by Colman O ' N i e l l on 

the e f f e c t of a b s o l u t i o n : t h a t the ' c r e a t i v e f o r g i v e n e s s of God 

i s c r e a t i v e because, u n l i k e human f o r g i v e n e s s which a t best can 

encourage a change of h e a r t i n the one who i s f o r g i v e n , the 

d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s makes i t s e l f known i n the change of the 

s i n n e r ' s h e a r t ' . 1 0 4 At l e a s t , i t would l i f t a b s o l u t i o n out of a 

r o u t i n e which may have become s t a l e or humdrum and h e l p people 

r e l a t e more e a s i l y to c l a i m s about the s p e c i a l - n e s s of 

sacramental f o r g i v e n e s s , even i f they don't r e g u l a r l y r e q u i r e i t . 

H e l l w i g ' s comments move us to the t h i r d aim i d e n t i f i e d by the 

reform group - t h a t of c l a r i f y i n g the n o t i o n of the whole church 

working with the s i n n e r ' s e f f o r t through c h a r i t y , example and 

p r a y e r . H e l l w i g ' s p a r t i c u l a r c o n t r i b u t i o n to t h i n k i n g about t h i s 

i s s u e i s the way she has i l l u s t r a t e d and defended ways of being 

a l o n g s i d e one's f e l l o w - C h r i s t i a n s other than those envisaged i n 

the o f f i c i a l documents (see above, p. 9 0 ) . The o f f i c i a l w r i t i n g s 

maintain the d i s t i n c t i v e r o l e of the p r i e s t , i n l i n e with the 

d i s t i n c t i o n between the 'common pr i e s t h o o d ' and the ' m i n i s t e r i a l 

p r i e s t h o o d ' r e t a i n e d by the Second V a t i c a n C o u n c i l . 1 0 3 I n the 

c o n f e s s i o n a l context the p r i e s t ' r e v e a l s the h e a r t of God the 

F a t h e r to men and a c t s i n the l i k e n e s s of C h r i s t the good 

shepherd' (O.P.lOa). He 'acts i n the person of C h r i s t ' 
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( O . P . 6 b ) . 1 O G The change t h a t i s e f f e c t e d w i t h the new o f f i c i a l 

documents i s t h a t the p r i e s t i s now envisaged p r i m a r i l y as h e a l e r 

as oppossed to judge. O.P. 10a, f o r i n s t a n c e m a i n t a i n s the image 

of judge, but emphasises the h e a l i n g r o l e of the p r i e s t , f o r 

r e a s o n s perhaps e x p l a i n e d by the Pope when he w r i t e s t h a t 'modern 

man i s perhaps more s e n s i t i v e [ t o the h e a l i n g a s p e c t of the 

sacrament], s e e i n g as he does i n s i n the element of e r r o r but 

even more the element of human weakness and f r a i l t y ' , 1 0 7 a p o i n t 

I have a l r e a d y explored (see above, pp. 77-78). Z o l t a n Alszeghy, 

one of the those on the commission to reform the r i t e , i d e n t i f i e s 

the change of emphasis from judge to h e a l e r as 'the p r i n c i p a l 

f e a t u r e of the new r i t e ' . 1 o a 

Though the Pope has a l s o i d e n t i f i e d the mass, s e r v i c e s of 

atonement, p i l g r i m a g e s and f a s t s as p a r a - l i t u r g i c a l forms of 

penance, thus p o i n t i n g to wide means by which p e n i t e n t s may be 

encouraged i n l i n e w i t h the aim of O.P.5 of one p e r s o n s ' s 

penance h e l p i n g o t h e r s , H e l l w i g d e l i b e r a t e l y goes f u r t h e r . 1 0 9 

John Hater h i g h l i g h t s some of the problems which she b r i n g s to 

the f o r e i n her suggesting t h a t l a y p e r s o n s , not l e a s t females, 

may perform a sacramental m i n i s t r y to o t h e r s i n h e a r i n g 

c o n f e s s i o n i n n o n - l i t u r g i c a l c o n t e x t s , such as her ' c o n f e s s i o n 

over the k i t c h e n t a b l e 1 . Hater f o l l o w s the d i s t i n c t i o n s of the 

O.P. 8 and 9 by s u g g e s t i n g t h a t the e n t i r e C h r i s t i a n community 

has a s h a r e i n the work of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n e n t r u s t e d to the 

church, w h i l e only bishops and p r i e s t s have a proper, 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e r o l e a t l i t u r g i c a l r i t e s . He argues, 
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These l i t u r g i c a l a c t i o n s most adequately r i t u a l i z e God's 
f o r g i v e n e s s when the C h r i s t i a n community acknowledges how 
f o r g i v e n e s s and r e c o n c i l i a t i o n happen i n the broader context 
of the common p r i e s t h o o d . 1 1 0 

To t h i s e x t ent he f o l l o w s the papal l i n e i n the R. P. i n 

i d e n t i f y i n g the primary r o l e of the sacramental r i t e as 

f a c i l i t a t i n g f o r g i v e n e s s from God. He develops a system of 

i d e n t i f y i n g and d i s t i n g u i s h i n g d i f f e r e n t pronouncements of 

f o r g i v e n e s s , some of which he suggests a r e a p p r o p r i a t e to a l l 

C h r i s t i a n s , o t h e r s of which he argues a r e r e s e r v e d f o r some of 

the ordained. He suggests t h a t 'exhortatory' and ' d e c l a r a t o r y ' 

e x p r e s s i o n s of f o r g i v e n e s s might be shared by l a y p e r s o n s but t h a t 

'performative' e x p r e s s i o n s need to be r e s t r i c t e d to bishops and 

p r i e s t s i n t h a t they may 'adequately symbolize God's f o r g i v e n e s s ' 

being a b l e , as they supposedly are, to be a community symbol and 

r e p r e s e n t the community to which they m i n i s t e r . T h i s point a l s o 

coheres with the papal understanding t h a t 'through the 

m i n i s t e r . . . i t i s the e c c l e s s i a l community... t h a t welcomes anew 

the repentant and f o r g i v e n s i n n e r ' . 1 1 1 Performative f o r g i v e n e s s 

i s adequately symbolised, according to Hater, only by those 

des i g n a t e d by the community s a c r a m e n t a l l y to f o r g i v e s i n s , hence 

l a y p e r s o n s a r e excluded from t h a t p a r t i c u l a r form of m i n i s t r y . 

Robert Kennedy, by c o n t r a s t , q uestions some of the assumptions on 

which Hater works, no t i n g of O.P. 9, t h a t 'we may groan a t these 

h e i r a r c h i c a l connections and q u e s t i o n a b l e c r i t e r i a f o r 

c ompetency', 1 1 2 though he does do some important work i n 

p r o v i d i n g i d e a s f o r a t h e o l o g i c a l r a t i o n a l e f o r Hater's p o l i t y by 

working with the the image of the p r i e s t as h o s p i t a l i t y -

o f f e r e r 1 1 3 and community host. Despite t h i s , he c h a l l e n g e s the 
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assumption t h a t e x i s t i n g forms of penance adequately e x p r e s s 

t h e s e themes. N e v e r t h e l e s s , I would guess t h a t the t h e o l o g i c a l 

c o n t r i b u t i o n he pr o v i d e s i s l i k e l y to make Hater's r i g i d law­

making approach c o n s i d e r a b l y more ap p e a l i n g to many and may 

provide some i n s p i r a t i o n f o r l a y p e r s o n s who might o t h e r w i s e be 

h o s t i l e to continued r e s t r i c t i o n of 'performative' f u n c t i o n s . 

While r e s t r i c t i o n to the p r i e s t may have been supposed to s i g n a l 

t h a t a b s o l u t i o n i s e n t r u s t e d to the whole C h r i s t i a n community, to 

many contemporary minds i t has giv e n very d i f f e r e n t s i g n a l s , 

being p e r c e i v e d as having p r e c i s e l y the oppo s i t e e f f e c t . I t h i n k 

t h a t John Maccjuarrie' s sug g e s t i o n t h a t v a r i o u s forms of 

a b s o l u t i o n a l l c a r r y 'one fundamental communication' 1 1' 8 d e s p i t e 

t h e i r t h e o l o g i c a l nuances i s l i k e l y to r e p r e s e n t the p e r s p e c t i v e 

of many l a y p e r s o n s f r u s t r a t e d or uneasy w i t h arguments which l o a d 

c e r t a i n forms w i t h p a r t i c u l a r meanings. Hater, i n my view, i s 

u n l i k e l y to do very much to counter t h e i r f r u s t r a t i o n or unease. 

The c r e a t o r s ' f o u r t h aim was to show how the r i t e might f o s t e r 

C h r i s t i a n l i f e . I have a l r e a d y d i s c u s s e d the p l a c e of penance i n 

the new r i t e and i n r e c e n t debate (see above, pp. 83-86). To add 

to t h i s , i t i s important to po i n t out O.P.44 which speaks of the 

sacrament being a 're-enactment of the p a s c h a l mystery' and which 

might provide some f u r t h e r c l u e s to what we want to say about 

penance. O.P.44 a l s o d e a l s with the q u e s t i o n of c o u n s e l i n the 

sacrament which i s important i n r e s p e c t to the f o u r t h aim. 

Counsel i n the c o n f e s s i o n a l context i s sometimes i d e n t i f i e d as a 

p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the 'sacramental' p r a c t i c e of the 

A n g l i c a n t r a d i t i o n which does not want to l i m i t the P r a y e r Book 
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p r o v i s i o n f o r c o n f e s s i o n , nor r e q u i r e s a ' p a r t i c u l a r or d e t a i l e d 

enumeration' of s i n s , nor p r i v a t e nor h a b i t u a l c o n f e s s i o n , 1 1 3 

though, somewhat c o n t r a r y to t h i s , Gaume's manual f o r c o n f e s s o r s 

which came i n t o use among Angl i c a n s i n v o l v e d i n the Oxford 

Movement promoted the view t h a t 'any who use c o n f e s s i o n f o r 

ad v i c e r a t h e r than a b s o l u t i o n , should be sent back to l e a r n what 

a l l s i n i s . . . ' 1 1 6 T h a n k f u l l y , i n my view, Gaume's opini o n appears 

to be on the wane, probably because h i s comments about knowing 

'what s i n i s ' are no longer as r e l e v a n t as they perhaps once 

were (see above, pp. 75-80). K a r l Rahner a l s o reminds h i s r e a d e r s 

t h a t the p r i e s t i s not a p s y c h o t h e r a p i s t , 'but a p r i e s t - though 

t h a t wholly' and so one who lends ' h i s t o r i c a l t a n g i b i l i t y to 

God's e f f e c t i v e l y f o r g i v i n g words. As such the p r i e s t has 'one 

word the p s y c h o t h e r a p i s t doesn't: God's word, which f o r g i v e s 

s i n ' . 1 1 " 7 Yet, t h i s s a i d , i t can only be very unwise to expect to 

engage with those persons who cannot e n t e r t a i n what Rahner 

b e l i e v e s about s i n and pr i e s t h o o d without r e f e r e n c e to some kind 

of c o u n s e l l i n g , e s p e c i a l l y as therapy i s becoming i n c r e a s i n g l y 

i n f l u e n t i a l and apparently a p p e a l l i n g as compared to t r a d i t i o n a l 

c o n f e s s i o n a l experience (see below, pp. 149-150). 

The sacrament's r o l e i n f o s t e r i n g C h r i s t i a n l i f e can a l s o be 

r e l a t e d to c a l l s f o r b e t t e r education of p e n i t e n t s . Education i n 

t h i s context e n t a i l s more than t e a c h i n g on p r e p a r a t i o n f o r and 

c e l e b r a t i o n of the r i t e s themselves. I t i n v o l v e s a more demanding 

need to enable persons to r e c o g n i s e s i n , or ( i n Gaume's terms) to 

know 'what s i n i s ' , a t a time when appeals to e t h i c a l a b s o l u t i s m 

a r e under t h r e a t . I n r e s p e c t of t h i s question, I want to look a t 
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the q u e s t i o n of how the Roman C a t h o l i c sacrament of penance 

r e l a t e s to the t e a c h i n g a u t h o r i t y of the church's magisterium. 

T h i s i s s u e i s of enormous s i g n i f i c a n c e i n the d e c l i n e of the 

p r a c t i c e of penance and hence f o r the f u t u r e of the r i t e . 

2.3 OPTIONS 'FOR THE LORD' -

MORAL AUTHORITY AND FORGIVENESS 

Gaume encouraged c o n f e s s o r s reading h i s manual to 

never l e t any human r e s p e c t hinder you from warning them 
e a r n e s t l y , or p o i n t i n g out t h e i r e v i l c o n d i t i o n , and the 
most s u i t a b l e means f o r breaking the c h a i n s of t h e i r e v i l 
h a b i t s . Be f i r m i n r e f u s i n g a b s o l u t i o n when i t i s n e c e s s a r y 
to do s o . 1 1 e 

I want to c o n s i d e r what s i g n i f i c a n c e a model of e t h i c s which 

r e c e i v e s and adheres to givens f o r behaviour from i t s t r a d i t i o n 

has f o r an understanding of the sacrament. To take an example 

which i s as obvious as i t i s c o n t r o v e r s i a l , a Roman C a t h o l i c 

couple u s i n g a r t i f i c i a l b i r t h c o n t r o l a r e t h e o l o g i c a l l y g u i l t y i n 

the view of t h e i r t r a d i t i o n , though many may have an argument 

wi t h t h a t t r a d i t i o n a t t h i s point and r e f u s e to own t h i s e t h i c 

p e r s o n a l l y , d e s p i t e the Pope's d e c l a r a t i o n t h a t d i s p u t i n g the 

t e a c h i n g of Human V i t a e i s 'the e q u i v a l e n t of r e f u s i n g to God 

h i m s e l f the obedience of our i n t e l l i g e n c e ' . 1 1 9 By c o n t r a s t , the 

A n g l i c a n couple u s i n g b i r t h c o n t r o l a r e i n no sense t h e o l o g i c a l l y 

g u i l t y i n the view of t h e i r t r a d i t i o n , but may regard themselves 

to be and, as the Prayer Book puts i t , s u f f e r from an 'unquiet 

c o n s c i e n c e ' . My q u e s t i o n a r i s i n g from t h i s c o n t r a s t of moral 

norms i n d i f f e r e n t C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n s i s : how a r e persons to 

d i s t i n g u i s h between t h e o l o g i c a l and n e u r o t i c , or o b j e c t i v e and 
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s u b j e c t i v e , g u i l t ? How a r e they to know what i s s i n and so 

a p p r o p r i a t e l y brought to c o n f e s s i o n a l e x p e r i e n c e so t h a t 

f o r g i v e n e s s may be sought? Perhaps more to the poi n t , what 

r e s o u r c e s a r e a v a i l a b l e to them i f they s t r u g g l e to accept the 

wisdom of t h e i r t r a d i t i o n ? I want to explore some i m p l i c a t i o n s of 

the way persons a r e a f f i r m e d and supported through t h e i r 

involvement with t h e i r church's m i n i s t r i e s of f o r g i v e n e s s and not 

l e a s t the d i s t u r b i n g q u e s t i o n of whether those m i n i s t r i e s may be 

i n t e r p r e t e d as a t o o l of enslavement, denying the autonomy of 

those supposedly 'loosed' and demanding dependence on an 

a u t h o r i t a r i a n other. 'Forgiveness,' one s u s p e c t s , i n some c a s e s 

may be experienced more as a c u r s e than a b l e s s i n g (see above, p. 

44) . 

Perhaps t h i s i s s u e i s f e l t to be most acute i n r e l a t i o n to the 

Roman C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n , i n so f a r as what i s d e f i n e d as s i n i s 

done so by r e f e r e n c e to the o f f i c i a l t e a c h i n g a u t h o r i t y of the 

church, the magisterium. I t i s worth noting here t h a t the 

i m p o s i t i o n of moral a b s o l u t e s i s not confined to the Church of 

Rome as many forms of P r o t e s t a n t i s m remain t i e d to a b i b l i c i s m or 

fundamentalism which f r e q u e n t l y employs the 'the B i b l e s a y s ' 

r u b r i c i n attempts to a s s e r t unquestionable a u t h o r i t y i n morals 

(as i n a l l e l s e ) . But, a t l e a s t u n t i l the papal acceptance of 

some c r i t i c a l b i b l i c a l approaches i n P i u s X I I ' s D i v i n o A f f l a n t e 

S p i r i t u of 1943 and indeed 1962's Dei Verbum, P r o t e s t a n t i s m has 

i n the main been more open to the f i n d i n g s of b i b l i c a l c r i t i c i s m 

on the one hand, and more d i v e r s e Enlightenment c r i t i q u e s of 

a u t h o r i t y on the other, both of which may erode confidence i n 
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c l a i m s to moral absolutism. James B a r r has p o p u l a r i s e d the 

onslaught on fundamentalism and the f o l l o w i n g quotation from h i s 

1 p a s t o r a l ' book concerned to help persons 'escape 1 from 

fundamentalism i l l u s t r a t e s both the l i b e r a l c r i t i q u e of the 

fundamentalist p o s i t i o n and the non- fundamentalist p o s i t i o n 

i t s e l f : a 

very s u b s t a n t i a l gap... e x i s t s between b i b l i c a l command and 
modern e t h i c a l a p p l i c a t i o n , a gap t h a t i s j u s t as g l a r i n g i n 
fundamentalist p r a c t i c e as any other. T h i s shows t h a t i n 
p r a c t i c e the B i b l e i s d e a l t with as i f i t was t h e o l o g i c a l l y 
i m p erfect, even i f t h i s i s not admitted i n p r i n c i p l e . . . I n 
p r i n c i p l e e t h i c a l q uestions cannot be answered from the 
B i b l e alone... 1 2 0 

Rather, the ' c r i t i c a l o p eration of f u l l t h e o l o g i c a l 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n ' 1 2 1 i s needed. 

The terminology of fundamentalism came i n t o being with the 

American booklets c a l l e d The Fundamentals p u b l i s h e d between 1910 

and 1915, though i t s commitments a re of course more a n c i e n t . The 

ro o t s of the movement as such can be l o c a t e d i n the f l o u r i s h i n g 

of r e v i v a l i s t and c o n s e r v a t i v e groups of the seventeenth and 

eight e e n t h c e n t u r i e s which r e s i s t e d the developments s i g n a l l e d by 

the E n l i g h t e n m e n t . 1 2 2 

Perhaps somewhat p a r a l l e l to t h i s i n the Roman C a t h o l i c Church 

was the l o s s to the church of numerous European u n i v e r s i t i e s i n 

the p e r i o d a f t e r the French Revolution. From the mid-eighteenth 

century, under growing Ultramontane i n f l u e n c e , t h e r e followed the 

d e f i n i t e c o n c e n t r a t i o n of the magisterium, on Rome. The term 

magisterium had h i s t o r i c a l l y been a p p l i e d to a number of groups 

and bodies, i n c l u d i n g during the middle ages, the u n i v e r s i t i e s , 

and so t h i s s h i f t marked a d e f i n i t e change of d i r e c t i o n on the 
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papal judgement on p r e v i o u s l y c o n t r o v e r s i a l matters p r o h i b i t s 

f r e e d i s c u s s i o n of the s u b j e c t among t h e o l o g i a n s . 

V a t i c a n Two made the C a t h o l i c p o s i t i o n more open, a f f i r m i n g t h a t 

i t i s f o r God's people as a whole, w i t h the h e l p of the Holy 
S p i r i t , and e s p e c i a l l y f o r p a s t o r s and t h e o l o g i a n s , to 
l i s t e n to the v a r i o u s v o i c e s of our day, d i s c e r n i n g them and 
i n t e r p r e t i n g them, and to e v a l u a t e them i n the l i g h t of the 
d i v i n e word, so t h a t the r e v e a l e d t r u t h can be i n c r e a s i n g l y 
appropriated, understood and more s u i t a b l y e x p r e s s e d ' . 1 2 3 

The document teaches t h a t c l e r g y and l a i t y a r e understood to have 

j u s t freedom of enquiry, thought and 'humble and courageous 

e x p r e s s i o n ' i n those matters i n which they a r e competent. The 

church i s seen as the guardian of the d e p o s i t of God's word, 

which draws r e l i g i o u s and moral p r i n c i p l e s from i t . The church, 

however, does not always have a ready answer to p a r t i c u l a r 

q u e s t i o n s and the l a i t y should not expect t h e i r p r i e s t s to 

provide concrete and ready answers to moral concerns. The l a i t y 

have t h e i r own p a r t to p l a y i n e x e r c i s i n g t h e i r own C h r i s t i a n 

wisdom as w e l l as a t t e n d i n g to the t e a c h i n g of the magisterium. 

Appeal i s a l s o made to the l a i t y to adhere to t h e i r bishop and 

the Pope, even when not speaking ex cathedra, i n i s s u e s of f a i t h 

and morals. Indeed, i t i s n e c e s s a r y to balance the s h i f t i n g 

emphases of t e a c h i n g on e c c l e s i a s t i c a l a u t h o r i t y and p e r s o n a l 

judgement i n moral i s s u e s between the two c o n c i l i a r documents on 

the church, Lumen Gentium and Gaudium e t Spes. I n t e r e s t i n g l y , the 

f i r s t i s 'dogmatic' and the l a t t e r ' p a s t o r a l ' . 

The f u l l e s t e x p l a n a t i o n of o r d i n a r y magisterium g i v e n i n the 

documents of V a t i c a n I I i s i n the context of w r i t i n g on the 
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c o l l e g i a t e t e a c h i n g of the whole c o l l e g e of bishops throughout 

the world which, i t i s s t a t e d , i n d e f i n e d c i r c u m s t a n c e s can be 

e x e r c i s e d i n f a l l i b l y . Moral theo l o g i a n s a r e e n j o i n e d to obey and 

j u s t i f y t o t a l l y the documents of the magisterium. As Yves Congar 

responded, t h i s was 'not e x a c t l y ' the r o l e of t e a c h e r s i n the 

church of the previous n i n e t e e n c e n t u r i e s . 

John Mahoney p o i n t s out t h a t the c o n s i s t e n t l y heavy emphasis on 

the church's magisterium i n the o f f i c i a l t e a c h i n g of the Roman 

C a t h o l i c Church c o n s t i t u t e s a working through of Matthean 

e c c l e s s i o l o g y (see above, pp. 49-53). Mahoney, however, i s keen 

to e x plore the i m p l i c a t i o n s of other ' s c r i p t u r a l p r e s e n t a t i o n s of 

the C h r i s t i a n ' s moral l i f e , ' c i t i n g Johannine and P a u l i n e models 

as r e f e r e n c e s p o i n t s with r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t t h e o l o g i e s of moral 

behaviour 'with C h r i s t and h i s S p i r i t as i n t e r n a l Teacher, and 

w i t h the noti o n of co n s c i e n c e and s u b j e c t i v i t y ' as t h e i r guiding 

t h e m e s . 1 2 5 He t e s t s h i s hypothesis i n the l i g h t of the e n c y c l i c a l 

p u b l i s h e d i n J u l y 1968, Humane V i t a e . 

Humane V i t a e ' s p u b l i c a t i o n r e s u l t e d i n enormous q u e s t i o n s of 

co n s c i e n c e f o r many C a t h o l i c s , and focused the i s s u e of the 

s t a t u s of the magisterium i n moral i s s u e s . The r e l a t i o n between 

the i n d i v i d u a l ' s e x e r c i s e of conscience ('a r i g h t c o n s c i e n c e i s 

t r u e i n t e r p r e t e r of the o b j e c t i v e moral order i n s t i t u t e d by God') 

and the o f f i c i a l t e a c h i n g a u t h o r i t y ('the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the 

n a t u r a l moral law p e r t a i n s to the Church's magisterium') i s 

ambiguous i n a way which might be p a r a l l e l e d by the s h i f t i n g 

emphases of Lumen Gentium and Gaudium e t Spes (see above, p. 
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The c l a i m to the Holy S p i r i t ' s guidance f o r the magisterium as 

a t l e a s t equal to the a u t h o r i t y of i n t r i n s i c r e a s o n i n g has not 

q u e l l e d the a s s a u l t on moral abso l u t i s m i n the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n 

s i n c e the document's r e l e a s e . W h i l s t the papal l i n e has been as 

i n f l e x i b l e as ever under John Paul I I ( d e c r e e i n g as we have seen 

(above, p. 96) t h a t d i s p u t i n g the E n c y c l i c a l ' s t e a c h i n g was 

tantamount to r e f u s i n g God the obedience of one's i n t e l l i g e n c e ) 

C a t h o l i c moral theology has concentrated on the q u e s t i o n of 

d i s s e n t and of s t r a t e g i e s f o r i t , r e s i s t i n g the apparent p o s i t i o n 

of the V a t i c a n which i s c a r i c a t u r e d by G a b r i e l Daly thus: 

You have freedom of conscience, but you must see t h a t your 
c o n s c i e n c e comes up w i t h the same c o n c l u s i o n s as those of 
the Congregation f o r the Doctrine of the F a i t h ! 1 2 7 

C a t h o l i c t e a c h i n g on c o n s c i e n c e i s deeply indebted to the s t u d i e s 

of Thomas Aquinas. His p o s i t i o n can be seen as the s y n t h e s i s of 

the t e a c h i n g of Paul i n the New Testament, who understood 

c o n s c i e n c e b a s i c a l l y to mean applying i n n e r c o n v i c t i o n s and 

p r i n c i p l e s i n c o n c r e t e a c t i o n s , and Jerome's not i o n of c o n s c i e n c e 

as an i n t r i n s i c spark r e t a i n e d i n a l l , d e s p i t e the r e a l i t y or 

g r a v i t y of s i n . Aquinas app r o p r i a t e d these e a r l i e r views to 

d i s t i n g u i s h between a person's i n t u i t i v e grasp of f i r s t 

p r i n c i p l e s f o r a c t i o n , t h a t i s , n a t u r a l law, and c o n s c i e n c e i n 

the narrower sense of a p p l y i n g such knowledge to d e f i n i t e 

s i t u a t i o n s . With t h i s background, Aquinas h e l d t h a t the f i r s t 

p r i n c i p l e s of n a t u r a l law do not change, but the secondary 

p r e c e p t s , or c o n c l u s i o n s i n a c t i o n , a r e s u b j e c t to change i n some 

c a s e s . So t r a d i t i o n a l C a t h o l i c moral t e a c h i n g has d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

between o b j e c t i v e m o r a l i t y and s u b j e c t i v e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y or 
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c u l p a b i l i t y with the acknowledgement t h a t f a c t o r s may reduce or 

l e s s e n the extent of s u b j e c t i v e c u l p a b i l i t y . Hence c o n f e s s i o n a l 

p r a c t i c e has taken i n t o account a person's p a r t i c u l a r 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s i n a s s e s s i n g the g r a v i t y of t h e i r s i n . 

I t i s a l s o p o s s i b l e to make f u r t h e r d i s t i n c t i o n s , and i t has 

become common i n r e c e n t C a t h o l i c moral t h i n k i n g to d i s t i n g u i s h 

between moral theology and p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g . Bernard Haring 

has done much to a d v e r t i s e and so to modify or develop the 

C a t h o l i c p o s i t i o n on moral te a c h i n g . I n h i s view, moral theology 

looks a t the o b j e c t i v e m o r a l i t y of p a r t i c u l a r s i t u a t i o n s , w h i l s t 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g c o n c e n t r a t e s on the data of moral theology 

a l o n g s i d e q u e s t i o n s of s u b j e c t i v e r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and of the 

genuine p o s s i b i l i t i e s f o r growth i n the s u b j e c t ' s f u t u r e a c t i o n s . 

Haring grounds t h i s e t h i c i n h i s understanding of the J e s u s of 

the gospels; 'there are many thin g s I could say to you, but the 

burden i s too g r e a t f o r you to bear a t the p r e s e n t time' (John 

16.12). His viewpoint i s e v i d e n t i n t h i s p r a y e r : 

Lord J e s u s , 
When you met s i n n e r s , you gave them t r u s t . 
When you s a i d , ' s i n no more', 
You had a l r e a d y t o l d them, 'your s i n are f o r g i v e n ' . 
You c o r r e c t e d the f a u l t s of your a p o s t l e s 
But i n a way t h a t they f e l t your f r i e n d s h i p even more, 
And d e s i r e d to be more worthy of i t . . . 1 2 a 

T h i s c e n t r a l concern f o r growth i n C h r i s t i a n l i f e r e f u s e s to see 

s t a t i c e x t e r n a l norms as adequate guides f o r p a s t o r a l and 

c o n f e s s i o n a l p r a c t i c e , but r a t h e r t a l k s i n terms of growing i n t o 

a l i f e - s t y l e c h a r a c t e r i s e d by 'a fundamental option f o r the 

Lord'. I n s t r i v i n g f o r t h i s i d e a l one must go through imperfect 

s t e p s and s t a g e s , so a 'law of gradualness' comes i n t o p l a y which 
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d i s t i n g u i s h e s short-term and long-time g o a l s f o r moral behaviour. 

C h a r l e s Curran c i t e s a number of s a l u t a r y examples where some 

p a s t o r a l a f f i r m a t i o n of t h i s kind might h e l p enormous numbers of 

people. He c i t e s the address of the archbishop of Chicago to an 

i n t e r n a t i o n a l synod of bishops i n 1980. Archbishop Quinn 

d i s c u s s e d a study of f e r t i l e American couples which r e v e a l e d t h a t 

79.9% used some form of b i r t h c o n t r o l , t h a t 76.5% of American 

C a t h o l i c couples used some form of b i r t h c o n t r o l and t h a t of the 

l a t t e r group 95% employed a method of c o n t r o l condemned by Humane 

V i t a e . 1 2 9 One s t r a t e g y f o r a d d r e s s i n g the p r e s s i n g q u e s t i o n of 

moral g u i l t a s s o c i a t e d w i t h the use of c o n t r a c e p t i o n was 

c o n t r o v e r s i a l l y a i r e d on B r i t i s h t e l e v i s i o n r e c e n t l y , as V i c t o r 

G u a z e l l i , one of the more l i b e r a l among the E n g l i s h h i e r a r c h y of 

bishops, d i s c u s s e d the q u e s t i o n of C a t h o l i c couples choosing to 

use p r o h i b i t e d methods of c o n t r a c e p t i o n on the Channel Four 

s e r i e s C a t h o l i c s and Sex. I f a couple f e l t t h a t they were not i n 

a p o s i t i o n to r a i s e a c h i l d , he argued, 'there i s no q u e s t i o n of 

mortal s i n ' . On the i s s u e of condoms being used to slow the 

spread of A.I.D.S. he advocated the s t r i c t d e f i n i t i o n of the 

c o n t r a c e p t i v e ' s purpose: 'what i s a condom? A rubber envolope to 

prevent conception? But i f people are u s i n g i t to prevent 

d i s e a s e . , i t i s not a c o n t r a c e p t i v e a t a l l ' . 1 3 0 

Curran a l s o takes up the i s s u e of d i v o r c e d (and remarried) 

C a t h o l i c s u s i n g the sacraments of the church, and c i t e s the 1980 

P a s t o r a l Congress of England and Wales which r e c o g n i s e d the 

growing number of people the sacramental ban a f f e c t e d and asked 
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bishops to c o n s i d e r the s i t u a t i o n of such persons w i t h 

compassion. He a l s o notes, i n t e r e s t i n g l y , t h a t the widespread 

q u e s t i o n i n g of the American bishops' t e a c h i n g on n u c l e a r weapons 

i n d i c a t e s t h a t the laypeoples' concern i n matters of a u t h o r i t y 

extends beyond s e x u a l q u e s t i o n s . 1 3 1 

Curran argues t h a t the magisterium i t s e l f can be s a i d to 

r e c o g n i s e the d i s t i n c t i o n between d o c t r i n a l and p a s t o r a l norms, 

and so be i n harmony with such as the law of gradualness (see 

above, p. 103). He notes t h a t the s e c t i o n d i v i s i o n s of Humane 

V i t a e d i s t i n g u i s h between ' d o c t r i n a l p r i n c i p l e s ' ( s e c t i o n I I ) and 

' p a s t o r a l d i r e c t i v e s ' ( s e c t i o n I I I ) . 1 3 2 The l a t t e r s e c t i o n 

s p e c i a l l y addresses those t r o u b l e d by q u e s t i o n s of b i r t h c o n t r o l 

as w e l l as t h e i r p a s t o r s and encourages couples f o r whom the 

t e a c h i n g may cause s e r i o u s d i f f i c u l t i e s to be drawn humbly to the 

mercy of God given i n the sacrament of penance. P r i e s t s a r e 

a d v i s e d to proclaim the f u l l C a t h o l i c t e a c h i n g i n the 

c o n f e s s i o n a l context but a l s o to a c t with p a t i e n c e and goodness 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of t h a t shown by Jes u s to those i n need. 

T h i s k i n d of d i s t i n c t i o n between d o c t r i n e and p a s t o r a l d i r e c t i v e s 

which r e c o g n i s e s d i f f e r e n c e s between the moral and p a s t o r a l 

o r d ers i s a d e f i n i t e f e a t u r e of C a t h o l i c moral t e a c h i n g h i g h l y 

r e l e v a n t to c o n f e s s i o n a l p r a c t i c e . I t a l l o w s t h a t one may commit 

o b j e c t i v e wrong but remain morally good, i n so f a r as t h e r e a r e 

l e g i t i m a t e reasons f o r r i s k i n g d i s s e n t and t h a t persons have 

acted i n ' r i g h t c o n s c i e n c e ' . As such t h i s i s a h i g h l y s i g n i f i c a n t 

approach to ' s i n ' and g u i l t as i t a r i s e s i n m i n i s t r y where 

p r i e s t s must both adhere to the t e a c h i n g of the church they 
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r e p r e s e n t and r e s p e c t and a f f i r m the persons they p a s t o r a l l y c a r e 

f o r . 

I t i s worth no t i n g a l s o t h a t , seemingly t y p i c a l of the pr e s e n t 

Pope, he has spoken of the danger of 'confusing' the 'law of 

gradualness' with 'gradualness of the law', the mistake i n the 

l a t t e r being i n h i s opinion t h a t i t supposes t h a t the o b j e c t i v e 

order of m o r a l i t y i s a f f e c t e d by such a d i s t i n c t i o n . 1 3 3 

N e v e r t h e l e s s , i t i s p o s s i b l e to argue from w i t h i n the C a t h o l i c 

t r a d i t i o n t h a t those who use sacramental means of f o r g i v e n e s s do 

not need to understand themselves as e n s l a v e d to d e f i n i t i o n s of 

s i n provided by the magisterium. They may a c t on the c o n v i c t i o n s 

of t h e i r r e s p o n s i b l y educated conscience when i t opposes o f f i c i a l 

t e a c h i n g . And the magisterium i t s e l f g i v e s some i m p l i c i t backing 

to such a view, as I hope I have i l l u s t r a t e d . 

Up to t h i s p oint chapter two has co n s i d e r e d h i s t o r i c a l , 

t h e o l o g i c a l and e t h i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e s on the sacrament of penance. 

I n my f i n a l s e c t i o n of t h i s chapter I s h a l l c o n s i d e r one s p e c i f i c 

t e x t which i s of h i s t o r i c a l , t h e o l o g i c a l and e t h i c a l i n t e r e s t , 

though i t i s p r i m a r i l y d e v o t i o n a l . 

2.4 'THE ELEVENTH HOUR' -

KIERKEGAARD'S APPROACH TO FORGIVENESS 

Sjtfren Kierkegaard's P u r i t y of Heart i s to W i l l One Thing remains 

c l a s s i c a d v i c e on p r e p a r a t i o n f o r c o n f e s s i o n . I t i s the f i r s t of 

two s p e c i f i c t e x t s I wish to c o n s i d e r i n my t h e s i s , not l e a s t 

because P u r i t y of Heart i s not d i s c u s s e d widely a t the pr e s e n t 
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time, and Kierkegaard's t h i n k i n g on f o r g i v e n e s s i s l a r g e l y 

unexplored. I propose now to note the s a l i e n t f e a t u r e s of P u r i t y 

of Heart and to p l a c e t h a t work i n the context of h i s own l i f e 

and t h i n k i n g on f o r g i v e n e s s . 

I s h a l l s t a r t by o u t l i n i n g some s i g n i f i c a n t landmarks i n 

Kierkegaard's p e r s o n a l h i s t o r y . He was born i n Copenhagen i n 

1813. His home background was a gr e a t i n f l u e n c e on him and h i s 

work, and was i n many senses t r a g i c . His f a t h e r , Mikael, was an 

i n t e l l e c t u a l , and had s i n c e h i s own childhood been r i d d e n with 

g u i l t f o r b e l i e v i n g h i m s e l f to have c u r s e d God. I t seems t h a t 

t h i s g u i l t - f e e l i n g engendered a sense of p e r s o n a l u n - f o r g i v e n e s s 

which was to s t a y c o n t i n u a l l y with him. As we might expect, t h i s 

k i n d of b l a c k mood and sense of a n x i e t y had a d e f i n i t e e f f e c t on 

h i s c h i l d r e n . 

S;zJren was one of seven c h i l d r e n . F i v e of h i s s i b l i n g s d i e d i n h i s 

childhood, r e s u l t i n g i n the boy's f e e l i n g (recorded i n h i s l a t e r 

j o u r n a l s ) of 'the s i l e n c e of death' gathered about h i m . 1 3 4 S^ren 

h i m s e l f was deformed i n an e a r l y a c c i d e n t - another s i g n i f i c a n t 

f a c t o r i n h i s growing sense of i s o l a t i o n and s t r a n g e n e s s . T h i s 

f e e l i n g culminated i n h i s childhood w i t h the d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t 

which followed the moral downfall of h i s f a t h e r , one consequence 

of which was the c o l l a p s e of the dominant a u t h o r i t y f i g u r e i n h i s 

own l i f e . The beginnings of S i r e n ' s l i f e l o n g quest f o r s e l f -

d i s c o v e r y can be l o c a t e d i n these childhood events. A l l 

c o n t r i b u t e d to h i s s e a r c h to l i v e a u t h e n t i c a l l y as an e x i s t i n g 

i n d i v i d u a l (den E n k e l t e ) . As he was l a t e r to w r i t e i n h i s 

j o u r n a l s , h i s concern was about 'being sharpened i n t o an " I " 
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r a t h e r than being d u l l e d i n t o a t h i r d - p e r s o n ' . 1 3 5 

Three other f a c t o r s i n h i s l a t e r l i f e suggest the same kind of 

development. F i r s t , the t e r m i n a t i o n of h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p with h i s 

f i a n c e e Regine Olsen. Sgfren withdrew from the engagement, 

i n t e r p r e t i n g h i s withdrawal i n terms of ' s a c r i f i c e ' , and making 

comparisons with the p a t r i a r c h a l t r a d i t i o n of Abraham and I s a a c 

(Gen. 22.1-22). Sjzfren understood t h i s s a c r i f i c e of h i s f i a n c e e to 

be a mark of a u t h e n t i c d i s c i p l e s h i p and genuine r e s p o n s i v e n e s s to 

the c a l l of God. Almost a t the same time as t h i s ending came h i s 

withdrawal from p r e p a r a t i o n f o r p a s t o r a l m i n i s t r y i n the Lutheran 

church. 

Second, S i r e n ' s one s i b l i n g who s u r v i v e d childhood, Pe te r, became 

a bishop i n the Lutheran church which S^ren l e f t . Lutheranism was 

the e s t a b l i s h e d C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n i n Denmark, and Sitfren was to 

become i n c r e a s i n g l y h o s t i l e to i t . He l a b e l l e d those who adhered 

to the t r a d i t i o n 'name C h r i s t i a n s ' , and v o i c e d r e s e r v a t i o n s about 

the l a c k of connections between h i s experience of contemporary 

Christendom i n Denmark and the ' o r i g i n a l gospel' of J e s u s of 

Nazareth as he understood i t . Although h i s d o c t r i n a l p o s i t i o n s 

continued to be shaped by Lutheranism, h i s polemic a g a i n s t the 

s u p e r f i c i a l i t y of contemporary p i e t y became stronger, and h i s own 

work evolved a s a d i r e c t c h a l l e n g e to the nom i n a l i t y he p e r c e i v e d 

i n h i s contemporaries. His c o n t r o v e r s i a l opinions i n t h i s r egard 

became i n c r e a s i n g l y well-known and one Danish j o u r n a l , The 

C o r s a i r , r e g u l a r l y c a r i c a t u r e d Kierkegaard - a f a c t o r which 

serv e d to i n c r e a s e h i s experience of i s o l a t i o n . He d i e d i n 1855, 
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aged 42. 

The t a l k (as he c a l l e d i t ) P u r i t y of Heart i s to W i l l One Thing 

was w r i t t e n i n 1847, e i g h t y e a r s before Kierkegaard's death. 

E s s e n t i a l l y the book i s a c o l l e c t i o n of p e r s o n a l meditations on 

one v e r s e from s c r i p t u r e , James 4.8: 

Draw near to God, and he w i l l draw near to you. C l e a n s e your 
hands, you s i n n e r s and p u r i f y your h e a r t s , you 
double-minded. 

The t i t l e of the meditation a l s o echoes the a d v i c e of J e s u s to 

Martha i n Luke 10.38-42, 'who worried and d i s t r a c t e d by many 

t h i n g s ' would do w e l l to l e a r n from her s i s t e r Mary who s i t s and 

l i s t e n s to t h e i r guest. The kind of q u i e t n e s s d i s p l a y e d by Mary 

i s 'the one t h i n g needed' on Martha's p a r t a l s o . The s u b - t i t l e of 

the book p o i n t s to i t s intended f u n c t i o n as ' s p i r i t u a l 

p r e p a r a t i o n f o r the o f f i c e of c o n f e s s i o n ' and i t s d e d i c a t i o n 'to 

t h a t one s o l i t a r y i n d i v i d u a l ' a l s o b e t r a y s some of i t s c e n t r a l 

concerns. 

Chapter twelve i s perhaps the most important p a r t of 

the work, e n t i t l e d 'What then must I do? The l i s t e n e r ' s r o l e i n 

the d e v o t i o n a l address', and o u t l i n e s the r o l e both of the 

l i s t e n e r and of h i m s e l f as w r i t e r . He develops h i s understanding 

of these r e s p e c t i v e r o l e s by analogy to r o l e s i n t h e a t r e - those 

of a c t o r s and t h e i r 'promters'. 

On the s t a g e . . . as you know w e l l enough... someone s i t s and 
prompts by whispers: he i s the inconspicuous one, he i s and 
wishes to be overlooked. But then t h e r e i s another, he 
s t r i d e s out prominently, he draws every eye to h i m s e l f . For 
t h a t reason he has been given h i s name, t h a t i s : a c t o r . He 
impersonates a d i s t i n c t i n d i v i d u a l . I n the s k i l f u l sense 

of t h i s i l l u s o r y a r t , each word becomes t r u e when embodied 
i n him, t r u e through him - and yet he i s t o l d what he s h a l l 
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say by the hidden one t h a t s i t s and w h i s p e r s . No one i s so 
f o o l i s h as to r e g a r d the prompter as more important than the 
a c t o r . 

The speaker i s not the a c t o r - not i n the remotest s e n s e . 
No, the speaker i s the prompter. There a r e no mere t h e a t r e ­
goers p r e s e n t , f o r each l i s t e n e r w i l l be l o o k i n g i n t o h i s 
own h e a r t . The s t a g e i s eternity., .and .the l i s t e n e r , i f he i s 
the t r u e l i s t e n e r (and he i s not, he i s a t f a u l t ) s t a n d s 
b e f o r e God d u r i n g the t a l k . The prompter wh i s p e r s to the 
a c t o r what he i s to say, but the a c t o r ' s r e p e t i t i o n of i t i s 
the main concern - i t i s the solemn charm of the a r t . 

...The speaker i s then the prompter, and the l i s t e n e r s t a n d s 
openly b e f o r e God. The l i s t e n e r , i f I may say so, i s the 
a c t o r , who a c t s i n a l l t r u t h b e f o r e G o d . 1 3 6 

K i e r k e g a a r d s e e s h i m s e l f i n w r i t i n g as the prompter nudging h i s 

r e a d e r s i n t o encounter with God through h i s m e d i t a t i o n : 'the main 

concern i s e a r n e s t n e s s : t h a t the l i s t e n e r s by themselves, w i t h 

themselves, and to themselves, i n the s i l e n c e b e f o r e God, may 

speak w i t h the h e l p of t h i s a c t o r 1 . 1 3 , 7 K i e r k e g a a r d hopes t h a t 

God i s p r e s e n t a t the d e v o t i o n a l address because 

God's presence i s the d e c i s i v e t h i n g t h a t changes a l l . As 
soon as God i s p r e s e n t , each man i n the p r e s e n c e of God has 
the t a s k of paying a t t e n t i o n to h i m s e l f . 1 3 6 

K i e r k e g a a r d understands h i m s e l f as s i t t i n g ' i n the wings', as i t 

were, e n a b l i n g the d i r e c t i n terchange between God and human 

being. To change the analogy, the w r i t e r ' s r o l e i s compared t o 

the r e a d e r of l i t u r g i c a l p r a y e r s i n church. P r o p e r l y speaking i t 

i s not him or her who prays, but the l i s t e n e r s who s i t and open 

themselves to God as they hear the p r a y e r r e a d a l o u d . 1 3 9 So the 

c o n t r i b u t i o n of K i e r k e g a a r d h i m s e l f - w r i t e r , prompter, l i t u r g i c a l 

l e a d e r - a r e only the whispers of an ' i n s i g n i f i c a n t o n e ' . 1 4 0 

K i e r k e g a a r d ' s t a l k 'must u n e q u i v o c a l l y demand something of the 

l i s t e n e r , ' 1 4 1 t h a t i s , t h e i r own d e c i s i v e a c t i v i t y , a r e a c t i o n 

a g a i n s t one of the f l a w s he noted i n those who belonged to the 
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e s t a b l i s h e d church. He or she must ' l i s t e n i n order to a c t 1 1 4 2 by 

a c c u s i n g him or h e r s e l f i n c o n f e s s i o n . 1 4 3 He s t r e s s e s t h a t the 

t a l k i s not intended to i n q u i r e i n t o the d e t a i l s of the 

l i s t e n e r ' s l i f e . 1 4 4 I n t h a t sense i t i s not a ' p r i e s t l y ' r o l e . I n 

the encounter Kierkegaard i s t r y i n g to encourage, t h e r e a r e no 

t h i r d p a r t i e s ( p r i e s t s or o t h e r w i s e ) . Readers must do t h e i r own 

work. 

I t i s p o s s i b l e to i d e n t i f y s e v e r a l f o c a l themes i n the book. The 

f i r s t i s repentance and remorse. R e f e r r i n g to the thought of 

Koheleth t h a t '[God] has made e v e r y t h i n g b e a u t i f u l i n i t s time. 

He has a l s o s e t e t e r n i t y i n the h e a r t s of men' ( E c c l . 3 . 1 1 ) , 1 4 5 

K i e r k e g a a r d regards repentance and remorse as two d i v i n e g i f t s 

which belong to the e t e r n a l i n humankind. 1 4 6 Repentance works to 

c a l l one forward i n t o new l i f e , i t s c o u n t e r p a r t c a l l s one back 

i n t o an o l d way. Both become a c t i v e i n human h e a r t s a t 'the 

e l e v e n t h hour': 'the c a l l to f i n d the way again by s e e k i n g out 

God i n the c o n f e s s i o n of s i n s i s always a t the e l e v e n t h h o u r ' , 1 4 7 

they r e c o g n i s e t h e r e i s not a l o t of time i n which to a c t , they 

ar e not d e c e i v e d by a f a l s e notion of a long l i f e . God's c a l l i s 

to 'obey a t once', and hence, s o b r i e t y and s e r i o u s n e s s 

c h a r a c t e r i s e the genuine e x p r e s s i o n of repentance and remorse. 

The two v i r t u e s a re not, i n Kierkegaard's view, to be confused 

w i t h impatience. Impatience i s the c o u n t e r f e i t , indeed the 

opposite, of genuine repentance. I t l a c k s ' b l e s s e d 

f r u i t f u l n e s s ' . 1 4 S 

Genuine repentance i s dependent on the p e n i t e n t ' s a l i v e n e s s to 
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h i s or her g u i l t . 1 1 4 9 Where r e a l g u i l t i s recognised, the dangers 

of impatience can be avoided because one i s a b l e to r e c o g n i s e the 

i n t e n s i t y of the repentance which i s needed to cope w i t h such 

g u i l t . Genuine repentance, u n l i k e i t s c o u n t e r f e i t , does not want 

to get away from g u i l t , but wants to r e c o g n i s e and remember g u i l t 

and then r e s i g n the s e l f to God to d e a l w i t h t h a t g u i l t . F a l s e 

repentance i s s a i d to be s e l f i s h and l a c k i n g i n inwardness, 

concerned perhaps t h a t one's improvement be r e c o g n i s e d by 

s o c i e t y , but l a c k i n g a l l r e f e r e n c e to g u i l t before God. 

Repentance i n such c a s e s i s f o r g o t t e n when one's r e s t o r a t i o n to 

worthy conduct i s acknowledged by o t h e r s . But t h i s s t r a t e g y f o r 

coping w i t h g u i l t i s flawed to the extent t h a t the ' t e r r i f y i n g 

memory' of 'miserable days' may be brought back by o t h e r s from 

the p a s t : i n s h o r t , the p a s t might c a t c h up w i t h one, b r i n g i n g 

w i t h i t d e s p a i r and s u f f e r i n g . 1 3 0 G u i l t , then, ought not to be 

f o r g o t t e n . On the c o n t r a r y , such f o r g e t f u l n e s s i s ' l o s s and 

p e r d i t i o n ' . ' I t i s a g a i n to n o t i c e t h a t a man has grown o l d e r by 

the deeper and deeper p e n e t r a t i o n i n t o h i s h e a r t of the 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n wrought by r e m o r s e ' . 1 3 1 And the measure of the 

l e n g t h of a person's commitment to the good i s the i n t e n s i t y of 

h i s or her repentance. 

For the one who l e a r n s to l i v e c r e a t i v e l y with g u i l t i n t h i s way, 

'punishment i t s e l f becomes b l e s s i n g ' 1 5 2 and 'consequences becomes 

r e d e m p t i v e ' . 1 3 3 The remembrance of g u i l t i n v o l v e d i n remorse and 

repentance i s a boon i n t h a t i t f r e e s one to see the t r u e s t a t e 

of t h i n g s , without d e c e i t or confusion. Sorrow becomes mi l d e r and 

deeper, and the longer one ' t r e a s u r e s ' repentance, 'the b e t t e r i t 
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b e c o m e s 1 . 1 5 4 

A second theme i s the emphasis on q u i e t n e s s and s e l f - a w a r e n e s s . 

E s s e n t i a l f o r the p r e p a r a t i o n f o r c o n f e s s i o n i s a q u i e t n e s s and 

s t i l l n e s s which abandons the busyness of d a i l y l i f e i n order to 

focus on the matter a t hand. 

As a man changes h i s raiment f o r a f e a s t , so i s a man 
changed i n hi.?, h e a r t who prepares h i m s e l f f o r the holy a c t 
of c o n f e s s i o n . I t i s indeed l i k e a changing of raiment to 
l a y o f f manyness, i n order r i g h t l y to c e n t r e down upon one 
t h i n g . . , 1 5 5 

Martha (see above, p. 109) i s no r o l e model f o r the one who wants 

to come to c o n f e s s i o n , i n t h a t she i s busy and anxious. Those who 

rush about l i k e Martha r i s k m i s s i n g doing anything w e l l : one may 

'begin many t h i n g s , do many t h i n g s a t once, and only h a l f do them 

a l l ' . 1 3 6 I n s t e a d , what i s need i s an at-oneness w i t h the s e l f , a 

ga t h e r i n g of the s e l f , which r e s i s t s the ' d i s p e r s a l ' of s e l f 

brought on by being busy. S i l e n c e w i l l help, a c c o r d i n g to 

Kierkegaard: one needs to be 'hidden i n the s i l e n c e , to become 

o p e n ' 1 3 7 to e t e r n i t y . 

The t i r a d e a g a i n s t busyness c o n t i n u e s : 

I t i s t r u e , t h a t a mi r r o r has the q u a l i t y of e n a b l i n g a man 
to see h i s image i n i t , but f o r t h i s he must stand s t i l l . I f 
he rushes h a s t i l y by, then he sees n o t h i n g . 1 5 a 

At the b a s s - l i n e , busyness i s exposed as 'time w a s t i n g ' . 1 s 9 Hence 

the need f o r time and f o r q u i e t to a t t e n d to a p p r o p r i a t e 

p r e p a r a t i o n f o r c o n f e s s i o n . 

Tendencies towards busyness a r e b e s t c u r t a i l e d by paying some 

a t t e n t i o n to the way othe r s s u f f e r , by s h a r i n g w i t h another 

s u f f e r i n g human being i n the common l o t of h u m a n i t y . 1 6 0 U n l i k e 

113 



the m a j o r i t y , the one committed to the good must extend sympathy 

to the s u f f e r e r when i t l i n g e r s and the i n t e r e s t of o t h e r s 

s u b s i d e s . 1 6 1 Busyness, Kierkegaard a s s e r t s , has nothing a l l a t 

to do with the e t e r n a l . J e s u s ' m i n i s t r y c o n s i s t e d i n p a r t of 

coun t e r i n g the busyness of o t h e r s - when the d i s c i p l e s began to 

seem busy, Jesus put a c h i l d i n t h e i r m i d s t , 1 6 2 g i v i n g them 

reason to pause. 'Pausing' i s a c e n t r a l aim of c o n f e s s i o n , and 

pausing i s d e s c r i b e d , p a r a d o x i c a l l y , as being a movement - the 

inward movement of the h e a r t , the movement which deepens the s e l f 

i n i n w a r d n e s s . 1 6 3 

The c o n f e s s i n g person i s not l i k e 

One t h a t c o n f i d e s i n a f r i e n d to whom sooner or l a t e r he 
r e v e a l s t h i n g s t h a t the f r i e n d d i d not p r e v i o u s l y know. The 
all-knowing One does not get to know something about the 
maker of the c o n f e s s i o n , r a t h e r the maker of the c o n f e s s i o n 
gets to know something about h i m s e l f . 1 6 , 1 

The p o i n t of c o n f e s s i n g to God when God a l r e a d y knows i s t h a t the 

confession-maker b e n e f i t s from g r e a t e r s e l f - a w a r e n e s s . 'The 

pr a y e r does not change God, but i t changes the one who o f f e r s 

i t ' . 1 6 5 Much of what has p r e v i o u s l y been hidden i n darkness i s 

known to the maker of the c o n f e s s i o n f i r s t of a l l i n opening the 

s e l f before G o d . 1 6 6 Confession i s one way to cope w i t h the 

ignorance of s e l f - d e c e i t . 

A t h i r d emphasis i s t h a t of single-mindedness. Chapters t h r e e to 

seven are concerned with i n s i g h t s i n t o ' b a r r i e r s to w i l l i n g one 

t h i n g ' . They t a c k l e , r e s p e c t i v e l y , f a i l u r e to w i l l only what 

Kierkegaard c a l l s 'the good' (ch. 3 ) , w i l l i n g the good with a 

view to reward (ch. 4 ) , w i l l i n g the good out of f e a r of 

punishment (ch. 5 ) , w i l l i n g the good out of s e l f - c e n t e r e d s e r v i c e 
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of the good (ch. 6 ) , and w i l l i n g the good out of weakness which 

engenders commitment only to 'a c e r t a i n degree' ( c h . 7 ) . A l l of 

thes e b a r r i e r s a r e symptomatic of what James c o n t r a s t s with 

p u r i t y of h e a r t : double-minedness (James 4.8). 

To w i l l one thin g , by c o n t r a s t , r e q u i r e s single-mindedness. 

Chapters e i g h t to ten c o n s i d e r the c o s t i n v o l v e d i n t h i s . They 

concern r e a d i n e s s to s u f f e r f o r commitment to the good (ch. 8 ) , 

the need to expose e v a s i o n s which might r e s i s t whole commitment 

(ch. 9 ) , and 'an examination of the extreme c a s e of an i n c u r a b l e 

s u f f e r e r ' (ch. 10). The c r u c i f i e d J e s u s i s the key to knowing 

what s u f f e r i n g a l l f o r the good e n t a i l s . He e x e m p l i f i e s i n 

Kierkegaard's view the t a c t i c of t a k i n g an e t e r n a l view of 

t h i n g s , as oppossed to a temporal and l i m i t e d p e r s p e c t i v e . Hence, 

i n J e s u s ' case, h i s death could be viewed by h i s s p e c t a t o r s and 

opponents as the end of a f o o l ( c f . Matt. 27.41-44): 'The r e s u l t 

shows t h a t he has been hunting a f t e r p h a n t a s i e s ; he should have 

married. I n t h i s way he would now have been a d i s t i n g u i s h e d 

t e a c h e r i n I s r a e l ' . 1 6 ' 7 Yet an e t e r n a l p e r s p e c t i v e on the death 

of J e s u s r e v e a l s one who had accomplished a l l , s a y i n g 'with 

e t e r n i t y ' s wisdom,' ' i t i s f i n i s h e d ' (John 1 9 . 3 0 ) . 1 6 8 S u f f e r i n g 

f o r the good r e q u i r e s the p e r s p e c t i v e of e t e r n i t y i n which to see 

the t h i n g s of e a r t h , as p e r c e i v e d by J e s u s . T h i s puts human merit 

and accomplishment and one's sta n d i n g before o t h e r s i n a f r e s h 

l i g h t . 

The exposure of ev a s i o n s r e q u i r e s conformity to the e t e r n a l 

v o c a t i o n of each one as give n a t b i r t h . 1 6 9 Humans need to use 
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t h e i r c l e v e r n e s s to devote themselves t o t a l l y to the good, and 

a v o i d half-measures which r e s u l t i n c o u n t e r f e i t remorse and 

repentance. 

The end of single-mindedness i s to w i l l the good i n t r u t h , 1 " 7 0 and 

a c c o r d i n g to whether one i s an a c t i v e one or a s u f f e r e r , to be 

w i l l i n g e i t h e r to do a l l f o r the good or s u f f e r a l l f o r the good, 

and i n e i t h e r case to remain committed to i t . 

Having o u t l i n e d Kierkegaard's main thought i n P u r i t y of Heart I 

want to r a i s e some q u e s t i o n s i n response to my r e a d i n g of i t . One 

q u e s t i o n concerns h i s emphasis on i n d i v i d u a l i s m . One consequence 

of encountering God i n c o n f e s s i o n and committing the s e l f to the 

good i n a genuine way i s the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y to ' l i v e as an 

i n d i v i d u a l ' , the concern of the t h i r t e e n t h c h apter. L i v i n g as an 

i n d i v i d u a l means, f o r Kierkegaard, each one's d i s c o v e r y and 

conforming to the e t e r n a l v o c a t i o n p a r t i c u l a r to him or h e r . 1 7 1 

Some of Kierkegaard's comments on the i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c c h a r a c t e r 

of commitment are s t a r t l i n g : 'the all-knowing One... does not 

d e s i r e the crowd. He d e s i r e s the i n d i v i d u a l ' . 1 7 2 God w i l l d e a l 

only with the i n d i v i d u a l . No t h i r d - p e r s o n can venture to i n t r u d e 

on an i n d i v i d u a l ' s account to God. His t a l k i s concerned w i t h 

reminding each and a l l of the ruinous e v a s i o n of being hidden i n 

the crowd i n an attempt to escape God's s u p e r v i s i o n of him or her 

as an i n d i v i d u a l . 1 7 3 'For i n e t e r n i t y , t h e r e i s no mob p r e s s u r e , 

no crowd, no h i d i n g p l a c e i n the crowd... 1 1 7'* and c o n s c i e n c e i s 

the connection between the e t e r n a l and temporal l i f e : ' e t e r n i t y 

s e i z e s each one by the s t r o n g arm of conscience, h o l d i n g him as 

an i n d i v i d u a l ' . 1 7 5 I n t h i s l i f e the c a l l of c o n s c i e n c e demands 
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a t t e n t i o n and obedience. The i n d i v i d u a l must heed c o n s c i e n c e 

although i t s wi t n e s s i s f r e q u e n t l y o v e r - r u l e d by the m a j o r i t y 

around, f o r the c o n s c i e n c e provides an e t e r n a l p e r s p e c t i v e : ' i n 

e t e r n i t y , c o n s c i e n c e i s the only v o i c e t h a t i s h e a r d ' . 1 7 6 

Kierkegaard a d v i s e s h i s re a d e r s t h a t 'you do not c a r r y the 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r your w i f e , nor f o r other men... but only as an 

i n d i v i d u a l , before God'.1'7'7 Each one i s wholly r e s p o n s i b l e f o r 

t h e i r own co n s c i e n c e and a c t i o n s , and the f a i l u r e to a c t as 

an i n d i v i d u a l and hide i n the crowd i s the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y s o l e l y 

of the i n d i v i d u a l . 1 7 8 Although i n t h i s l i f e people grow cowardly 

i n the f a c e of ot h e r s , i n e t e r n i t y each i s forsaken by the crowd 

and ' i n e t e r n i t y each one i s asked s o l e l y about h i m s e l f and h i s 

l i f e as an i n d i v i d u a l ' (compare above, p. 8 2 - 8 3 ) . 1 - 7 9 

W h i l s t an e t e r n a l p e r s p e c t i v e judges a l l c l a n n i s h n e s s as 

dangerous and the enemy of u n i v e r s a l h u m a n i t y , 1 8 0 Kierkegaard's 

i n d i v i d u a l i s m i s not one which c u t s a l l t i e s w i t h r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

f o r other human beings i n the present order (see above, p. 113). 

One q u e s t i o n which a r i s e s i n the course of h i s meditation i s of 

the r e a d e r / a c t o r ' s a t t i t u d e towards o t h e r s . The aim of w i l l i n g 

one t h i n g i s to be a t one with a l l . W i l l i n g one t h i n g i s an 

a c t i v i t y which fundamentally u n i t e s . 1 8 1 C l a n n i s h n e s s i s 

disparaged, and hence Kierkegaard d i s c o u r a g e s h i s re a d e r s from 

c o n s c i e n t i o u s l y belonging to one p a r t y . A l l must wish f o r a l l 

what they wish f o r themselves. I t i s not a p p r o p r i a t e f o r those 

who w i l l one t h i n g to wish the h i g h e s t only f o r themselves and 

t h e i r own. For i n s t a n c e , t h e r e i s to be no c o n s o l i n g the poor, 
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but a t the same time no c o n s o l i n g the s e l f by the f a c t t h a t one's 

wealth a s s u r e s o n e s e l f a g a i n s t becoming poor. There i s to be no 

a d d i t i o n a l or f u r t h e r c o n s o l a t i o n f o r the s e l f above o t h e r s . 

At the same time, each one i s to become the s u b j e c t of t h e i r 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y , and the purpose of c o n f e s s i o n i s d e f i n e d i n t h e s e 

t e r m s . 1 8 2 Those coming to c o n f e s s do not belong together i n a 

s o c i e t y : each comes i n d i v i d u a l l y . 'a man and w i f e may go to 

c o n f e s s i o n i n b e a u t i f u l f e l l o w s h i p w i t h each other, but they may 

not c o n f e s s t o g e t h e r ' . 1 3 3 

W h i l s t K i e r k e g a a r d ' s concept of the i n d i v i d u a l i s c l e a r l y 

i n f l u e n c e d by h i s own ex p e r i e n c e s , perhaps e s p e c i a l l y those of 

h i s childhood, an i n t e r e s t i n g q u e s t i o n might concern the e x t e n t 

h i s p h i l o s o p h i c a l system was an attempt to engender some s e l f -

acceptance i n an environment permeated by h i s sense of 

disappointment and i s o l a t i o n . Although h i s view of the i n d i v i d u a l 

i s i n some r e s p e c t s d i s t u r b i n g , perhaps too s h a r p l y focused on 

i n t e r i o r i t y and i n t r o s p e c t i o n , he does m a i n t a i n an i n t e r e s t i n a 

no t i o n of the common good i n so f a r as p h i l a n t h r o p y might a l s o 

f i n d a p l a c e i n h i s i d e a s ( e v i d e n t i n some of the thoughts i n the 

t h i r t e e n t h c h a p t e r of the book). To a f f i r m K i e r k e g a a r d ' s 

p o s i t i o n , we might ask how the common good i s to be encouraged 

without p r i o r i n d i v i d u a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . However, on the othe r 

hand, to t e s t some of h i s thought we might beg a q u e s t i o n about 

whether i n d i v i d u a l goodness can be expected n a t u r a l l y to f l o u r i s h 

u n l e s s a t t e n t i o n i s f i r s t p a i d to the wider environment where 

some s o c i a l or s t r u c t u r a l e x p r e s s i o n of goodness might be 

r e q u i r e d (see above, p. 79-80). We have seen from my d i s c u s s i o n 
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i n ch. 2.2 t h a t many C h r i s t i a n s today might want to a f f i r m t h a t 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r o n e s e l f i s always 'a good s t a r t , 1 but are 

l i k e l y to deny the ap p r o p r i a t e n e s s of Kierkegaard's t a l k of 

s e l v e s b e a r i n g r e s p o n s i b i l i t y only f o r themselves (see above, pp. 

78-83). What of the i n s i g h t of one l a t e r e x i s t e n t i a l i s t , the 

t r a d i t i o n of thought i n which Kierkegaard was a forebear: 'there 

i s no obedience to God which does not have to prove i t s e l f i n the 

c o n c r e t e s i t u a t i o n of meeting one's neighbour, as Luke ... makes 

c l e a r by combining the i l l u s t r a t i v e n a r r a t i v e of the Good 

Samaritan with J e s u s ' d i s c u s s i o n of the g r e a t e s t commandment'? 1 3' 4 

One e s p e c i a l l y d i s t u r b i n g thought on re a d i n g P u r i t y of Heart i s 

t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s as d i s t i n c t from c o n f e s s i o n i s not mentioned 

once on the book's pages. I f f o r g i v e n e s s i s e s s e n t i a l l y a 

r e l a t i o n a l term (see above, p. 23), concerning the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between one and another, we begin to see how h i s i n d i v i d u a l i s m 

might m i l i t a t e a g a i n s t the a f f i r m a t i o n of the importance of 

f o r g i v e n e s s . Repentance and remorse ( h i s phrases) remain f o r him 

t h i n g s contained w i t h i n the s e l f , or a t most the s e l f - G o d 

r e l a t i o n . No mention i s made of d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s f o r the 

i n d i v i d u a l . Rather i t seems t h a t K i e r k e g a a r d expects 

t r a n s f o r m a t i o n to occur over time as one l e a r n s to somehow cope 

w i t h one's g u i l t . We might wonder whether a l l have r e s o u r c e s to 

do t h i s , e s p e c i a l l y as contemporary r e a d e r s a r e l i k e l y to be more 

s e n s i t i v e to some p s y c h o l o g i c a l c a t e g o r i e s which d e f i n e many 

forms of g u i l t as n e u r o t i c . And when g u i l t i s not n e u r o t i c , might 

not a b s o l u t i o n be good news? The C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n has u s u a l l y 

wished to a s s e r t t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s i s r a t h e r more than a growing 
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i n t o s e l f - a w a r e n e s s . An ap p r o p r i a t e c h a l l e n g e to Kierk e g a a r d a t 

t h i s p o i n t , and one which r e l a t e s a l s o to Kierkegaard's r e f u s a l 

to g i v e a p l a c e to t h i r d persons, might be v o i c e d by h i s f e l l o w 

Lutheran of one century on, D i e t r i c h Bonhoeffer, whose S p i r i t u a l 

Care o u t l i n e s a t h r e e f o l d argument f o r why c o n f e s s i o n to God i n 

the presence of another i s needed. Two of h i s reasons a r e 

s p e c i a l l y u s e f u l . F i r s t , to provide c e r t a i n t y and to mi n i m a l i s e 

chances of a l l becoming l o s t i n pe r s o n a l r e f l e c t i o n . As 

Bonhoeffer puts i t , ' i t i s q u i t e treacherous i f we f i n d i t e a s i e r 

to c onfess our s i n s before the Holy One than before a person who 

i s no d i f f e r e n t from us'. Second, because c o n f e s s i o n of s i n i n 

another's company has a s i n g u l a r power to break the arrogance of 

p r i d e which keeps people e g o c e n t r i c and c u t o f f from 

community. 1 S 5 

On the inter-human l e v e l , t h e r e i s no mention of f o r g i v e n e s s 

e i t h e r . Also, apology to a human being one has harmed a p p a r e n t l y 

has no p l a c e . Each must shy from the crowd, yet aim a t e q u a l i t y 

f o r a l l (see above, p. 118). V i g i l a n c e and s e l f - c r i t i c i s m a r e 

encouraged, but what of s t r a t e g i e s f o r when v i g i l a n c e and s e l f -

c r i t i c i s m f a i l t o produce e q u a l i t y , and people, put simply, make 

mist a k e s ? Can a l l human woundedness be healed by r e f e r e n c e to God 

alone, without r e f e r e n c e a l s o to those human beings who have hurt 

or been h u r t . One d e f i n i t e flaw i n the work as I understand i t i s 

t h a t Kierkegaard f a i l s to a f f i r m t h a t human beings have r e s o u r c e s 

both to hurt and h e a l each other. His own l i f e b e a rs p l e n t y of 

marks of the former of the s e two human p o t e n t i a l s . What of the 

l a t t e r ? And i s i t not f o r g i v e n e s s which i s one of the c e n t r a l 
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r e s o u r c e s f o r doing so (see above, pp. 2-3, 43-44)? 

A glance a t some of Kierkegaard's other w r i t i n g s which concern 

f o r g i v e n e s s perhaps sharpens our understanding of the thought on 

f o r g i v e n e s s o f f e r e d i n P u r i t y of Heart. My o b s e r v a t i o n t h a t the 

absence of the language of f o r g i v e n e s s i m p l i e s an attempt to cope 

wi t h g u i l t (see above, p. 119) i s confirmed by some comments 

found i n h i s J o u r n a l s and Papers. He w r i t e s t h e r e t h a t 

C h r i s t i a n i t y i s hard because 'no way i s shown f o r working o f f 

your g u i l t ' . 1 8 6 N e v e r t h e l e s s he i n s i s t s '...but you s h a l l b e l i e v e 

t h a t t h e r e i s f o r g i v e n e s s of s i n s ' . His l a c k of c l a r i t y about how 

f o r g i v e n e s s t a k e s p l a c e i s perhaps countered to some e x t e n t by 

h i s t e s t of assu r a n c e . One may r e s t a s s u r e d of one's f o r g i v e n e s s 

when 'the thought of God does not remind [one] of the s i n but 

t h a t i t i s f o r g i v e n ' . 1 8 7 

Looking to h i s other w r i t i n g s show t h a t Kierkegaard b e l i e v e d t h a t 

only g u i l t i s f o r g i v e n . The consequences of g u i l t remain a f t e r 

f o r g i v e n e s s f o r 

For g i v e n e s s of s i n s cannot be such t h a t God by a s i n g l e 
s t r o k e , as i t were, e r a s e s a l l g u i l t , abrogates a l l i t s 
consequences. Such a c r a v i n g i s only a wo r l d l y d e s i r e which 
does not r e a l l y know what g u i l t i s . I t i s only the g u i l t 
which i s f o r g i v e n ; more than t h i s the f o r g i v e n e s s i s not. I t 
does not mean to become another person i n more f o r t u n a t e 
c i r c u m s t a n c e s , but i t does mean to become a new person i n 
the r e a s s u r i n g c o n s c i o u s n e s s t h a t the g u i l t i s f o r g i v e n even 
i f the consequences of g u i l t of r e m a i n . . . 1 8 8 

I n r e s p e c t to the g u i l t i t s e l f , God's f o r g i v e n e s s l i t e r a l l y 

'uncreates' i t . As God c r e a t e d out of nothing, so God i s a b l e to 

uncrea t e g u i l t i n the a c t of f o r g i v e n e s s . For t h i s reason, 

f o r g i v e n e s s i n v o l v e s f o r g e t t i n g of s i n . A f a s c i n a t i n g footnote to 
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'The Woman t h a t was a S i n n e r ' p r o v i d e s a p a r t i a l i n s i g h t i n t o 

K i e r k e g a a r d \ s t h i n k i n g on f o r g e t f u l n e s s as i n t e g r a l to 

f o r g i v e n e s s . I t suggests t h a t 'S.K. had r e c e n t l y been transformed 

by the sudden e x p e r i e n c e t h a t h i s s i n s were not only f o r g i v e n by 

God but " f o r g o t t e n , " ' though no f u r t h e r c l u e s a r e g i v e n . 1 * 9 I f 

nothing e l s e , t h i s comment shows how h i s t h i n k i n g on f o r g i v e n e s s 

i s grounded i n e x p e r i e n t i a l r a t h e r than p r i m a r i l y d o c t r i n a l 

r e f l e c t i o n , perhaps one consequence of h i s quest to counter 

what he regarded as 'name C h r i s t i a n i t y ' i n the n a t i o n a l church. 

I n r e s p e c t of the consequences of g u i l t , K i e r k e g a a r d e n v i s a g e s a 

' t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ' i n f o r g i v e n e s s which e n a b l e s one to see 

consequences no longer as punishment but r a t h e r as a ' v i c i s s i t u d e 

of l i f e ' . 1 9 0 One need 'no longer bear i t burdened w i t h the 

thought t h a t i t i s the e x p r e s s i o n of God's wrath, but I bear i t 

w i t h God as I bear other s u f f e r i n g ' . 1 9 1 

H i s 'Love Covereth a Multitude of S i n s ' confirms the d i s t i n c t i o n 

e s t a b l i s h e d i n ch. 1 of my d i s s e r t a t i o n between d i f f e r e n t 

g r a c i o u s ways of r e l a t i n g to an o f f e n c e (see above, pp. 31-35). I 

a s s o c i a t e d t h e s e p o s i t i o n s with Joseph B u t l e r and C. S. L e w i s . 

K i e r k e g a a r d c a l l s them ' l e n i e n t e x p l a n a t i o n ' and 

' f o r g i v e n e s s ' , 1 9 2 and although the boundaries he draws around 

genuine e x p r e s s i o n s of f o r g i v e n e s s a r e narrower than my own ( s e e 

above, p. 34), he does r e c o g n i s e a d i s t i n c t i o n which i s o f t e n 

b l u r r e d i n a good d e a l of w r i t i n g on t h i s t o p i c . 

F i n a l l y , a s P u r i t y of Heart r e v e a l s the c e n t r a l p l a c e g i v e n i n 

h i s thought to the p o r t r a y a l of Mary of Bethany i n Luke 10.38-42, 
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h i s t h i r d of 'Three D i s c o u r s e s a t the Communion on F r i d a y s ' from 

C h r i s t i a n D i s c o u r s e s and the ' E d i f y i n g D i s c o u r s e ' found i n 

T r a i n i n g i n C h r i s t i a n i t y betray a f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h another gospel 

c h a r a c t e r who s i m i l a r l y s a t a t J e s u s ' f e e t . The s i n f u l woman of 

Luke 7.36-50 i s o f t e n t r a d i t i o n a l l y , though er r o n e o u s l y , 

i d e n t i f i e d a s Mary of M a g d a l a , 1 9 3 and whether K i e r k e g a a r d makes 

t h i s i n a c c u r a t e connection i s u n c l e a r . N e v e r t h e l e s s , he regards 

her a s 'a p a r a b l e ' of c o n f e s s i o n . 1 9 4 I n her 'great l o v e ' she 

'forgot h e r s e l f e n t i r e l y 1 1 9 5 and t h i s a c t of s e l f - f o r g e t f u l n e s s 

p r o vides the c e n t r a l c l u e to Kierkegaard's understanding of 

f o r g i v e n e s s . The woman a t Simon's house 'was granted the grace to 

weep h e r s e l f out of h e r s e l f ' . 1 9 6 He notes t h a t f o r g i v e n e s s comes 

to the woman - and to othe r s - as they, l i k e her, a r e abl e to 

'love t h e i r Saviour more than t h e i r s i n ' . 1 9 " 7 I n t h i s r e s p e c t , 

the s i n f u l woman i s a 'pattern' and 'guide' f o r those who come to 

C h r i s t with c o n f e s s i o n on t h e i r l i p s : 'She i s more of an 

i n c e n t i v e than the i n c e n t i v e s of a l l o r a t o r s ' . 1 9 8 Again, t h i s 

i l l u s t r a t e s a d e v o t i o n a l use of s c r i p t u r e which looks f o r 

r e f l e c t i o n s of h i s own experience r a t h e r than a t h e o l o g i c a l use 

concerned to c o n s t r u c t d o c t r i n a l p o s i t i o n s . 

For Kierkegaard, to make c o n f e s s i o n i s to 'love much,' because i t 

r e p r e s e n t s an emptying of o n e s e l f before C h r i s t . Another e l u s i v e 

footnote to t h i s t e x t , which i s e s p e c i a l l y i n t e r e s t i n g i n 

r e l a t i o n to P u r i t y of Heart, suggests t h a t K i e r k e g a a r d understood 

h i m s e l f never to have made such a c o n f e s s i o n . The t r a n s l a t o r 

notes Kierkegaard's sympathy f o r the C a t h o l i c sacrament of 

penance, of which he never made use, as w e l l as h i s ongoing 
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f e e l i n g of a need to make a p u b l i c c o n f e s s i o n . K i e r k e g a a r d never 

d i d t h i s e i t h e r , and the t r a n s l a t o r notes t h a t i n the end he no 

longer f e l t the need, adding t h a t the l i t e r a t u r e he produced was 

i t s e l f a c o n f e s s i o n . 1 9 9 I t i s worth adding to t h i s comment t h a t 

E r i k Berggren regards w r i t t e n correspondence as one of two ways -

the other being spoken d i s c l o s u r e - which meets a f e l t need f o r 

c o n f e s s i o n and a b s o l u t i o n . 2 0 0 

Perhaps Kierkegaard's r e l u c t a n c e or i n a b i l i t y to o u t l i n e the 

proc e s s of f o r g i v e n e s s i s one c h a r a c t e r i s t i c most r e l e v a n t to 

contemporary readings of h i s work. I n t h i s second chapter one of 

my concerns has been to u n d e r l i n e the d i v e r s e p e r s p e c t i v e s on 

'what happens' i n c o n f e s s i o n a l c o n t e x t s . My f i r s t chapter 

underscored a contemporary l a c k of c l a r i t y about f o r g i v e n e s s i n 

wider c i r c u m s t a n c e s . Kierkegaard r e p r e s e n t s one attempt to 

s t r u g g l e through some of these dilemmas. And although t h e r e i s 

much i n h i s work which w i l l not commend i t s e l f to r e a d e r s 

c o n s c i o u s of a need to a s s e r t human i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p and i n t e r ­

dependence, perhaps h i s w r i t i n g remains an example of a common 

method of coping with g u i l t i n ways which exclude or deny a p l a c e 

to t r a d i t i o n a l forms of C h r i s t i a n p i e t y . 

* * * * 

To conclude my second chapter, I wish to r e i t e r a t e the f o l l o w i n g 
p o i n t s -

F i r s t , the r i t e of penance has undergone c o n s i d e r a b l e 

development. Meanings and emphases have changed. As Sandra 

DeGideo notes, i t has evolved i n c y c l e s of r e c o g n i s i n g f l a w s and 

p a s t o r a l d e f i c i e n c i e s i n present forms, c o r r e c t i n g them with new 
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emphases, w i t h those being c h a l l e n g e d i n t u r n by new needs and 

new c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 2 0 1 

Second, t h i s h i s t o r i c a l reminder i s an important r e s o u r c e f o r 

o f f e r i n g ways forward f o r the sacrament's c e l e b r a t i o n a t the 

p r e s e n t time i n which attendance and i n t e r e s t i s c l e a r l y on the 

wane. Among many i s s u e s , I would u n d e r l i n e four as p a r t i c u l a r l y 

s i g n i f i c a n t : 

One concerns l a y involvement i n what i s a f f i r m e d as genuinely 

sacramental. How long i t w i l l be p o s s i b l e c r e d i b l y to r e s t r i c t 

sacramental f u n c t i o n s to c l e r i c s i s , to my mind, an open 

qu e s t i o n . C e r t a i n l y , I have noted trends which t h r e a t e n the 

r e l e v a n c e of the r i t e i n i t s present form. 

Another concerns the v a r i e t y of needs which p e n i t e n t s i n d i v e r s e 

s i t u a t i o n s b r i n g to the sacrament. I t i s not only used by s e r i o u s 

s i n n e r s s e e k i n g f o r g i v e n e s s , but a l s o by those who want and need 

encouragement and p r a i s e i n t h e i r ongoing C h r i s t i a n commitment. 

And whether another k i n d of s p i r i t u a l i t y i s more a p p r o p r i a t e f o r 

t h i s l a t t e r group i s again an open qu e s t i o n . 

A f u r t h e r i s s u e concerns penance. How i t i s p o s s i b l e to avoid 

p r e s e n t i n g penance as a c o n d i t i o n f o r a b s o l u t i o n which might so 

e a s i l y be p e r c e i v e d as negating God's ready f o r g i v e n e s s i s a 

c o n t i n u i n g d i f f i c u l t y . 

Another concerns the p l a c e which counsel may f i n d i n the theory 

and p r a c t i c e of the sacrament. A more f o c a l r o l e w i l l I t h i n k be 

needed i n the f u t u r e shape of the sacrament: y e t t h e r e remains 
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the danger of t h i s being only a half-committed attempt to 

ap p r o p r i a t e the i n s i g h t s of s o c i a l s c i e n c e . Questions a s to the 

ext e n t i t i s or i s not a p p r o p r i a t e to attempt to c o n f i n e the 

c h o i c e s , behaviour or d e c i s i o n s of p e n i t e n t s a r e e s p e c i a l l y 

p r e s s i n g . 

T h i r d , i n order to address the f o u r t h contemporary problem I have 

i d e n t i f i e d , I examined the qu e s t i o n of moral a u t h o r i t y i n the 

C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n . While I have not wished to q u e s t i o n the 

church's e n t i t l e m e n t to provide guidance i n e t h i c a l q u e s t i o n s I 

am uneasy with the b e l i e f t h a t i t may demand a s s e n t and I have 

i l l u s t r a t e d how th e r e a r e precedents w i t h i n the C a t h o l i c 

t r a d i t i o n f o r d i s s e n t from h i e r a r c h i c a l l y e s t a b l i s h e d moral 

p o s i t i o n s , a t l e a s t i n c e r t a i n c a s e s . I n my next chapter I expand 

t h i s i n t e r e s t to c o n s i d e r the same c l u s t e r of i s s u e s w i t h r e g a r d 

to p a s t o r a l a c t i o n o u t s i d e the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n . 

I have considered Kiekegaard's work to provide one s p e c i f i c 

h i s t o r i c a l and t h e o l o g i c a l focus on some q u e s t i o n s which have 

r e c u r r e d throughout t h i s chapter and pointed to a r e a s of h i s 

thought I t h i n k a r e u s e f u l or otherwise f o r the pr e s e n t debate. 

I would suggest t h a t t h e r e needs to be a genuine r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t 

people 'present' d i f f e r e n t needs and d i f f i c u l t i e s i n t h e i r 

c o n f e s s i o n a l experience. To attempt to cope with t h i s , d i v e r s e 

forms of r i t e s which have been a f f i r m e d as genuinely sacramental 

need to continue to be embraced and o t h e r s developed where these 

a r e inadequate. Apart from arguing t h a t a h i s t o r i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e 

on the r i t e provides some j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r responding to pr e s e n t 
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needs i n t h i s way, I have a l s o u n d e r l i n e d some p a s t o r a l r e a s o n s . 

As w i t h my previous chapter on f o r g i v e n e s s , I want to say t h a t , 

as regards the sacrament, we need to be more generous about what 

we a f f i r m as genuinely belonging to sacramental r e a l i t y and l e s s 

judgemental about what we p e r c e i v e to be i t s c o u n t e r f e i t s . The 

f a c t t h a t my previous pages argue a g a i n s t some p o s i t i o n s and 

trends, however, i l l u s t r a t e t h a t I do not b e l i e v e t h a t the r i t e 

can take j u s t any shape. 

Having focused i n t h i s chapter on the sacrament of penance, I 

t u r n now to wider p a s t o r a l p e r s p e c t i v e s on f o r g i v e n e s s . 
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P a s t o r a l Approaches to 
Forgiveness 

3.1 'LIBERATED FROM AUTHORITARIANISM' -

APPROACHES TO PASTORAL CARE AND COUNSELLING 

T h i s chapter addresses t h r e e p a s t o r a l approaches to f o r g i v e n e s s . 

F i r s t , I explore some contemporary l i t e r a t u r e about p a s t o r a l 

a c t i o n and p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g , look a t the r a t i o n a l e s which 

might be given to each and examine the c o n t e n t i o n t h a t the l a t t e r 

a t l e a s t i s a P r o t e s t a n t a l t e r n a t i v e to the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n ' s 

sacrament of penance. Second, I examine the second of the two 

t e x t s on which I focus i n t h i s t h e s i s and use a l i t t l e - k n o w n work 

of D i e t r i c h Bonhoeffer to o u t l i n e an approach to p a s t o r a l e t h i c s 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of some of the more c o n s e r v a t i v e s t r a n d s of 

P r o t e s t a n t i s m and c e r t a i n l y q u i t e d i s t i n c t from the approach I 

looked a t i n ch. 2.3. F i n a l l y , my focus t u r n s to the q u e s t i o n of 

how one s p e c i a l i s t p a s t o r a l context may d e a l w i t h f o r g i v e n e s s . I 

examine some f a c e t s of p s y c h o a n a l y t i c p r a c t i c e and attempt to 

i d e n t i f y some connections between t r a n s f e r e n c e , f o r g i v e n e s s and 

c o n f e s s i o n . 

* * * * 

As w i t h sacramental forms of the f o r g i v e n e s s of s i n s , p a s t o r a l 

a c t i o n a l s o s e a r c h e s f o r root s i n the words of J e s u s to h i s 

f r i e n d s . Appeal i s made i n p a r t i c u l a r to the Johannine appendix's 

b r e a k f a s t - t i m e dialogue between J e s u s and P e t e r : 

"Simon son of John, do you love me more than t h e s e ? " 
"Yes, Lord; you know th a t I love you". J e s u s s a i d to him, 
"Feed my lambs". A second time he s a i d to him, "Simon son of 

128 



John, do you love me?". He s a i d to him, "Yes, Lord; you know 
t h a t I love you". Je s u s s a i d to him, "Tend my sheep". He 
s a i d to him a t h i r d time, "Simon son of John, do you love 
me?", P e t e r f e l t h u rt because he s a i d to him a t h i r d time, 
"Do you love me?" And he s a i d to him, "Lord, you know 
ev e r y t h i n g ; you know t h a t I love you". J e s u s s a i d to him 
"Feed my sheep..." (21.15-17). 

L i k e many of those quoted i n r e l a t i o n to sacramental p r a c t i c e s , 

the h i s t o r i c i t y of t h i s t e x t may be doubted and the e x e g e t i c a l 

q u e s t i o n s i t r a i s e s a r e manifold. The point I want to u n d e r l i n e 

i s t h a t appeal i s i n the main made to Matthew's t r a d i t i o n and to 

the Johannine t r a d i t i o n of the ' p e n t e c o s t a l ' and empowering 

C h r i s t w i t h r e s p e c t to sacramental forms of m i n i s t r y , w h i l s t with 

r e s p e c t to p a s t o r a l m i n i s t r y appeal i s by and l a r g e made to the 

E a s t e r s t o r y of the l a s t chapter of the f o u r t h gospel. I t i s 

perhaps e s p e c i a l l y i n t e r e s t i n g i n t h i s r e s p e c t t h a t one gr e a t 

i n t e r p r e t e r of both John and the s y n o p t i c t r a d i t i o n , Rudolf 

Bultmann, p a r a l l e l s t h i s passage w i t h the t r a d i t i o n of Jesus 

g i v i n g 'the keys' to Peter i n Matthew 16.19. 1 P e t e r , who i s 

wavering and weak i n the s y n o p t i c p a s s i o n n a r r a t i v e s ' accounts of 

h i s d e n i a l of C h r i s t , i s commissioned here a s a shepherd or 

p a s t o r ('pastor' being the L a t i n f o r 'shepherd') r e s p o n s i b l e f o r 

the sheep who belong to the Good Shepherd (John 10.11-18). 

That r e f e r e n c e i s made to the s e d i f f e r e n t t e x t s i n the defence of 

these forms of church c a r e r a i s e s q u e s t i o n s about the i n t e r ­

r e l a t i o n s h i p of sacramental and p a s t o r a l a c t i v i t y (perhaps 

e s p e c i a l l y i n the l i g h t of Bultmann's reading of the r e l a t i o n 

between Matthew 16.19 and John 21.15-17). I n t h i s s e c t i o n I work 

towards c l a r i f y i n g t h a t i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p . F i r s t , I o u t l i n e some 

major trends and themes i n p a s t o r a l theology and a c t i o n ; second, 
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I examine p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g as arguably the most important 

element i n contemporary p a s t o r a l c a r e ; f i n a l l y , I focus upon the 

d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s and connections between p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g and 

sacramental c o n f e s s i o n . 

What we speak of as two t r a d i t i o n s , the ' p a s t o r a l ' and 

'sacramental', were once more c l o s e l y i n t e r - l i n k e d i n so f a r as 

a n c i e n t C h r i s t i a n w r i t e r s focused t h e i r p a s t o r a l t h i n k i n g on the 

work of the p r i e s t (the c l a s s i c example of which remains S t . John 

Chrysostom's On the P r i e s t h o o d ) . Medieval w r i t e r s a l s o focused 

t h e i r p a s t o r a l thought on the work of the p r i e s t and h i s m i n i s t r y 

i n the sacrament of penance, and i n the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n , i t 

was perhaps t h i s p r i e s t / p e n a n c e model which remained the 

' c l a s s i c a l ' form of p a s t o r a l c a r e u n t i l a t l e a s t the Second 

V a t i c a n C o u n c i1. 2 

I t has been argued t h a t the Reformation churches p l a c e d a l o n g s i d e 

t h i s s o - c a l l e d C a t h o l i c approach an a l t e r n a t i v e model of p a s t o r a l 

c a r e . T h i s i s d e r i v e d from the P r o t e s t a n t churches' emphasis on 

p a s t o r a l v i s i t a t i o n , which Thomas Oden argues ' s u b s t i t u t e d ' the 

penance-centred form of c a r e and ' e f f e c t i v e l y r e p l a c e d ' i t , 3 

p r e s e r v i n g from penance i t s b e s t a s p e c t s of p e r s o n a l p a s t o r a l 

dialogue, but d i t c h i n g a c l a i m to s a c r a m e n t a l i t y . Also, 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h i s new emphasis on v i s i t a t i o n s h i f t e d the l o c u s 

of p a s t o r a l c a r e from an e c c l e s i a s t i c a l environment i n t o persons' 

own homes. Despite r e t a i n i n g a p l a c e f o r p r i v a t e c o n f e s s i o n , 

though c l e a r l y c l a i m i n g l e s s a u t h o r i t y f o r i t than the C a t h o l i c 

t r a d i t i o n , the movement towards a v i s i t a t i o n model of p a s t o r a l 

c a r e can be t r a c e d i n the e v o l v i n g A n g l i c a n l i t u r g y from 1549-
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1662. What i s of s p e c i a l i n t e r e s t i s t h a t the r u b r i c of order f o r 

the V i s i t a t i o n of the S i c k i n the 1549 r i t u a l book e n v i s a g e s 

t h a t the form of a b s o l u t i o n used w i t h s i c k persons would a l s o be 

used i n a l l p r i v a t e c o n f e s s i o n s . I n the changes of 1552 the 

r u b r i c was dropped, and by the time the Book of Common Pr a y e r was 

formed i n 1662 r e f e r e n c e to p r i v a t e c o n f e s s i o n a s i d e from the 

' s p e c i a l ' c o n f e s s i o n made by the s i c k i s absent from the 

v i s i t a t i o n l i t u r g y . The 1662 order f o r the V i s i t a t i o n of the 

Sic k , though i t c o n f l a t e s o l d e r t r a d i t i o n s of u n c t i o n and 

co n f e s s i o n , i n c l u d e s the only i n d i c a t i v e a b s o l u t i o n maintained 

between the pages of the Book of Common Prayer. C o n f e s s i o n i s 

then r e s h u f f l e d i n t o the context of s p e c i a l p r e p a r a t i o n f o r 

r e c e p t i o n of Holy Communion where no p a r t i c u l a r l i t u r g i c a l words 

are provided.* 

A d i s t i n c t i v e d i s c i p l i n e of ' p a s t o r a l theology' d i d not emerge 

u n t i l the s i x t e e n t h century with the implementation of the 

reforms of the Co u n c i l of Trent, and i t was not e s t a b l i s h e d as a 

major focus of .theological concern u n t i l the m i d - t o - l a t e 

e i g h t e e n t h century, when a need f o r c l e r g y guidance l e d to a need 

f o r a new form of study and c a r e . 5 I t arose i n an American 

P r o t e s t a n t context, and i n i t i a t e d a s h i f t towards a c l a i m f o r 

' p r o f e s s i o n a l ' s t a t u s f o r c l e r g y . The movement evolved i n the 

d i s t i n c t i v e form of c l i n i c a l p a s t o r a l education. I t was t h i s 

genre of p a s t o r a l theology which was to spawn the p a s t o r a l 

c o u n s e l l i n g t r a d i t i o n . P a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g l e a r n e d much from a 

growth of i n t e r e s t i n psychology and v a r i o u s kinds of therapy. 

T h i s a l l i a n c e w i t h types of ' s e c u l a r ' c a r e marked a movement away 
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from the h i s t o r i c a l l y c l o s e r e l a t i o n s h i p between p a s t o r a l 

theology and i t s moral counterpart, where both were c e n t r e d on 

the c o n f e s s i o n a l . 

I n contemporary p r a c t i c e , t h e r a p e u t i c theory and techniques may 

have become the p a s t o r a l theology t r a d i t i o n ' s c l o s e s t a s s o c i a t e s 

i n P r o t e s t a n t i s m , and l a t t e r l y i n C a t h o l i c i s m a l s o . C a r l Jung 

makes t h i s point, i n r e l a t i o n to P r o t e s t a n t i s m a t l e a s t . 

Examining the r e s o u r c e s a v a i l a b l e to P r o t e s t a n t m i n i s t e r s which 

might correspond to the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n ' s sacrament of 

penance, he suggests t h a t 

The P r o t e s t a n t m i n i s t e r , r i g h t l y s e e i n g i n the cure of 
s o u l s the r e a l purpose of h i s e x i s t e n c e , n a t u r a l l y looks 
round f o r a new way t h a t w i l l l e a d to the s o u l s , and not 
merely to the e a r s of h i s p a r i s h i o n e r s . A n a l y t i c a l 
psychology seems to him to provide the key, f o r the meaning 
and purpose of h i s m i n i s t r y a r e not f u l f i l l e d w i t h the 
Sunday sermon, which, though i t r e aches the e a r s , seldom 
p e n e t r a t e s to the h e a r t , . . . The cure of s o u l s can only be 
p r a c t i s e d i n the s t i l l n e s s of a colloquy, c a r r i e d on i n the 
h e a l t h f u l atmosphere of unreserved confidence. Soul must 
work upon s o u l , and many doors be unlocked t h a t bar the way 
to the innermost sanctuary. P s y c h o a n a l y s i s p o s s e s s e s the 
means of opening doors otherwise t i g h t l y c l o s e d . 6 

Undoubtedly, the i n f l u e n c e of therapy-centred approaches i s most 

deep rooted i n the United S t a t e s about which P h i l i p R i e f f has 

made the i n t e r e s t i n g c l a i m t h a t psychology has r e p l a c e d theology 

as 'the u n i t a r y system of b e l i e f ' . 7 

S i n c e the 1970's, a f u r t h e r emphasis has a r i s e n i n p a s t o r a l 

theology and p a s t o r a l c a r e . T h i s has c a l l e d f o r a s h i f t from the 

i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c bent of most of the forms j u s t mentioned, seeki n g 

i n s t e a d to a t t e n d to the so c a l l e d s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l a s p e c t of 

p a s t o r a l a c t i o n . The l e s s e n i n g of c o n c e n t r a t i o n on the i n d i v i d u a l 
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might be s a i d to be resonant with the e a r l y Church's e x e r c i s e of 

b i n ding persons from e u c h a r i s t i c f e l l o w s h i p and the p u b l i c forms 

which penance took, as w e l l as being a s a l u t a r y counterbalance to 

the dangerous e x p e c t a t i o n s of 'the i n d i v i d u a l ' i n much modern 

thought. I n the context of contemporary p a s t o r a l a c t i o n , the 

focus away from the i n d i v i d u a l i s r e l a t e d mainly, f i r s t , to an 

awareness t h a t the church's c a r e always belongs to a s p e c i f i c 

s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l context; and second, to a d e s i r e to b r i n g 

together the c a r i n g and kerygmatic t a s k s of the church i n order 

to render i t s v o c a l and embodied wi t n e s s c o n s i s t e n t . However, as 

noted i n chapter 2, i n the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n a t l e a s t some 

a u t h o r i t i e s are attempting to r e v e r s e t h i s t r end by encouraging 

renewed emphasis on the i n d i v i d u a l (see above, p. 8 2 ) . a 

I n the l i g h t of t h i s o u t l i n e of the h i s t o r y of p a s t o r a l p r a c t i c e 

which, l i k e the h i s t o r y of the sacrament of penance, i s e v o l v i n g 

(see above, p. 124), i t i s not p o s s i b l e to provide a ' c o n t r o l ' to 

measure the ' p u r i t y ' of forms which have evolved i n i t s 

development. And i t may not be d e s i r a b l e to look f o r such c o n t r o l 

measures. Yet i t does seem reasonable to hope t h a t the d i s c i p l i n e 

can be seen to r e s t on a thoughtful r a t i o n a l e and some consensus 

about i t s c o n s t i t u t i o n . A c h a l l e n g e to t h i s hope a r i s e s out of 

the w r i t i n g of James Woodward, e d i t o r of one r e c e n t l y p u b l i s h e d 

volume seeki n g to r e f l e c t t h e o l o g i c a l l y on the H.I.V. v i r u s . 

Woodward p o i n t s out i n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n t h a t 

few authors seem w i l l i n g or a b l e to e l a b o r a t e a f u l l 
theology of p a s t o r a l c a r e , i n an age l i b e r a t e d from 
a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m , p a t e r n a l i s t i c t e x t book answers and more 
i n c l i n e d to the pragmatism which r e l i e s upon c l i e n t - c e n t r e d 
c o u n s e l l i n g . . . i t i s u n c l e a r where the bounds of [ p a s t o r a l 
c a r e ] l i e . 9 
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C e r t a i n l y , i t would appear t h a t the shape of p a s t o r a l theology 

d e f i e s s t r i c t e r d e f i n i t i o n s of 's y s t e m a t i c ' . As Frank Wright 

contends ' i t i s bound to be untidy and i m p r e c i s e , an uneasy 

attempt a t i n t e g r a t i o n which must always be changing and s h i f t i n g 

i n emphasis' (see above, p. 2 ) . 1 0 Woodward may be acknowledging 

something l i k e t h i s i n h i s s t a t i n g a ' c o n v i c t i o n t h a t we need to 

r e c o v e r our commitment to theology and i t s p l a c e i n shaping and 

forming the human person', so t h a t 'theology, as here understood, 

i s not so much a r i g i d c o l l e c t i o n of p r i n c i p l e s , concepts and 

h i s t o r y , as a way of e x p l o r i n g l i f e i n the l i g h t of our sense of 

f a i t h i n God'. 1 1 The d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s of p a s t o r a l theology might 

then be l o c a t e d i n the way i t approaches and a p p r o p r i a t e s the 

C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n . How we go about t h i n k i n g t h e o l o g i c a l l y 

depends on the reasons why we do i t . T h i s may be i l l u s t r a t e d i n 

two ways. 

F i r s t , one's s t a r t i n g p oint may be d o c t r i n a l , and then one notes 

attempts to c o r r e l a t e d o c t r i n a l themes w i t h p a r t i c u l a r persons 

and t h e i r c i r c u m s t a n c e s . C l u e s to such an approach a r e giv e n by 

A l i s t a i r Campbell. He g i v e s some sense to what might be i n v o l v e d 

i n e x p l o r i n g l i f e i n the l i g h t of a sense of f a i t h i n God by 

b r i n g i n g r e s o u r c e s from a d o c t r i n e of i n c a r n a t i o n to bear on 

i s s u e s of s e x u a l i t y , and r e l a t e s e u c h a r i s t i c themes to experi e n c e 

of bereavement and g r i e f . 1 2 His po i n t about the p a s t o r ' s need to 

p e r s o n a l i s e t h e o l o g y 1 3 takes us c l o s e to the h e a r t of h i s view of 

p a s t o r a l theology. The p a s t o r b r i n g s r e s o u r c e s i n the C h r i s t i a n 

t r a d i t i o n to bear on the pe r s o n a l c i r c u m s t a n c e s of those f o r whom 

he or she c a r e s . The q u e s t i o n must then be r a i s e d as to how, i f 
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a t a l l , t h i s a p p r o p r i a t i o n of s c r i p t u r e and t r a d i t i o n d i f f e r s 

from those r e a d i n g the B i b l e a t what we might l a b e l a 'popular / 

p r a c t i c a l ' l e v e l , t h a t i s , b e l i e v e r s s e e k i n g answers to q u e s t i o n s 

about l i f e and f a i t h , God and humankind. The p o s s i b l e 

s i m i l a r i t i e s between these ways of r e l a t i n g to s c r i p t u r e a r e 

perhaps e s p e c i a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t i n the l i g h t of the sub-theme 

which runs through Campbell's work, t h a t i s , the sense, i f any, 

i n which p a s t o r a l c a r e can be p r o p e r l y ' p r o f e s s i o n a l ' . 

A more complex (but more s y s t e m a t i c ) account i s to be found i n 

Anthony Dyson's study of p a s t o r a l theology. Taking H.I.V./ 

A.I.D.S. as h i s example he suggests t h a t p a s t o r a l theology might 

move 'to and f r o between the a c t u a l experience of s i n and 

s u f f e r i n g i n the Body of C h r i s t . . . and the accumulated 

t h e o l o g i c a l sediment which we c a l l ' d o c t r i n e ' or ' d o c t r i n e s ' i n 

the t e a c h i n g or c o n f e s s i o n a l o f f i c e s of the C h u r c h ' . 1 4 The 

p r e s e n t s i t u a t i o n and the d o c t r i n a l sediment r e l a t e by way of 

'mutually c r i t i c a l c o r r e l a t i o n ' 1 3 . Dyson quotes the American 

p a s t o r a l t h e o l o g i a n C h a r l e s Gerkin to u n d e r l i n e h i s p o i n t about 

the hermeneutic he proposes, G e r k i n h i m s e l f drawing on John 

Mclntyre's t a l k about n a r r a t i v e c o l l i s i o n which i s proving so 

popular a t the p resent time: 

[ P a s t o r a l ] theology i s . . . a p p r o p r i a t e l y a g e n e r a l i s t 
d i s c i p l i n e t h a t draws f r e e l y upon the s p e c i a l i s e d knowledge 
of many d i f f e r e n t , more narrowly s t r u c t u r e d p e r s p e c t i v e s and 
ways of accumulating knowledge about the world. That 
a p p r o p r i a t i o n of s p e c i a l i s e d knowledge must, however, be a 
d i s c i p l i n e d a p p r o p r i a t i o n t h a t i s i t s e l f shaped by the 
p r o c e s s of mutually c r i t i c a l c o r r e l a t i o n which t e s t s the 
p e r s p e c t i v e s of other n a r r a t i v e s by t h e i r a b r a s i o n a g a i n s t 
the C h r i s t i a n n a r r a t i v e , even as t h a t n a r r a t i v e i t s e l f i s 
t e s t e d and r e - i n t e r p r e t e d . 1 6 
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The e s s e n t i a l d i f f e r e n c e between p a s t o r a l and other forms of 

theology i s d e f i n e d i n terms of t h e i r commitment to the t r a d i t i o n 

as c e n t r a l , though i n an i n t e r a c t i v e model. D o c t r i n a l theology, 

i n Dyson's view, i s p r i m a r i l y a p a s t - c e n t r e d norm, w h i l s t 

p a s t o r a l theology i s d i f f e r e n t i n being p r i m a r i l y p r e s e n t -

c e n t r e d 1 7 - i n the p a r t i c u l a r context i n which we f i n d h i s 

argument, a d d r e s s i n g those p r e s e n t l y i n v o l v e d i n s u f f e r i n g and 

s i n caused by one death- d e a l i n g i l l n e s s . 

Combining the i n s i g h t s of Campbell and Dyson, we might say t h a t 

the e s s e n t i a l t a s k of p a s t o r a l theology i s to b r i n g the r e s o u r c e s 

of the t r a d i t i o n to bear i n the s e r v i c e of (a) p a r t i c u l a r 

p e r s o n ( s ) i n p a r t i c u l a r circumstances, the p a s t o r a l t h e o l o g i a n 

drawing on the documents and t h i n k i n g of the t r a d i t i o n i n order 

to ensure t h a t the contemporary l o c u s of r e f l e c t i o n i s not 

' i n f l a t e d ' to the extent t h a t i t d i s p l a c e s the c o n t r i b u t i o n to 

understanding of d o c t r i n a l and s y s t e m a t i c r e s o u r c e s . 1 8 

I n order to f u r t h e r c l a r i f y the d i s t i n c t i o n between p a s t o r a l and 

other forms of theology, i t i s h e l p f u l to look a t the way 

p a s t o r a l t h e o l o g i a n s r e f l e c t upon the a c t i o n s they seek to 

engender. Two broad p o s i t i o n s , one more d i r e c t i v e and one l e s s 

so, emerge among those w r i t i n g on p a s t o r a l theology i n B r i t a i n a t 

the p r e s e n t time. P a t t i s o n , f o r example, d e f i n e s p a s t o r a l c a r e as 

That a c t i v i t y undertaken e s p e c i a l l y by r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 
C h r i s t i a n persons, d i r e c t e d towards the e l i m i n a t i o n of s i n 
and sorrow and the p r e s e n t a t i o n of a l l people p e r f e c t i n 
C h r i s t to God. 1 9 

The r e f e r e n c e p o i n t of the somewhat opaque i d e a of people being 

p e r f e c t i n C h r i s t i s the P a u l i n e t a l k of 'presenting everyone 
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mature i n C h r i s t 1 i n C o l o s s i a n s 1.28. And i t i s worth no t i n g here 

t h a t Wright develops a s i m i l a r P a u l i n e maxim to do wi t h 

'maturity, to the measure of the f u l l s t a t u r e of C h r i s t ' i n 

Ephesians 4 . 1 3 . 2 0 I t can, of course, be h i g h l y problematic to 

int r o d u c e t a l k about C h r i s t , f o r the C h r i s t we 'employ' may be 

much l i k e those looking to him (see above, p. 14). I t i s 

p o s s i b l e , however, to accept some b a s i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s as r e a l 

f e a t u r e s of J e s u s ' l i f e and death and to take t h e s e as a goal f o r 

per s o n a l development. J e s u s may, f o r i n s t a n c e , be seen to measure 

what i t means to share one's own r e s o u r c e s w i t h o t h e r s and to 

model a way of s u s t a i n i n g o t h e r s i n t h e i r brokenness and 

s u f f e r i n g by becoming broken and s u f f e r i n g i n o n e s e l f . T h i s k i n d 

of understanding could be s a i d to give sense to what i t means to 

follow, or be conformed to, C h r i s t . 2 1 

E x p l a i n i n g h i s own p o s i t i o n , P a t t i s o n suggests t h a t p a s t o r a l 

c o u n s e l l o r s need to hold on to a C h r i s t i a n v i s i o n , and s p i r i t u a l 

l i f e , w i t h a sense of 'being rooted, grounded i n and o r i e n t a t e d 

towards God'. 2 2 He then goes on to make the p o i n t t h a t 'the end 

which i s sought, and the means used to a t t a i n i t may not be 

e x t e r n a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t i n c a r e , but t h e i r u n d e r l y i n g s i g n i f i c a n c e 

cannot be i g n o r e d ' . 2 3 He s t a t e s t h a t the c a r e r ' s o r i e n t a t i o n 

towards God may not be s i g n i f i c a n t f o r the r e c i p i e n t of c a r e 

though he i s c l e a r t h a t t h i s does not mean t h a t c o n f r o n t a t i o n i s 

to be excluded from the c a r e r ' s t a s k . Though he sees i t as o f t e n 

i n a p p r o p r i a t e to make c o n f r o n t a t i o n s h e l t e r a c a l l f o r the one 

seekin g h e l p to accept the donation of new l i f e through the 

C h r i s t i a n gospel, i t i s n e c e s s a r y i n order to enable the 
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r e c i p i e n t of c a r e to en l a r g e t h e i r own h o r i z o n s i n a way which 

empathy alone cannot f a c i l i t a t e . 2 4 I t i s argued by those who 

take t h i s view t h a t p a s t o r a l c a r e demands a c h a l l e n g e to the 

l i f e - s t y l e of an i n d i v i d u a l or g r o u p , 2 5 because the 

e s c h a t o l o g i c a l framework with which a C h r i s t i a n p a s t o r works 

seeks the yet to be and not j u s t the g i v e n . 2 6 

A second, l e s s d i r e c t i v e p e r s p e c t i v e can be seen i n the s p e c i f i c 

example of an exchange between a p s y c h i a t r i c h o s p i t a l ' s c h a p l a i n 

and one of i t s p a t i e n t s , named 'Edward'. During the c o n v e r s a t i o n , 

the c h a p l a i n makes r e f e r e n c e to P a u l 1 s l e t t e r to the Romans to 

throw l i g h t upon Edward's c u r r e n t experience. John F o s k e t t , who 

c i t e s t h i s e x a m p l e 2 7 comments th a t the c h a p l a i n 

Would have been b e t t e r a d v i s e d to keep h i s t h e o l o g i c a l 
understanding as a comfort to h i m s e l f , and as a support f o r 
h i s m i n i s t r y to Edward, and not to presume t h a t i t would 
he l p Edward a t t h i s p o i n t . 2 8 

I n t h i s i n s t a n c e , he t h i n k s t h a t the t r a d i t i o n ought to be used 

i n a 'second order' and where i t may animate the p a s t o r but i s 

not used as an ov e r - a r c h i n g framework to be enforced upon the 

c l i e n t . I n t h i s r e s p e c t t h e r e i s common ground w i t h some of 

P a t t i s o n ' s comments. Yet F o s k e t t makes h i s p o i n t most f o r c i b l y i n 

h i s comment t h a t 

When we f i n d o u r s e l v e s as p a s t o r s b r e a k i n g i n t o a sermon or 
a prayer, i t i s important to ask o u r s e l v e s f o r whose b e n e f i t 
we a r e p r a y i n g or p r e a c h i n g . 2 9 

The e x t e n t to which F o s k e t t ' s d e f i n i t i o n g i v e s leeway to the 

norms of s e c u l a r c o u n s e l l i n g a r e obvious. Michael Jacobs, the 

author of an i n t r o d u c t i o n to p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g , a l s o a l i g n s 

h i m s e l f w i t h the l e s s d i r e c t i v e school when he w r i t e s , 

C o u n s e l l i n g i s c h a r a c t e r i s e d not by a c t i v e i n t e r v e n t i o n , . . . 
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i t i s a way of h e l p i n g o t h e r s which s t r e s s e s the g e n t l e 
s t i l l n e s s of the h e l p e r i n l i s t e n i n g , absorbing, c o n t a i n i n g 
and u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 3 0 

Jacobs goes on to speak of the h e l p e r as one who he l p s c l i e n t s t o 

'help themselves', to come to t h e i r own c o n c l u s i o n s and to decide 

i n what ways they might begin to change t h e i r c i r c u m s t a n c e s and 

t h e m s e l v e s . 3 1 Yet th e r e i s a qu e s t i o n here as to whether forms of 

s e c u l a r c o u n s e l l i n g a r e , as i s so of t e n imagined, e i t h e r wholly 

' n o n - d i r e c t i v e ' or f r e e from the p o s s i b i l i t y of the c o u n s e l l o r ' s 

own b e l i e f s and v a l u e s ' d i s t o r t i n g ' the o t h e r ' s s e l f -

understanding and development. 

These q u e s t i o n s a r e i n the background of Thomas Oden's remarks 

t h a t w h i l s t a wealth of m a t e r i a l has been produced about what i s 

c a l l e d p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g , the qu e s t i o n remains as to what i s 

meant by the word ' p a s t o r a l ' i n t h a t c o n t e x t . 3 2 How does the 

q u a l i f y i n g ' p a s t o r a l ' lend a sense of anything d i s t i n c t i v e ? 

Jacobs o f f e r s s e v e r a l p o s s i b l e s o l u t i o n s . He d i s t i n g u i s h e s 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g from, on the one hand, the work of 

p s y c h i a t r i s t s , p s y c h o t h e r a p i s t s and p s y c h o l o g i s t s , and on the 

other, from e d u c a t i o n a l c o n t e x t s and such l i k e , where ' p a s t o r a l ' 

has come to mean c a r e and w e l f a r e of some d e s c r i p t i o n . As Jacob's 

d e f i n e s h i s terms, p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g r e f e r s to the work of 

women and men 

f o r whom r e l i g i o u s f a i t h i s a major concern, f o r whom 
t h e o l o g i c a l r e f l e c t i o n i s important, and who perhaps work i n 
the context of a r e l i g i o u s s e t t i n g . 3 3 

On t h i s view, i t i s a c l o s e connection w i t h a C h r i s t i a n community 

which renders the q u a l i f y i n g word a p p r o p r i a t e f o r such 

c o u n s e l l o r s . 3 4 An a l t e r n a t i v e model he o f f e r s of the p a s t o r a l 
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c o u n s e l l o r i s of one who take s 'ultimate concerns' s e r i o u s l y , and 

i s prepared to accept q u e s t i o n s about l i f e , death, meaning, 

e x i s t e n c e and v a l u e s as v a l i d o n e s . 3 S T h i s openness to such 

q u e s t i o n s , he suggests, may be grounded i n an i n c a r n a t i o n a l 

p r i n c i p l e which demands t h a t humanity needs to be taken 

s e r i o u s l y . 3 6 

A f t e r having made t h i s d i s t i n c t i o n between c o u n s e l l i n g and 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g , Jacobs then makes a h e l p f u l d i s t i n c t i o n 

between p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g and p a s t o r a l c a r e . Recognising 

ov e r l a p , he l o c a t e s the e s s e n t i a l d i f f e r e n c e i n the former 

r e f e r i n g to a s p e c i f i c t a s k - 'what we might c a l l formal 

c o u n s e l l i n g ' 3 7 - w h i l s t the l a t t e r r e f e r s to informal 

c o u n s e l l i n g . 3 3 For Oden, such d i s t i n c t i o n s w i l l not do. He views 

the p r o f e s s i o n a l i s a t i o n of p a s t o r a l c a r e i n p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g 

as having l e a d to a l o s s of what he c a l l s ' p a s t o r a l i d e n t i t y ' . 

P a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g , i n h i s view, s i t s l oose to 'anything 

resembling h i s t o r i c a l p a s t o r a l i d e n t i t y ' . 3 9 Oden a s s o c i a t e s 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g w i t h an unhealthy 'anti-nomianism', which i t 

may appear to e n t a i l as i t r e f u s e s to ' d i r e c t ' . He ac c u s e s 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g of confusing the gospel with a fr e e - w h e e l i n g 

'grace without law' e t h i c which l i c e n s e s apathy and other forms 

of 'cheap grace' a g a i n s t which he t i r a d e s . He counts as evidence 

f o r t h i s o b s e r v a t i o n the way i n which e t h i c a l judgements may be 

wi t h h e l d by C h r i s t i a n p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l o r s , which i n t u r n means 

t h a t those c o u n s e l l o r s who a r e a l s o preachers may a l s o r e f r a i n 

from moral e v a l u a t i o n i n t h e i r sermons i n order to appear 

c o n s i s t e n t . On both of the s e counts, he accuses p a s t o r s of 
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f a i l i n g i n the p r o p h e t i c t a s k with which they a r e e n t r u s t e d . 

However, the i s s u e which Oden takes up here seems i n the eyes of 

other p a s t o r a l t h e o l o g i a n s to be not t h a t moral e v a l u a t i o n and 

the l i k e a r e to be blocked out from p a s t o r a l p r a c t i c e , but t h a t 

the commitments of the o v e r - a r c h i n g t r a d i t i o n ( i . e . C h r i s t i a n i t y , 

i n t h i s c a s e ) to which the pa s t o r adheres a r e not to be imposed 

upon c l i e n t s . I t i s a l s o notable t h a t what i s p e r c e i v e d and 

d i s m i s s e d as anti-nomianism might i n f a c t be not as modern as i t s 

c r i t i c s l i k e to t h i n k . I t can be s y m p a t h e t i c a l l y p a r a l l e l e d to 

elements i n monastic r u l e s , such as S t . B e n e d i c t ' s , which urges 

the s u b s e r v i e n c e of judgement to mercy. Hence i t may have deeper 

h i s t o r i c a l r o o t s than many responses to i t . 4 0 

I n a p a r i s h s i t u a t i o n the r o l e of both p a s t o r a l c a r e r and 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l o r may o f t e n focus on one person: an ordained 

p r i e s t or deacon. The p a r i s h i t s e l f i s s i g n i f i c a n t f o r the forms 

c a r e may take i n t h a t , u n l i k e most other c a r e r s , p a r i s h c l e r g y , 

a p a r t from not being p a i d d i r e c t l y by those who r e c e i v e c a r e from 

them, l i v e w i t h i n the community f o r which they c a r e and may be 

the focus of some a t t e n t i o n i n t h a t community. I t can be expected 

t h a t they may have r e l a t i o n s h i p s a t d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s w i t h those 

they 'formally' c o u n s e l . I n the theology of m i n i s t r y embedded i n 

the A n g l i c a n Prayer Book t r a d i t i o n , f o r example, the p a r i s h 

c l e r g y are r e s p o n s i b l e before God f o r every s o u l i n the p a r i s h 

and not only those who worship i n the p a r i s h church, as 0. C. 

Edwards u n d e r l i n e s . I n the Church of England's A l t e r n a t i v e 

S e r v i c e Book: 

A deacon i s c a l l e d to s e r v e the Church of God, and to work 
wi t h i t s members i n c a r i n g f o r the poor, the needy, the 
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s i c k , and a l l who a r e i n t r o u b l e . He i s to stre n g t h e n the 
f a i t h f u l , s e a r c h out the c a r e l e s s and the i n d i f f e r e n t , and 
to preach the word of God i n the p l a c e to which he i s 
appointed. A deacon a s s i s t s the p r i e s t under whom he 
s e r v e s , . . . i t i s h i s ge n e r a l duty to do such work as i s 
e n t r u s t e d to him. 

A p r i e s t i s . . . s e r v a n t and shepherd among the people to whom 
he i s s e n t . He i s to pro c l a i m the word of the Lord, to c a l l 
h i s h e a r e r s to repentance, and i n C h r i s t ' s name to absolve, 
and d e c l a r e the f o r g i v e n e s s of s i n s . He i s . . . to tea c h and 
encourage by word and example. He i s to m i n i s t e r to the 
s i c k , and to prepare the dying f o r t h e i r death. He must s e t 
the Good Shepherd always before him as the p a t t e r n of h i s 
c a l l i n g , c a r i n g f o r the people committed to h i s charge, and 
j o i n i n g w i t h them i n common wi t n e s s to the world. 

...You a re to be messengers, watchmen, and stewards of the 
Lord; you a r e to teach and admonish, to feed and provide f o r 
the Lord's family, to s e a r c h f o r h i s c h i l d r e n i n the 
w i l d e r n e s s of t h i s world's temptations and to guide them 
through i t s confusions, so t h a t they may be saved through 
C h r i s t f o r e v e r . 4 1 

I n t h i s r e s p e c t , c l e r g y s t a t u s may not provide ' p r o f e s s i o n a l ' 

d i s t a n c e between h e l p e r and helped and may generate g r e a t e r 

v u l n e r a b i l i t y on the p a r t of the ordained c o u n s e l l o r whose 

c l i e n t s belong to the same p a r i s h . At l e a s t , p e r s o n a l f r i e n d s h i p 

and p r o f e s s i o n a l concern may i n t e r t w i n e 4 2 which must c o l o u r the 

ext e n t to which they a r e w i l l i n g or a b l e to assume the detached 

p e r s p e c t i v e or r o l e which normally c h a r a c t e r i s e s those who 

fo r m a l l y counsel o t h e r s . 

Tension can be expected i f p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g and the m i n i s t r y 

of mediating sacramental grace i n c o n f e s s i o n and a b s o l u t i o n 

c o l l i d e i n the ordained person. I n order to attempt to t e s t the 

c l a i m t h a t forms of c o u n s e l l i n g a r e t a k i n g the p l a c e of the 

sacrament of penance (see above, p. 130) or indeed whether i t i s 

p o s s i b l e t h a t they can do so, I want to c l a r i f y the 

d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s of p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g and sacramental 
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c o n f e s s i o n . 

F i r s t , p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g has a double s t r u c t u r e , i n t h a t i t i s 

o f f e r e d both i n and by the church. I t might be used by persons 

belonging to the church and r e g u l a r l y a t t e n d i n g worship and i n 

e u c h a r i s t i c f e l l o w s h i p , or may be o f f e r e d by a ' r e p r e s e n t a t i v e 

C h r i s t i a n ' to a person with no a c t i v e connections w i t h church 

l i f e . By c o n t r a s t , those engaged i n the sacrament of penance are 

l i k e l y to p a r t i c i p a t e i n wider sacramental l i f e . T h i s can be seen 

i n the Anglican t r a d i t i o n , where c o n f e s s i o n f i n d s i t s meaning i n 

p r e p a r a t i o n f o r the e u c h a r i s t , w h i l e Roman C a t h o l i c w r i t e r s a re 

keen to speak of e u c h a r i s t i c c e l e b r a t i o n as the 'summit and 

source''* 3 of the sacrament of penance. I n t h i s r e s p e c t , p a s t o r a l 

c o u n s e l l i n g has a l a r g e r ' h i n t e r l a n d ' than the sacrament and does 

not demand of those who adhere to i t a commitment to the 

worshipping l i f e of the church. I n so f a r as t h i s i s the case, 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g can be seen to be e n t i r e l y consonant with 

the P r a y e r Book t r a d i t i o n ' s concern f o r the c l e r g y ' s t a s k of 

c a r i n g f o r a l l i n the p a r i s h (see above, p. 141), a s i d e from 

t h e i r involvement i n worship and so f o r t h . I t does, however, beg 

q u e s t i o n s of the c l e r i c s ' c a p a c i t y to adopt a r o l e which 

d i s t a n c e s them from the commitments of t h e i r t r a d i t i o n . 

Second, a d i f f e r e n c e can a l s o be seen i n the way people become 

i n v o l v e d i n e i t h e r p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g or the sacrament. Those 

who r e c e i v e p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g a r e l i k e l y to have been r e f e r r e d 

to a c o u n s e l l o r or e l s e to have i n i t i a t e d the p r o c e s s themselves, 

perhaps through more informal connections with c l e r g y . By 

c o n t r a s t , c o n f e s s i o n may be l a i d upon persons as an o b l i g a t i o n 

143 



and i s so a t l e a s t i n the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n where annual 

c o n f e s s i o n of mortal s i n i s mandatory (see above, p. 6 7 ) . The 

s i t u a t i o n i s d i f f e r e n t i n the A n g l i c a n t r a d i t i o n where no demand 

to c o n f e s s i s made but the option i s open to a l l whose c o n s c i e n c e 

r e q u i r e s some s o r t of c a t h a r s i s . 

T h i r d , a d i s t i n c t i o n between the two forms of c a r e might be made 

i n t h a t p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g a r i s e s i n response to problems and 

focuses upon problems, whereas the sacrament i s an ongoing and 

long-term f e a t u r e i n t h e i r l i f e , concerned w i t h l a r g e r q u e s t i o n s 

of guidance and s p i r i t u a l i t y . T h i s i s e s p e c i a l l y the c a s e i n the 

C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n where 'confession of d e v o t i o n 1 i s encouraged, 

though i t does not appear to me to be the case i n more g e n e r a l 

A n g l i c a n p r a c t i c e which emphasises the need f o r c o n f e s s i o n only 

i n response to a demand of c o n s c i e n c e . One s t r e n g t h of the f i r s t 

model of c o n f e s s i o n , however, may be t h a t i t provides a c t i v e or 

p r o - a c t i v e , as opposed to r e - a c t i v e , c a r e . 

Fourth, the presence or absence of a b s o l u t i o n d r i v e s a d e f i n i t e 

wedge between the two forms of c a r e . W h i l s t p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g 

may provide a note of c o n f r o n t a t i o n , most models s t r e s s the need 

to h e l p the c l i e n t s 'help themselves'. S e l f - u n d e r s t a n d i n g and 

s e l f - r e f i n e m e n t are the guiding concepts,. Absolution, by s t a r k 

c o n t r a s t , p o i n t s away from c l a i m s to s e l f - h e l p and a s c r i b e s power 

to change to the grace of a j u s t i f y i n g God. W r i t i n g about 

sacramental s p i r i t u a l i t y , Kenan Osborne sees i t s b a s e - l i n e i n the 

c l a i m t h a t 'we see the s i g n , but we must b e l i e v e i n the 

r e a l i t y ' . 4 4 A l t e r n a t i v e l y , we have seen t h a t p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g 
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does not n e c e s s a r i l y engage with q u e s t i o n s of b e l i e f and the 

c o u n s e l l o r ' s r e l i g i o u s and e t h i c a l b e l i e f s may not be shared w i t h 

c l i e n t s . 

F i f t h , q u e s t i o n s about a b s o l u t i o n a l s o point out some i s s u e s to 

do with the 'goal' of each k i n d of m i n i s t r y . A c l e a r goal of the 

sacrament of penance i s f o r g i v e n e s s . I n the words of K a r l Rahner, 

the essence of the sacrament i s t h a t 'God f o r g i v e s our g u i l t by 

the grace of C h r i s t and the word of the C h u r c h 1 . 4 5 We have seen 

i n ch. 2 how Rahner urges p r i e s t s to hold on to the d i s t i n c t 

m i n i s t r y of f o r g i v e n e s s o f f e r e d i n the sacrament (see above, p. 

9 5 ) . L a t e r i n t h i s chapter I s h a l l show how f o r g i v e n e s s may e n t e r 

i n t o some forms of p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g , though i t i s not 

n e c e s s a r i l y r e f e r r e d to the d i v i n e and i n most c a s e s i s l i k e l y to 

be wholly i n inter-human terms and concern the breaking out from 

a past p a t t e r n of r e l a t i o n a l i t y . By c o n t r a s t to the c e n t r a l i s s u e 

of r e l a t i o n to God i n the sacrament, the immediate aim of 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g may appear to be simply adjustment to 

s o c i e t y . 

S i x t h , the d e l i n e a t i o n of the deacon's and p r i e s t ' s r o l e s a s 

de f i n e d i n the A l t e r n a t i v e S e r v i c e Book a r e problematic. Both the 

deacon and the p r i e s t may be competent i n informal and formal 

c o u n s e l l i n g , but a t l e a s t i n the Church of England, only some of 

those ordained may perform the a c t of a b s o l u t i o n . And of course, 

up u n t i l now, t h i s has excluded women from one of the m i n i s t r i e s 

w i t h which I am c o n c e r n e d . 4 6 

T h i s p o i n t s up one reason f o r a r a t i o n a l e f o r p a s t o r a l m i n i s t r y 
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to be developed a p a r t from c o n f e s s i o n a l documents about 

p r i e s t h o o d or o r d i n a t i o n . Another i s t h a t many p a s t o r a l c a r e r s 

a r e l a y people: so a r a t i o n a l e loosed from t r a d i t i o n a l t i e s might 

prove an enormous encouragement to those concerned w i t h genuine 

'every member m i n i s t r y ' . James Mathers p o i n t s one h e l p f u l way 

ahead by d e f i n i n g the C h r i s t i a n c o u n s e l l o r i n r e l a t i o n to what 

h i s or her humanist counterpart i s not. 

He understands t h a t r e l i g i o u s themes a r e c l e a r l y on the p a s t o r a l 

c o u n s e l l o r ' s agenda, and I s h a l l c o n c e n t r a t e on h i s comments on 

f o r g i v e n e s s . His proposal i s t h a t the humanist c o u n s e l l o r may 

o f f e r f o r g i v e n e s s by h i s acceptance, but makes no room f o r t a l k 

about God i n t h i s o f f e r of f o r g i v e n e s s . By c o n t r a s t the C h r i s t i a n 

c o u n s e l l o r o f f e r s f o r g i v e n e s s , though not as h i s or her own 

c o n t r i b u t i o n but r a t h e r t h a t of C h r i s t . Presumably, he or she 

f a c i l i t a t e s the f o r g i v e n e s s of C h r i s t by d i r e c t i n g the p a s t o r a l 

c o n v e r s a t i o n along p a r t i c u l a r avenues and such l i k e . We s h a l l 

examine the ways i n which c o u n s e l l o r s , C h r i s t i a n or otherwise, 

might introduce t a l k of, and enable, f o r g i v e n e s s l a t e r i n t h i s 

chapter, but here I want to draw a t t e n t i o n to Mathers' c o n t r a s t 

between the humanist c o u n s e l l o r ' s 'own c o n t r i b u t i o n ' and the 

C h r i s t i a n c o u n s e l l o r ' s commitment to h u m i l i t y and s e l f -

abnegation. The d i s t i n c t i o n between the s e c u l a r and C h r i s t i a n 

c o u n s e l l o r might then be construed i n terms of the C h r i s t i a n 

being c l e a r t h a t any b e n e f i t comes from God, not s e l f . Hence, 

Mathers notes: 'the b l i n d l e a d i n g the b l i n d ' i s more ap p r o p r i a t e 

than a 'good Samaritan' model. 4' 7 The c o u n s e l l o r ' s v a l u e system 

i s the source of any h e a l i n g , not h i s t e c h n i c a l s k i l l . Whether or 
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not we regard a t l e a s t t h i s l a s t statement as u n r e a l i s t i c or a t 

b e s t e x p r e s s i n g f a l s e h u m i l i t y , we may a p p r e c i a t e Mathers' demand 

t h a t the C h r i s t i a n c o u n s e l l o r have a C h r i s t o c e n t r i c , r a t h e r than 

an e g o t i s t i c i d e n t i t y . 

Mathers' c o l l e a g u e , Bob Lambourne, argues t h a t a ' t r i n i t a r i a n 

C h r i s t o l o g y ' p r ovides a r a t i o n a l e f o r p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g . 4 3 For 

Lambourne, C h r i s t i s recognised as the other 'for me' but always 

transcends the 'other and me', and p r e c i s e l y t h i s a f f i r m a t i o n 

r e s i s t s the l o s s of theology i n t o anthropology. We see then how 

one may draw on two models f o r p a s t o r a l i d e n t i t y . The f i r s t i s 

grounded i n the i m i t a t i o n of C h r i s t t r a d i t i o n , hence the emphasis 

on h u m i l i t y and s e l f - a b n e g a t i o n . Some of the dangers of t h i s 

t r a d i t i o n were noted i n ch. 1 (see above, p. 41) and we w i l l a t 

l e a s t wish to hold i t i n balance with a s a l u t a r y reminder t h a t 

J e s u s was a c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l and non-conforming f i g u r e , so t h a t we 

do not a s s o c i a t e i t with c o l l u s i o n i n p a s t o r a l a c t i o n . 

A l t e r n a t i v e l y , the second model draws i n s p i r a t i o n from themes 

found i n elements of the t r i n i t a r i a n t r a d i t i o n , though t h i s too 

could d i m i n i s h r e s o u r c e s f o r c o n f l i c t (see above, p. 40). The 

r e d r e s s r e q u i r e d of the t r i n i t a r i a n model might be provided by 

the renewed v i s i o n of the i m i t a t i o n model suggested above and so 

o s c i l l a t i o n between the two may be the best way f o r w a r d . 4 9 Apart 

from the i m i t a t i o n and t r i n i t a r i a n t r a d i t i o n expounded by Mathers 

and Lambourne, Campbell gathers a l t e r n a t i v e r e s o u r c e s f o r 

e n v i s i o n i n g the p a s t o r a l t a s k by developing the image of the 

p a s t o r a l c a r e r as shepherd, as w e l l as the more novel images of 

f e l l o w journey-maker and companion on the way, f o o l and wounded 
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h e a l e r . 3 0 

Seventh, d i f f e r e n c e s can be seen i n r e l a t i o n to the concept of 

s i n . I n the sacrament of penance s i n i s l i k e l y to be regarded as 

an o f f e n c e a g a i n s t God, a g a i n s t o t h e r s and a g a i n s t the church. I n 

p a s t o r a l counsel, the word ' s i n ' may not be introduced by the 

c o u n s e l l o r to e x p l a i n a s i t u a t i o n as i t might be seen to imply a 

v a l u e judgement which would be i n a p p r o p r i a t e f o r the c o u n s e l l o r 

to impose upon the c l i e n t . What the p r i e s t l a b e l s ' s i n 1 , the 

c o u n s e l l o r may seek to e x p l a i n i n terms l e s s loaded with 

r e l i g i o u s connotations. The c o u n s e l l o r i s l i k e l y to view h i s or 

her t a s k as a t t e n d i n g to the person as a ' v i c t i m ' of f o r c e s of 

oppression a c t i n g upon the l i f e of the c l i e n t , whether from 

i n t e r n a l or e x t e r n a l sources, which he or she then enables the 

c l i e n t to understand and manage. From the p e r s p e c t i v e of 

sacramental m i n i s t r y , s i n needs to be f o r g i v e n , not e x p l a i n e d . 

E i g h t h , an important que s t i o n i s r a i s e d i n t h i s r e s p e c t 

concerning what c o n s t i t u t e s s i n and who d e f i n e s what s i n i s . Ch. 

2.3 was concerned w i t h t h i s q u e s t i o n i n the C a t h o l i c t r a d i t i o n . 

Notable t h e o l o g i c a l c h a l l e n g e s are a l s o being made to t r a d i t i o n a l 

C h r i s t i a n c l a i m s by f e m i n i s t t h e o l o g i a n s . 5 1 But i n t e r e s t i n g l y , 

Martin Smith seems a b l e to provide an examination of c o n s c i e n c e 

apparently s u i t e d to female p e n i t e n t s which a c c e p t s much i n 

f e m i n i s t c r i t i q u e s of the d o c t r i n e . 5 2 

Ninth, p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g i s concerned to r e s p e c t the autonomy 

of i n d i v i d u a l s i n a way which may be incompatible w i t h t r a d i t i o n s 

of e t h i c s r e l a t e d to c o n f e s s i o n , a t l e a s t to those C a t h o l i c s who 
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a r e more c o n s e r v a t i v e than Curran, Mahoney and o t h e r s examined i n 

t h e p r e v i o u s c h a p t e r . P a t t i s o n suggests t h a t a s k i n g a c l i e n t 

q u e s t i o n s w i l l d e t e r the p a s t o r from p r e a c h i n g i n the c o n t e x t of 

p a s t o r a l c a r e e n c o u n t e r s , 3 3 i n d i c a t a t i n g a t l e a s t t h a t even those 

who j e t t i s o n t a l k of n o n - d i r e c t i o n a r e only prepared to d i r e c t by 

some means and not o t h e r s . The c o u n s e l l o r , of course, does not 

a c t as 'judge', though t h i s image i s a l s o now d i s p l a c e d from a 

c e n t r a l p o s i t i o n i n contemporary C a t h o l i c theology of penance. 

N e i t h e r can he or she 'bind' or 'loose' persons i n the sense 

intended by the use of these words i n sacr a m e n t a l c o n t e x t s , 

though, i r o n i c a l l y the term ' a n a l y s i s ' so f r e q u e n t l y used i n 

forms of c o u n s e l l i n g comes from the Greek verb 'to l o o s e ' . 

P a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l o r s a r e more l i k e l y to understand themselves as 

meeting emotional needs r a t h e r than p o i n t i n g up e t h i c a l demands. 

Yet d e s p i t e t h e s e d i f f e r e n c e s , c o u n s e l , a t l e a s t i n some form, 

does have a c e n t r a l r o l e in the sacramental a c t . I looked i n ch. 2 

a t the r o l e of co u n s e l i n r i t e s of penance (see above, pp. 94-

9 5 ) . At t h i s s tage I want to h i g h l i g h t how much a t t e n t i o n v a r i o u s 

contemporary l i t u r g i e s a c t u a l l y g i v e to t h i s q u e s t i o n . The growth 

i n e x p e c t a t i o n of counsel i n c o n f e s s i o n has undoubtedly a r i s e n i n 

r e c e n t y e a r s as a response to the growing i n f l u e n c e of p a s t o r a l 

c o u n s e l l i n g , and co u n s e l i s now widespread i n c o n f e s s i o n . I t i s 

more d i f f i c u l t t o a s s e s s the nature of the c o u n s e l which one can 

now expect i n the v a r i o u s t r a d i t i o n s . The Roman C a t h o l i c O.P. 

p r o v i d e s room f o r the p r i e s t to g i v e ' s u i t a b l e c o u n s e l ' 8 4 i n the 

sacrament of penance, and the American Lu t h e r a n l i t u r g y of 1978 

exp e c t s m i n i s t e r and p e n i t e n t to engage i n pastoral 
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c o n v e r s a t i o n . 3 3 The Church of Wales' 1984 l i t u r g y a l s o p r o v i d e s 

f o r 'opportunity to ask f o r informed counsel when i n doubt or 

d i f f i c u l t y ' . 5 6 Other t r a d i t i o n s a r e l e s s c e r t a i n about the p l a c e 

of c o u n s e l . The 1987 r i t e of the Church of C h r i s t i n the United 

S t a t e s views p a s t o r a l c o n v e r s a t i o n as a p p r o p r i a t e to c o n f e s s i o n 

only i n i n s t a n c e s when the m i n i s t e r knows the p e n i t e n t person, 3" 7 

w h i l s t other t r a d i t i o n s take a more r i g o r o u s l i n e . The E p i s c o p a l 

Church of America i n c l u d e s i n i t s r u b r i c s the po i n t t h a t 'the 

content of a c o n f e s s i o n i s not normally a matter of subsequent 

d i s c u s s i o n ' , 3 3 perhaps i n d i c a t i n g the n e c e s s a r y i n i t i a t i v e 

demanded of the p e n i t e n t i f i s s u e s a r e to be taken up i n a 

p a s t o r a l framework apart from a sacramental context, and the 

Canadian l i t u r g y of 1985 i s adamant t h a t 'not every p r i e s t i s , or 

should be, a c o u n s e l l o r ' . 3 9 i n r e l a t i o n to the comment i n the 

Canadian l i t u r g y , I would add t h a t a t the time of the reform of 

the Roman C a t h o l i c r i t e i t was suggested t h a t some p r i e s t s might 

be acknowledged as e s p e c i a l l y g i f t e d c o n f e s s o r s and e x e r c i s e t h a t 

p a r t i c u l a r m i n i s t r y w h i l e other p r i e s t s c o n c e n t r a t e d on other 

a s p e c t s of m i n i s t r y . 6 0 To my knowledge, t h i s proposal has never 

been endorsed. 

The forms of counsel commended by some l i t u r g i c a l t r a d i t i o n s i n 

the above paragraph a r e not n e c e s s a r i l y to be c o r r e l a t e d w i t h 

p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g i n the 'narrow' sense d e f i n e d by Jacobs, but 

even t h i s b r i e f survey of t r a d i t i o n s suggests a b l u r r i n g of the 

m i n i s t r i e s of sacramental c o n f e s s i o n and p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g i n 

the contemporary church. Before developing some of the ways i n 

which p a r t i c u l a r f e a t u r e s of c o u n s e l l i n g s c e n a r i o s and elements 
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w i t h i n the sacrament of penance cohere and correspond, I w i l l 

f i r s t t u r n to an important t e x t i n the p a s t o r a l a c t i o n t r a d i t i o n 

which both c h a l l e n g e s much of what i s c u r r e n t l y accepted as 

c o n s t i t u t i n g p a s t o r a l c a r e and a l s o much t h a t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

of the Roman C a t h o l i c sacrament. 

3.2 'YOUR ANXIETY I S YOUR SIN' -

BONHOEFFER'S APPROACH TO 'SPIRITUAL' CARE 

D i e t r i c h Bonhoeffer (1906-1945) i s best known f o r works other 

than h i s S p i r i t u a l Care. W h i l s t these more famous works were 

t r a n s l a t e d i n t o E n g l i s h i n the l a t e 1950s and 1960s, helped ( i n 

t h i s country a t l e a s t ) by r a d i c a l A n glican bishop John Robinson's 

preoccupation with Bonhoeffer's thought i n h i s Honest to God 

( 1 9 6 3 ) , 6 1 S e e l s o r g e , the w r i t i n g most d i r e c t l y r e l a t e d to 

p a s t o r a l concerns, d i d not emerge i n an E n g l i s h t r a n s l a t i o n u n t i l 

1985, when i t was t r a n s l a t e d by Jay C. Rochdale. The c o p y r i g h t 

holder and p u b l i s h e r , F o r t r e s s P r e s s , i s based i n P h i l a d e l p h i a , 

which perhaps h e l p s e x p l a i n why r e f e r e n c e to t h i s work i s 

c u r i o u s l y absent from r e c e n t works of p a s t o r a l theology by 

B r i t i s h authors. 

Bonhoeffer r e t u r n e d to Germany from London to take on t e a c h i n g 

a t the Confessing Church's seminary i n Z i n g s t o f towards the end 

of A p r i l , 1935. The seminary soon moved to F i n k l e w a l d e a l i t t l e 

over two months l a t e r . Aside from The Cost of D i s c i p l e s h i p being 

w r i t t e n and p u b l i s h e d during h i s time t h e r e , h i s r e f l e c t i o n s on 

the e x p e r i e n c e of seminary l i f e were w r i t t e n ( p u b l i s h e d i n 

E n g l i s h as L i f e Together) i n 1937 s h o r t l y a f t e r the p l a c e was 
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f o r c i b l y shut down by the Gestapo. 

I t i s from t h i s same background t h a t S p i r i t u a l Care emerged, and 

i t s emphases and themes are consonant w i t h these more well-known 

works. I t s d i s t i n c t i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n to the body of Bonhoeffer's 

work focuses the themes with which he has taken up elsewhere 

C h r i s t o c e n t r i c i t y i n a l l t h i n g s , the t r u t h f u l proclamation of the 

Word of God, the i n t e g r a t i o n of s p i r i t u a l i t y and p r a c t i c a l 

d i s c i p l e s h i p , and so on - on the t a s k s of those engaged i n the 

c u r a animarum. 6 2 

There a r e s e v e r a l reasons why t h i s t e x t i s r e l e v a n t to my study. 

F i r s t , Bonhoeffer stands as a t w e n t i e t h century r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of 

the t r a d i t i o n noted i n chapter 2 of forms of church c a r e s h i f t i n g 

from the church b u i l d i n g i n t o people's own homes, as w e l l as 

being a t e s t - c a s e f o r Oden's c l a i m t h a t v i s i t a t i o n , c e n t r a l i n 

S p i r i t u a l Care, has e f f e c t i v e l y r e p l a c e d the C a t h o l i c sacrament 

of penance (see above, p. 130). Second, he p r e s e n t s a 

c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l and r a t h e r a g g r e s s i v e model of p a s t o r a l a c t i o n 

which c o n t r a s t s w e l l with some of the contemporary approaches I 

o u t l i n e d i n the p r e v i o u s s e c t i o n , as w e l l as those i n ch. 2.3. 

(see above, pp. 98-106). T h i r d , I t h i n k t h a t t h i s c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l 

appproach to p a s t o r a l e t h i c s i s by no means o b s e l e t e i n some 

contemporary C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n s : i n chapter 2, I b r i e f l y 

touched on the heavy-handed ways i n which b i b l i c a l 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s might be a p p l i e d i n some P r o t e s t a n t t r a d i t i o n s i n 

order to b r i n g out a p a r a l l e l with the way some Roman C a t h o l i c s 

approach the sources of a u t h o r i t y i n t h e i r own t r a d i t i o n (see 
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above, pp. 97-98). And l a t e r i n ch. 3, I s h a l l r e f e r to the s t o r y 

of one woman - ' S y l v i a ' - who might w e l l have been s u b j e c t to 

some very a g g r e s s i v e methods of p a s t o r a l a c t i o n i n the 

e v a n g e l i c a l P e n t e c o s t a l t r a d i t i o n i n which she was nur t u r e d (see 

below, pp. 179-180). The author who examines S y l v i a ' s e x p e r i e n c e 

notes t h a t she may be t y p i c a l of many who 'the more they swam i n 

the r i v e r of f o r g i v e n e s s the more they seemed to be drowning i n 

g u i l t 1 . 6 3 James Jones' comment here p o i n t s up a f o u r t h r e l e v a n t 

f e a t u r e of Bonhoeffer's work. Whereas contemporary churches of 

the kind I have i n mind do not engage i n c o n f e s s i o n a l encounters, 

Bonhoeffer makes c o n f e s s i o n c e n t r a l to the p r a c t i c e of p a s t o r a l 

a c t i o n as he understands i t . And those authors i n contemporary 

e v a n g e l i c a l i s m and elsewhere who might hold a s i m i l a r approach to 

Bonhoeffer on p a s t o r a l e t h i c s might then wish to l e a r n something 

from him about f i n d i n g a p l a c e f o r c o n f e s s i o n . As f a r as I am 

aware, R i c h a r d F o s t e r i s something of a lone v o i c e urging the r e -

e v a l u a t i o n of c o n f e s s i o n i n e v a n g e l i c a l c i r c l e s . 6 4 Having noted 

these p o s s i b l e connections, we might now proceed to Bonhoeffer's 

t e x t . 

The phrase ' s p i r i t u a l c a r e ' i s i t s e l f important, t r a n s l a t i n g 

'Seelsorge', and meant to d i s t i n g u i s h h i s s u b j e c t from ' p a s t o r a l 

c a r e ' , which f o r Bonhoeffer c a r r i e d i m p l i c a t i o n s of p s y c h o l o g i c a l 

c o u n s e l l i n g and which he wished to keep d i s t i n c t from h i s own 

concept of e x p l i c i t C h r i s t i a n c a r e - the 'cure of s o u l s ' -

though we may w e l l expect Bonhoeffer to have l a t e r changed h i s 

views on the r e l e v a n c e of these forms of c a r e when we l e a r n of 

h i s arguments i n L e t t e r s and Papers from P r i s o n which s t a t e h i s 
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b e l i e f t h a t the world had 'come of age' and t h a t ' r e l i g i o n l e s s 

C h r i s t i a n i t y ' was now r e q u i r e d to reach contemporaries w i t h good 

news. I n t h i s r e s p e c t we f i n d i n S p i r i t u a l Care i n s i g h t s i n t o the 

Bonhoeffer who i s not so w e l l known, and which makes study of 

S p i r i t u a l Care i n t e r e s t i n g and worthwhile, p r o v i d i n g scope to 

c h a r t development and change i n Bonhoeffer. So i n the Fi n k l e w a l d e 

p e r i o d of h i s l i f e and thought a t l e a s t he was a b l e to w r i t e t h a t 

'the p a s t o r can know very l i t t l e from the p s y c h o l o g i s t ' (compare 

Rahner, above, p. 9 5 ) . 5 5 Bonhoeffer g i v e s t h r e e reasons f o r t h i s , 

a l l of which we may now regard as dubious. F i r s t , p s y c h o l o g i s t s 

a r e ' d i s t a n t ' from t h e i r p a t i e n t s , supposedly wanting to overcome 

e v i l by t h e i r own powers, which d i s t i n g u i s h e s them from p a s t o r s 

who a r e supposedly s e l f - e f f a c i n g . Second, the p s y c h o l o g i s t i s a t 

the same time 'too c l o s e ' and immediate i n the 

p s y c h o l o g i s t / p a t i e n t r e l a t i o n s h i p , where the p a s t o r approaches 

the other through C h r i s t . T h i r d , the p s y c h o l o g i s t ' s work i s 

' e r o t i c ' (presumably as opposed to 'agapaic') on account of 

b u i l d i n g on human r e l a t i o n s h i p s , a f a i l i n g the p a s t o r avoids by 

at t e n d i n g to the love of C h r i s t . 6 6 Bonhoeffer can t h i n k of no 

reasons why the p a s t o r needs to heed p s y c h o l o g i c a l methods of 

c o u n s e l l i n g . Rather, the pa s t o r i s to be 'pre-methodical' and 

' p r e - p s y c h o l o g i c a l ' - ' i n the best sense n a i v e ' . 6 7 I n h i s view, 

s p i r i t u a l c a r e i n v o l v e s the address of the gospel to the 

i n d i v i d u a l , and the l o c u s of the a c t i o n and communication of God 

to p a r t i c u l a r human beings: ' c a r i n g f o r s o u l s i s a proclamation 

to the i n d i v i d u a l which i s p a r t of the o f f i c e of p r e a c h i n g ' . 6 8 

S p i r i t u a l c a r e i s p a r t of the church's m i s s i o n of proclamation, 

and i s q u i t e markedly d i s t i n c t from p s y c h o l o g i c a l approaches and 
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s o - c a l l e d s p i r i t u a l d i r e c t i o n . U n l i k e t h e s e two d i s c i p l i n e s , 

which i n h i s understanding work on a plane between two persons, 

' i n s p i r i t u a l c a r e , God wants to a c t ' . 6 9 There i s a b l a t a n t 

' v e r t i c a l ' dimension (based, presumably, on the 'givenness' of 

s c r i p t u r e ) m i s s i n g i n the ' h o r i z o n t a l ' e x c l u s i v i t y of the other 

forms. 

C a r e r s attempt to t a c k l e the s p e c i f i c problem of persons being 

unable to hear the word of the gospel, which i s blocked because 

of the person's s i n , f o r ' s i n i s what b l o c k s people from a 

f r u i t f u l h e a r i n g of the word'. 7 0 T h e i r t a s k i s o r i e n t a t e d toward 

the goal of 'a new and r i g h t h e a r i n g of the sermon' - 7 1 and 

e x p r e s s e d l y not to b r i n g about competence, b u i l d c h a r a c t e r , or 

produce 'a c e r t a i n type of person'. C r e a t i n g h e a r e r s of the 

gospel i s Bonhoeffer's goal. 

S p i r i t u a l c a r e i s , however, not simply one-way from c a r e r to 

c l i e n t . Bonhoeffer emphasises the l i s t e n i n g m i n i s t r y of those 

who e x e r c i s e s p i r i t u a l c a r e . 7 2 Yet the p o i n t of l i s t e n i n g i s to 

enable the p a s t o r to preach with more power, exposing and 

b a n i s h i n g s i n w i t h g r e a t e r c l a r i t y and f o r c e . According to 

Bonhoeffer, only the c l e a r i n g out of s i n by dependence upon the 

f o r g i v i n g word of God can engender a t t e n t i v e n e s s to the d i v i n e 

word, and hence s p e c i f i c and p a r t i c u l a r s i n s need to be 

confronted. B r i n g i n g s i n to l i g h t and b a n i s h i n g i t means f o r him 

t h a t c o n f e s s i o n i s a t the h e a r t of such c a r e . Bonhoeffer 

i d e n t i f i e s the value of c o n f e s s i o n i n s p i r i t u a l c a r e and p a s t o r a l 

v i s i t a t i o n over g e n e r a l c o n f e s s i o n s i n the p a r t i c u l a r opportunity 
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i t a f f o r d s to cut through the facade t h a t c o n f e s s i o n can be 

u n r e l a t e d to o b e d i e n c e . 7 3 Confession must be understood as a 

complete s u r r e n d e r of s e l f to God. Bonhoeffer s e t a framework f o r 

t h i s kind of thought by a s s e r t i n g a t the same time t h a t 'the 

demand f o r obedience without f o r g i v e n e s s would d r i v e a person to 

p e r p l e x i t y . 1 ' 7 ' 1 'The law cannot be o f f e r e d without the gospel, and 

v i c e v e r s a ' , 7 3 which i n p r a c t i c e might be taken to mean t h a t to 

be other than r a d i c a l l y open to a c o n f r o n t a t i o n w i t h the 

f o r g i v i n g grace of God i s a s i g n of f a l s e l y attempting to reduce 

d i v i n e grace to 'grace I grant m y s e l f ' . 7 6 The r e v e r s e of t h i s i s 

a l s o acknowledged, t h a t 'God i s not taken s e r i o u s l y when one's 

own l o s t n e s s i s taken more s e r i o u s l y than God's g r a c e ' . 7 7 The 

c h a l l e n g i n g statement t h a t 'your a n x i e t y i s your s i n ' i s the 

s t a r t i n g p o i n t f o r such a m i n i s t r y . 7 0 

Bonhoeffer understands t h a t o p p o s i t i o n to God needs to be 

transformed i n t o submission. When l o c a t i n g the p a s t o r ' s t a s k to 

the need to t i e f o r g i v e n e s s to the d i v i n e demand f o r obedience he 

i s deeply resonant w i t h what i s perhaps the most powerful passage 

i n The Cost of D i s c i p l e s h i p : 

Grace i s c o s t l y because i t c a l l s us to follow, i t i s grace 
because i t c a l l s us to f o l l o w J e s u s C h r i s t . Grace i s c o s t l y 
because i t c o s t s a man h i s l i f e , and i t i s grace because i t 
g i v e s a man the only t r u e l i f e . I t i s c o s t l y because i t 
condemns s i n , and grace because i t j u s t i f i e s the s i n n e r . 
Above a l l i t i s c o s t l y because i t c o s t God the l i f e of h i s 
Son: 'ye were bought a t a p r i c e ' , and what has c o s t God much 
cannot be cheap f o r u s . . . 7 9 

I n S p i r i t u a l Care Bonhoeffer quotes V o l t a i r e to make the same 

po i n t . 'God f o r g i v e s because i t i s God's b u s i n e s s ' i l l u s t r a t e s 

how 'we may d e a l with grace too e a s i l y ' . s o And he notes too, w i t h 

r e a l i s m , t h a t 'disobedience, as w e l l as obedience, has the power 
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to transform a person c o m p l e t e l y ' . 8 1 

Prayer i s a d e f i n i t e p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r s p i r i t u a l c a r e i n so f a r as 

i t p l a y s a key r o l a i n discernment of the o t h e r ' s s i t u a t i o n and 

needs, h e l p s one to calmly r e c o g n i s e s i n i n s e l f and o t h e r s , 

f a c i l i t a t e s l i s t e n i n g and r e l a t e s the p a s t o r ' s r o l e to t h a t of 

the most important mediator i n the p a s t o r a l encounter: J e s u s 

C h r i s t . The p a s t o r must never allow him or h e r s e l f to b e l i e v e 

t h a t they may usurp J e s u s ' p l a c e as r e a l mediator or h e a l e r . Loss 

of c l a r i t y about who r e a l l y mediates can only, i n Bonhoeffer's 

eyes, arouse e x p e c t a t i o n s which i t i s i m p o s s i b l e f o r the p a s t o r 

not to d i s a p p o i n t . T h i s s p e c i a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the p a s t o r a l 

t a s k i s one way i n which Bonhoeffer d i s t i n g u i s h e s the p a s t o r from 

the doctor, who i s i n most c a s e s p e r c e i v e d as h e a l e r by h i s or 

her p a t i e n t s . 

Who i s the c a r e r , or may be one, i n Bonhoeffer's view? The 

d i a k o n i a of s p i r i t u a l c a r e i s not to be c o r r e l a t e d w i t h those 

ordained to m i n i s t r y i n the church, f o r the ordained person's 

o f f i c e r e s t s on a commission. The s p i r i t u a l c a r e r s depends on the 

u n i v e r s a l p r i e s t h o o d of b e l i e v e r s and i s based on f a i t h . 8 3 

S p i r i t u a l g i f t e d - n e s s and e x t e n s i v e experience do not q u a l i f y one 

f o r such a m i n i s t r y f o r 'only love of C h r i s t d o e s ' , 8 4 c r e a t i n g , 

as he b e l i e v e s i t does, wise c a r e r s and e n a b l i n g i n c i s i v e 

understanding of s e l f and o t h e r s . 

As s p i r i t u a l c a r e engages the c a r e r i n h e a r i n g c o n f e s s i o n and 

d i s p e n s i n g a p e r s o n a l l y addressed a b s o l u t i o n to the p e n i t e n t , i t 

f o l l o w s t h a t c o n f e s s i o n s can be heard and pardon a s s u r e d before 
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any C h r i s t i a n person (or a t l e a s t those q u a l i f i e d f o r c a r e as 

o u t l i n e d e a r l i e r ) . Because the m i n i s t r y belongs to the u n i v e r s a l 

p r i e s t h o o d i t makes f o r 'mutual c o n s o l a t i o n between 

C h r i s t i a n s ' a s and he sees t h i s as r e q u i r i n g t h a t only those who 

make c o n f e s s i o n s hear them i n order to safeguard the lo v e of 

C h r i s t from the dominion of o t h e r s . 8 6 

He d i s t i n g u i s h e s c o n f e s s i o n i n s p i r i t u a l c a r e from d a i l y 

c o n f e s s i o n of s i n before God i n p r i v a t e p r a y e r and l i t u r g i c a l 

c o n f e s s i o n s i n the church's worship. He understands the f i r s t t o 

r e l a t e the s i n n e r d i r e c t l y to God. The p e n i t e n t speaks to God 

when he or she speaks to the co n f e s s o r , who stands i n God's 

s t e a d . a 7 A v o c a l and concrete mode of c o n f e s s i o n i n the presence 

of a f e l l o w - b e l i e v e r i s good i n so f a r as i t a s s u r e s the 

C h r i s t i a n t h a t 'God i s not a phantom 1 and guards a g a i n s t r e a l i t y 

being l o s t i n pure r e f l e c t i o n . a a I t a s s u r e s the p e n i t e n t t h a t 

f o r g i v e n e s s does not come from the s e l f nor r e s t s on the d e l u s i o n 

t h a t t r a n s f o r m a t i o n can be s e l f - g e n e r a t e d . 

Good reasons a r e given f o r c o n f e s s i o n with another. F i r s t , 

Bonhoeffer sees i t as 'treachery' t h a t some f i n d i t e a s i e r to 

co n f e s s to a 'holy God' than to a person 'no d i f f e r e n t to 

themselves'. Second, i n the l i g h t of the e s c h a t o l o g i c a l exposure 

of s e c r e t s i n ( c f . I I Cor.5.10) he argues t h a t i t i s b e t t e r to 

d e a l w i t h i t i n the p r e s e n t . T h i r d , c o n f e s s i o n with another has 

the p o t e n t i a l to break the power of p r i d e , the root of a l l s i n 

(see above, p. 120). The n e c e s s a r y degradation i n v o l v e d i n the 

p e n i t e n t ' s a c t a s s o c i a t e s him or her wi t h the d i s g r a c e of C h r i s t 
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i n t e l l i g e n c e o f f i c e (Abwehrdienst). 9 1 

Bonhoeffer's understanding of e t h i c a l c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l s o 

c h a l l e n g e s the Roman C a t h o l i c approach exp l o r e d i n ch. 2.3 and 

the predominantly l i b e r a l P r o t e s t a n t authors d i s c u s s e d e a r l i e r i n 

t h i s c h a p t e r (see above, pp. 137-140). Bonhoeffer w r i t e s : 

The knowledge of good and e v i l seems to be the aim of a l l 
e t h i c a l r e f l e c t i o n . The f i r s t t a s k of C h r i s t i a n e t h i c s i s to 
i n v a l i d a t e t h i s knowledge. C h r i s t i a n e t h i c s . . . p r o f e s s e s to 
be a c r i t i q u e of e t h i c s simply as e t h i c s . 9 2 

Bonhoeffer's E t h i c s begins w i t h t h i s statement. An i m a g i n a t i v e 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n of the Genesis f a l l s t o r y then l e a d s him to s t a t e 

t h a t ' i n becoming l i k e God man has become a god a g a i n s t God'. 9 3 

He argues t h a t because the image of God i n humankind has s u f f e r e d 

d i s t o r t i o n t h i s s t a t e of a f f a i r s between the d i v i n e and humans 

can be no b a s i s f o r e t h i c s because God's a u t h o r i t y i s compromised 

and 'man's l i f e i s now d i s u n i o n with God, w i t h men, w i t h t h i n g s , 

and w i t h h i m s e l f ' . 9 4 

Conscience i s seen as a mark of the d i s u n i o n i n the divine/human 

r e l a t i o n s h i p . Conscience i s concerned not w i t h a human being's 

r e l a t i o n s h i p to God and to other humans but w i t h a human's 

r e l a t i o n to s e l f . 

I t d e r i v e s the r e l a t i o n to God and to men from the r e l a t i o n 
of man to h i m s e l f . Conscience pretends to be the v o i c e of 
God and the s t a n d a r d f o r the r e l a t i o n to other men. I t i s 
t h e r e f o r e from h i s r i g h t r e l a t i o n to h i m s e l f t h a t man i s to 
r e c o v e r the r i g h t r e l a t i o n to God and to o t h e r men. 9 3 

Yet he does not r e j e c t c o n s c i e n c e . Readers of the book from which 

t h i s q u o t a t i o n comes have a l s o found the c o u n s e l t h a t ' i t i s t r u e 

t h a t i t i s never a d v i s a b l e to a c t a g a i n s t one's own 

c o n s c i e n c e ' . 9 6 Robin G i l l p o i n t s out t h a t Bonhoeffer's 
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and c o n s t i t u t e s an a c t of d i s c i p l e s h i p to the c r o s s . F i n a l l y , i t 

i s claimed t h a t the p r a c t i c e encourages genuine community - 'one 

i s never alone' where c o n f e s s i o n i s e s t a b l i s h e d and p r a c t i s e d . 3 9 

He even goes so f a r as to r e l a t e l a c k of c o n f e s s i o n to the 

apparent l i f e l e s s n e s s of the c h u r c h . 9 0 

Bonhoeffer does not c l a i m t h a t S p i r i t u a l Care i s a s y s t e m a t i c 

t r e a t i s e , and some elements w i t h i n i t r e q u i r e f u r t h e r 

e l u c i d a t i o n . I n p a r t i c u l a r , I would po i n t a t t e n t i o n i n t h i s 

r e s p e c t to the way Bonhoeffer expounds the i n t e r - r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between C h r i s t , c o n f e s s o r and p e n i t e n t . He i n s i s t s the two human 

p a r t i e s meet 'on the l e v e l , ' we might say, expounding C h r i s t ' s 

r o l e as s o l e mediator, y e t he holds the understanding t h a t the 

c o n f e s s o r stands i n C h r i s t ' s s t e a d . We might expect t h a t he would 

e x p l a i n t h i s p o s i t i o n i n terms of the f e l l o w - C h r i s t i a n being 

animated by the love of C h r i s t and i n t h i s sense ' i m i t a t i n g ' him. 

W h i l s t h i s p o s i t i o n on t h i s i s s u e l a c k s c l a r i t y , c r i t i c i s m of him 

here i s perhaps u n f a i r , i n so f a r as we might suppose him to have 

understood h i m s e l f as being 'naive' or a t l e a s t not o v e r l y 

concerned w i t h methodical s t r i c t n e s s or s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n i n 

w r i t i n g on a ta s k he c h a r a c t e r i s e s as 'naive'. Also worth keeping 

i n mind on t h i s count i s the immediate s i t u a t i o n of the 

Con f e s s i n g Church a t the time of h i s w r i t i n g , and Bonhoeffer's 

own c o n t r i b u t i o n to the t a s k of d e f i n i n g C h r i s t i a n f i d e l i t y and 

the nature of the church from h i s own p o s i t i o n as opponent of the 

German Church's acceptance of the T h i r d R e i c h ' s a u t h o r i t y i n 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l matters, which was to make him redundant as a 

te a c h e r of theology and l e d to h i s involvement with the m i l i t a r y 
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d i s p a r a g i n g statements a r e b e s t seen as a r e j e c t i o n of the 

adequacy of s e c u l a r e t h i c s , a g a i n s t which he c l a r i f i e s h i s own 

view. 9" 7 What i s t h a t ? 

Bonhoeffer's sermon 'What i s a C h r i s t i a n E t h i c ? ' (preached to the 

German congregation i n Barcelona towards the end of January 

1929) p r e f i g u r e s h i s major work i n E t h i c s and i l l u s t r a t e s the 

c o n t i n u i t y of the c o n v i c t i o n he was l a t e r to address i n ' e t h i c s 

a s formation': 

There a r e c o u n t l e s s ways of man to God, and t h e r e f o r e t h e r e 
a r e a l s o c o u n t l e s s e t h i c s , but t h e r e i s only one way of God 
to man, and t h a t i s the way of love i n C h r i s t , the way of 
the c r o s s . 9 e 

I n Bonhoeffer's view, the 'boundless love of God towards man1 

must d i s p l a c e appeals to c o n s c i e n c e and other supposed s o u r c e s of 

e t h i c a l d i r e c t i o n . A C h r i s t i a n ' s e t h i c a l method ('method' not 

being the b e s t word i n the l i g h t of the above) must be grace-

c e n t r e d , s e e k i n g to r e - f o c u s on the o r i g i n a l , ' c h i l d l i k e ' 

communion of God and humankind ' i n the beginning'. 

He goes on to ask i n t h a t same sermon: i f i t i s c o r r e c t to see 

the notion of ' e t h i c s ' i t s e l f as e x a l t e d and s t r e t c h e d to 

perform a f u n c t i o n i t p r o p e r l y understood, simply cannot, why 

then a r e the gospels f u l l of e v i d e n t l y e t h i c a l d i r e c t i o n s ? I t i s 

a t t h i s p o i n t t h a t Bonhoeffer b e t r a y s h i s i n t e r e s t i n J e s u s ' 

sermon on the mount, with which he engaged more deeply i n The 

Cost of D i s c i p l e s h i p . He t a k e s i t t h a t the s i g n i f i c a n c e of J e s u s ' 

e t h i c a l commandments l i e i n t h e i r d i r e c t address to h e a r e r s t h a t : 

you stand before the f a c e of God, God's grace r u l e s over 
you; you are a t the d i s p o s a l of someone e l s e i n the world 
and f o r him you must a c t and work. So be mindful of your 
a c t i o n s t h a t you are a c t i n g under God's eyes, and t h a t h i s 
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w i l l must needs be done'. 9 9 

The nature of t h i s w i l l of God can only be c l e a r i n the moment of 

a c t i o n , which betray h i s approach as ' s i t u a t i o n a l i s t ' a s w e l l as 

h i g h l y p e r s o n a l i s t . For Bonhoeffer, e t h i c s cannot happen i n a 

vacuum because they a r e r e l a t i o n a l . J e s u s ' t e a c h i n g i s not to be 

viewed as a s e t of p r i n c i p l e s , but to be 'understood i n t h e i r 

s p i r i t , not l i t e r a l l y ' . I t might be argued t h a t t h i s doesn't 

r e a l l y help much i n terms of a c t u a l l y t r a n s l a t i n g r e f l e c t i o n i n t o 

behaviour, but Bonhoeffer's c e n t r a l p o i n t thus f a r i s c l e a r : 

moral renewal through J e s u s means f o r him the r e n u n c i a t i o n of 

g e n e r a l l y v a l i d p r i n c i p l e s and of r u l i n g s . 'Good' and ' e v i l ' 

e x i s t f o r Bonhoeffer only i n the a c t u a l performance of an 

a c t i o n , not i n t h i n g s themselves. Goodness and badness a r e 

determined by the f a i t h f u l n e s s to God, or otherwise, which 

governs an a c t i o n . 1 0 0 He argues t h a t i f th e r e was a g e n e r a l l y 

v a l i d moral law, then t h a t would be a way of human beings to God. 

And no such t h i n g e x i s t s . 

By the time of E t h i c s , t h i s view i s c l a r i f i e d and deepened. The 

C h r i s t i a n way i n e t h i c a l i s s u e s i s to blend ' s i m p l i c i t y w i t h 

wisdom'. To be simple i s 'to f i x one's eyes s o l e l y on the simple 

t r u t h of God a t a time when a l l concepts a r e being confused, 

d i s t o r t e d and turned upside-down... to be s i n g l e - h e a r t e d and not 

a man of two s o u l s . . . not f e t t e r e d by p r i n c i p l e s but bound by the 

love of God...'. 1 0 1 Wise ones a r e commended as those who 'see 

r e a l i t y as i t i s . . . who see r e a l i t y i n G o d ' . 1 0 2 The 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of J e s u s ' s a y i n g s i s to be found i n only J e s u s 

h i m s e l f and so a t t e n t i o n must be giv e n to him: 'whoever s e e s 
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J e s u s C h r i s t does indeed see God and the world i n one. He can 

h e n c e f o r t h no longer see God without the world or the world 

without G o d '. 1 0 3 Conformation to J e s u s C h r i s t ('when the form of 

J e s u s C h r i s t . . . moulds our own form i n i t s own l i k e n e s s ' ) 

d i s p l a c e s a l l e t h i c a l methods. Such conformation t a k e s shape as 

the b e l i e v e r a t t e n d s to the r a d i c a l c a l l of C h r i s t , 1 0 4 as t h a t 

i s mediated through s c r i p t u r e (presumably read 'over a g a i n s t 

o n e s e l f ) . 1 0 5 

Of course, not a l l of these i d e a s which Bonhoeffer was to develop 

only a f t e r S p i r i t u a l Care can be read i n t o h i s approach to the 

c o n f r o n t a t i o n of s i n and f a c i l i t a t i o n of God's f o r g i v e n e s s 

through c o n f e s s i o n i n p a s t o r a l a c t i o n . But they do c a s t l i g h t on 

an approach to e t h i c s which stands i n c o n t r a s t to those 

approaches a s s o c i a t e d with the o f f i c i a l C a t h o l i c p o s i t i o n as i t 

i s g e n e r a l l y understood and which a l s o d i v e r g e s from l i b e r a l 

P r o t e s t a n t r e l u c t a n c e to employ the category of ' s i n ' i n p a s t o r a l 

c a r e , as w e l l as from s e c u l a r c o u n s e l l i n g - I t remains to be seen 

whether S p i r i t u a l Care w i l l begin to be used ±1 p a s t o r a l theology i n 

t h i s country i n the f u t u r e , and i t may w e l l be t h a t o t h e r s have 

noted problems w i t h the work before myself, but having noted the 

some rea s o n s why I t h i n k i t to be worthy of a t t e n t i o n , I w i l l 

c l o s e w i t h a number of r e s e r v a t i o n s about the book. 

I have a l r e a d y noted c o n f u s i o n i n Bonhoeffer's e x p o s i t i o n of the 

r e l a t i o n s h i p of p e n i t e n t , p a s t o r and C h r i s t . On the one hand, 

Bonhoeffer appears to me to evade the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y of the 

p a s t o r i n the a c t u a l p a s t o r a l encounter by t a l k i n g about i t i n 
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terms of s e l f - e f f a c e m e n t and the e l u s i v e ' r e a l ' mediation of 

C h r i s t . On the other hand, an enormous weight of r e s p o n s i b i l i t y 

f a l l s on the p a s t o r to open the s c r i p t u r e s a p p r o p r i a t e l y and to 

c h a l l e n g e and confront a n x i e t y and s i n , e s p e c i a l l y as he a l s o 

b e l i e v e s t h a t p r i n c i p l e s and r u l e s a r e excluded. On the one hand 

we f i n d p e r s o n a l i s t e t h i c s and on the other the c a r e r ' s t a s k i s 

to i d e n t i f y s i n i n order to b a n i s h i t . The i d e n t i t y he i s 

prepared to a s c r i b e to the p a s t o r i s of course determined by h i s 

c e n t r a l commitment to a word-centred t h e o l o g i c a l system, but f o r 

our time, I would suggest t h a t S p i r i t u a l Care cannot provide an 

adequate r a t i o n a l e f o r p a s t o r a l a c t i o n , though we may wish to 

l e a r n t h i n g s from i t . The c e n t r a l d i f f i c u l t i e s w ith h i s t e x t as I 

p e r c e i v e them a r e , f i r s t , as an argument i n favour of s h i f t i n g 

m i n i s t r i e s of f o r g i v e n e s s away from only the ordained h i s thought 

remains h i e r a r c h i c a l and a u t h o r i t a r i a n . When compared w i t h the 

v i s i o n of H e l l w i g (see above, p. 90-91), f o r i n s t a n c e , f o l l o w i n g 

Bonhoeffer appears u n a t t r a c t i v e , whatever problems a t t e n d to 

H e l l i w i g ' s t h i n k i n g . At l e a s t she p e r c e i v e s c o n f e s s i o n i n what 

appears to be a more genuinely mutual way. I f both want t o l o c a t e 

r a t i o n a l e s f o r c o n f e s s i o n which a r e detatched from t h e o l o g i e s of 

ordained m i n i s t r y , she a t l e a s t i s not as open to the charge of 

r e i n s t a t i n g a u t h o r i t y with p o t e n t i a l l y damaging consequences. 

C l a i m i n g e f f e c t i v e y t h a t ' i t ' s not me, i t ' s J e s u s ' who c o n f r o n t s 

the p e n i t e n t i n c o n f e s s i o n may be a poisonously arrogant form of 

manipulation, whether i t i n v o l v e s the ordained or not. 

Second, i n the l i o h t of the d i s c u s s i o n i n ch. 3.1 about 'second 

order' r e s o u r c e s f o r c a r e (see above, p. 138), Bonhoeffer 
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commends an approach to the c a r e r ' s use of s c r i p t u r e i n p a s t o r a l 

a c t i o n which cannot but pass without s e r i o u s q u e s t i o n i n g today. 

F o r example, those who f i n d i n s c r i p t u r e the d i v e r s i t y I have 

a f f i r m e d w i t h i n i t ( s e e above, pp. 5-14) w i t h r e g a r d s to 

f o r g i v e n e s s w i l l wish to r e g a r d h i s c o n f i d e n t encouragement of 

t h e use of s c r i p t u r e as misplaced. 

T h i r d , and most importantly, I would q u e s t i o n the a p p r o p r i a t e n e s s 

of h i s p a s t o r a l approach i n the l i g h t of Woodward's comments a t 

the o u t s e t of t h i s chapter which note a supposed ' l i b e r a t i o n ' 

from a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m and textbook answers (see above, p. 133). 

How Bonhoeffer's approach might be squared with t h i s i n s i g h t i s a 

major q u e s t i o n which I doubt can be c o n v i n c i n g l y answered to 

encourage c o n s e r v a t i v e supporters of c o n f r o n t a t i o n a l p a s t o r a l 

p o l i c i e s . S c r i p t u r e i s not a textbook f o r e t h i c s . 

To conclude my r e f l e c t i o n s on S p i r i t u a l Care, I would c a u t i o n 

those who might wish to be u n c r i t i c a l about the r e l e v a n c e of 

Bonhoeffer's thought. While they may agree w i t h one 

contemporary p a s t o r a l t h e o l o g i a n t h a t ' i t does not show much 

r e s p e c t f o r a person i f a p a s t o r r e f u s e s to be honest about 

e t h i c s as w e l l as e m o t i o n s ' , 1 0 6 i f they a r e a b l e to engage t h e i r 

contemporaries a t a l l , they may w e l l l e a d to those persons' 

f e e l i n g themselves to be 'drowning i n g u i l t , ' a s happened i n the 

c a s e of the woman I have a l r e a d y mentioned, s u b j e c t to a r h e t o r i c 

of f o r g i v e n e s s being used to oppress and c o n f i n e her (see above, 

p. 1 5 3 ) . 1 0 7 

165 



3.3 REPLACING POOR PSYCHOLOGICAL RESOURCES -

A PASTORAL COUNSELLING APPROACH TO FORGIVENESS 

A f t e r t h i s i n t e r l u d e c o n c e n t r a t i n g on one c o n t r i b u t i o n to the 

h i s t o r y of l i t e r a t u r e i n the p a s t o r a l a c t i o n t r a d i t i o n , I want 

now to attempt to address a contemporary i s s u e , which seems to me 

to be very important as i t p l a n t s us back w i t h our c e n t r a l 

concern - f o r g i v e n e s s . I hope t h a t I might show one p a r t i c u l a r 

way f o r g i v e n e s s may be approached from a p a s t o r a l c a r e 

p e r s p e c t i v e . 

Most people who attempt to w r i t e about f o r g i v e n e s s note f a i r l y 

e a r l y on how d i f f i c u l t a concept i t i s to grasp (see above, p . 1 ) . 

The purpose of t h i s s e c t i o n i s to explore how f o r g i v e n e s s might 

be approached v i a the p s y c h o a n a l y t i c technique of t r a n s f e r e n c e . 

While I have noted Jacobs' d i s t i n c t i o n between p a s t o r a l 

c o u n s e l l i n g and the work of p s y c h o a n a l y s t s (see above, p. 139), 

the i n s i g h t s of the p s c h o a n a l y t i c a l t r a d i t i o n a r e much to the 

f o r e i n p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g and t r a n s f e r e n c e i s a r e a l i t y of 

p a s t o r a l encounters whether i t i s r e c o g n i s e d or not. A s m a l l 

number of authors, both ps y c h o a n a l y s t s and t h e o l o g i a n s , have made 

a connection between the two concepts, but i t has remained 

l a r g e l y undeveloped. My c e n t r a l q u e s t i o n i s - does t r a n s f e r e n c e 

h e l p f u l l y animate our understanding of f o r g i v e n e s s , or does i t 

emerge as a c o u n t e r f e i t of f o r g i v e n e s s ? And u n d e r l y i n g t h a t 

p a r t i c u l a r q u e s t i o n are o t h e r s , about the r e l a t i o n s h i p between 

t h e o l o g i c a l and t h e r a p e u t i c p e r s p e c t i v e s . 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p between t h e o l o g i c a l and t h e r a p e u t i c p e r s p e c t i v e s 
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i s , f o r many, an uneasy one. Pragmatic and hum a n i s t i c approaches 

to p s y c h o a n a l y s i s have manifest an i n d i f f e r e n c e to r e l i g i o u s 

t r a d i t i o n s - a po i n t made by Robert Hogan. He suggests, 

R e l i g i o n i s the most important s o c i a l f o r c e i n the h i s t o r y 
of man... but i n psychology, anyone who ge t s i n v o l v e d i n or 
t r i e s to t a l k i n an a n a l y t i c , c a r e f u l way about r e l i g i o n i s 
immediately branded a meat-head; a my s t i c ; an i n t u i t i v e , 
t o u c h y - f e e l y s o r t of moron. 1 o a 

I n r e l a t i o n to f o r g i v e n e s s , f o r example, i t has been noted t h a t 

'no formal t h e r a p e u t i c s c h o o l s of thought today provide d i r e c t 

i n s i g h t i n t o the process of f o r g i v e n e s s ' . 1 0 9 P e r s p e c t i v e s on 

f o r g i v e n e s s are absent from v i r t u a l l y a l l p s y c h o a n a l y t i c 

l i t e r a t u r e , probably due to a r e l u c t a n c e on the p a r t of 

ps y c h o a n a l y s t s to employ a word loaded w i t h r e l i g i o u s m e a n i n g . 1 1 0 

However, i t i s becoming i n c r e a s i n g l y r e c o g n i s e d a t l e a s t i n some 

ar e a s of t h e r a p e u t i c s t u d i e s t h a t p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l theory and 

technique a r e v a l u e - l a d e n , 1 1 1 which suggests a t l e a s t some 

openness to dialogue with t h e o l o g i c a l concerns. 

The r e l u c t a n c e of one d i s c i p l i n e to engage w i t h the other i s two 

way, however. Some p a s t o r a l theologians have v i g o r o u s l y r e s i s t e d 

o t h e r s who might a l l o w p s y c h o a n a l y s i s to d e f i n e what p a s t o r a l 

c a r e i s 1 1 2 and have seen i n t e r e s t i n t h e r a p e u t i c concerns as 

e f f o r t s to cover embarrassment about the d i s t i n c t i v e i d e n t i t y 

they want to c l a i m f o r forms of c a r e by church r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s . 

Thomas Oden i s one vehement c r i t i c of those who l o s e t h e i r 

moorings w i t h c l a s s i c a l p a s t o r a l a c t i o n t r a d i t i o n s and f a i l to 

pen e t r a t e the supposed ' i l l u s i o n s ' of modernity to which 

p s y c h o a n a l y s i s might make them b l i n d (see above, p. 1 4 0 ) . 1 1 3 

Others a r e t e n t a t i v e about p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l viewpoints because 
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they s u s p e c t them to be a d i v e r s i o n away from s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l 

i s s u e s w i t h i n p a s t o r a l c a r e , by withdrawal i n t o i n t e r - p e r s o n a l 

and i n t r a - p s y c h i c concerns (see above, pp. 132-133). Hence, 

P a s t o r s become post hoc a l l e v i a t o r s of s m a l l and i n d i v i d u a l 
e v i l s , w h i l e l e g i t i m a t i n g by t h e i r s i l e n c e the g r e a t e r 
s o c i a l and i n s t i t u t i o n a l e v i l s which ensure the long-term 
s u f f e r i n g of oppressed and unwanted m i n o r i t y groups. 1 1'* 

Indeed, sue/) a p e r s p e c t i v e , i t has been claimed, can confirm the 

s u f f e r i n g i n t h e i r d i s t r e s s w h i l e pretending to o f f e r h e a l i n g . 1 1 5 

Of course, some t h e r a p i s t s and some th e o l o g i a n s have l e v e l l e d the 

same charge a g a i n s t attempts to express a d o c t r i n e of 

f o r g i v e n e s s . 1 1 6 

The ways i n which t r a n s f e r e n c e has been understood i s best 

approached i n terms of i t s h i s t o r y , and so I s h a l l o u t l i n e how 

Freud and Jung developed the concept. 

T r a n s f e r e n c e has a c e n t r a l p l a c e i n the p s y c h o a n a l y t i c theory of 

Sigmund Freud. I t i s the t o o l which makes e v i d e n t the p a t i e n t ' s 

neuroses which the t h e r a p i s t can then a n a l y s e . T r a n s f e r e n c e i n 

Freud's system has two d e f i n i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s . The f i r s t i s 

r e p e t i t i o n . I n t r a n s f e r e n c e s i t u a t i o n s e a r l y p a t t e r n s of 

i n t e r a c t i o n are repeated i n the present, and s u b s t i t u t e s are 

sought f o r s i g n i f i c a n t o t h e r s from one's pas t i n persons i n the 

p r e s e n t . Freud e x p l a i n s the concept f o r the f i r s t time i n 1893, 

i n a co-authored work S t u d i e s i n H y s t e r i a . He w r i t e s t h a t the 

p a t i e n t t r a n s f e r s 'onto the f i g u r e of the p h y s i c i a n the 

d i s t r e s s i n g i d e a s which a r i s e from the content of the 

a n a l y s i s ' . 1 1 " 7 His own work An O u t l i n e of P s y c h o a n a l y s i s o f f e r s a 

more s h a r p l y d e f i n e d understanding which was to shape the whole 

168 



t r a d i t i o n : 

The p a t i e n t sees i n h i s a n a l y s t the r e t u r n - the 
r e i n c a r n a t i o n - of some important f i g u r e out of h i s 
childhood or p a s t , and consequently a p p l i e s onto him 
f e e l i n g s and r e a c t i o n s t h a t undoubtedly a p p l i e d to t h i s 
m o d e l . 1 1 s 

T r a n s f e r e n c e i s not r e s t r i c t e d to the a n a l y t i c a l c o n t e x t f o r 

'again and again what [human beings] take to be new r e a l l i f e i s 

a r e f l e c t i o n of the p a s t ' , but i t i s s p e c i a l l y focused i n the 

t h e r a p e u t i c context. 

The second c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of Freud's system i s the primacy of 

i n s t i n c t . Freud understood the b a s i c motivation of a l l human 

behaviour to be b i o l o g i c a l d r i v e . Neurosis, i n h i s view, a r i s e s 

from a person r e p r e s s i n g i n s t i n c t s and r e l e g a t i n g them from 

co n s c i o u s n e s s , which r e s u l t s i n unconscious d e n i a l of f e e l i n g s , 

and p r o j e c t i o n onto o t h e r s , both of which d i s a b l e t h e i r 

r e c o g n i t i o n . Hence, t r a n s f e r e n c e i t s e l f i s regarded as an 

e x p r e s s i o n of n e u r o s i s , and the aim of t r a n s f e r e n c e i n a n a l y t i c 

c o n t e x t s i s to re c o g n i s e and expose these d e f e n s i v e manoeuvres. 

Freud regarded the notion of a God as one e x p r e s s i o n of n e u r o s i s . 

B e l i e f i n a God was i n Freud's view t r e a t i n g the n a t u r a l order as 

i f i t h e l d semblances of childhood e x p e r i e n c e s . 

A l i t t l e boy i s bound to love and admire h i s f a t h e r , who 
seems to him the most powerful, the k i n d e s t and the w i s e s t 
c r e a t u r e i n the world. God hi m s e l f i s a f t e r a l l only an 
e x a l t a t i o n of t h i s p i c t u r e of the f a t h e r as he i s 
rep r e s e n t e d i n the mind of e a r l y c h i l d h o o d . 1 1 9 

I n t h i s r e s p e c t r e l i g i o n h e l p s meet childhood needs t h a t a r e not 

outgrown f o r comfort, p r o t e c t i o n , coping with g u i l t and handling 

problems (a process l a b e l l e d s ublimation) t h a t would otherwise 

l e a d to n e u r o s i s . I n h i s view, i t provides human beings with a 
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f a n t a s y world to i n h a b i t , where the n a t u r a l order i s r e l a t e d to 

the i l l u s i o n of a p e r s o n a l God, so as to calm our f e a r of nature; 

the i l l u s i o n of post-mortem l i f e to calm our f e a r of death; and 

the i l l u s i o n of supposed rewards i n t h i s post-mortem l i f e to make 

us more w i l l i n g to meet the needs of other by s e l f - d e n i a l . 

Echoing Freud's own comments, R. J . Bocock w r i t e s of v a r i o u s 

r e l i g i o u s p r a c t i c e s and e x p e r i e n c e s : 

Communion i s a sublimated form of c a n n i b a l i s m f o r the 
b e l i e v e r i n t r a n s u b s t a n t i a t i o n . Homosexual impulses may be 
s a t i s f i e d f o r some men i n t h e i r b r o t h e r l y love f o r J e s u s and 
other C h r i s t i a n s . Women can enjoy a sublimated form of love 
fo r a young man i n the form of J e s u s , and h i s 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e , the p r i e s t . Oedipal wishes a r e handled not 
j u s t i n terms of a k i l l i n g of a god,a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of the 
f a t h e r , but a l s o i n prayer f o r the p r o t e c t i o n and love from 
God the f a t h e r , and devotions to the B l e s s e d V i r g i n Mary. 
For men, t h i s i s a powerful form of sublimated d e s i r e f o r 
t h e i r mother. Such a r e some of the s o c i a l l y provided 
s u b s t i t u t e g r a t i f i c a t i o n s i n r e l i g i o n . 1 2 0 

According to Freud, a l l t r a n s f e r e n c e needs to be outgrown. 

Exposing t r a n s f e r e n c e i n therapy i s p a r t of h i s t a s k to educate 

persons to r e a l i t y . The a n a l y s t i s seen as a blank s c r e e n onto 

whom the c l i e n t t r a n s f e r s h i s or her childhood d r i v e s , and who 

may consequently make t h e i r unconscious t r a n s f e r e n c e c o n s c i o u s to 

them and a v a i l a b l e f o r an ap p r o p r i a t e , educated i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . 

People a r e a b l e to r e c o g n i s e t h e i r tendency to re p e a t the p a s t to 

t h e i r detriment and break f r e e of misguided commitment to 

r e l i g i o u s t r a d i t i o n s . 

C a r l Jung provides some a l t e r n a t i v e e x p l a n a t i o n s f o r some of the 

phenomena to which Freud p o i n t s us. His views a r e g e n e r a l l y 

regarded as more sympathetic to r e l i g i o u s p o s i t i o n s , and 

t h e r e f o r e , perhaps not s u r p r i s i n g l y , i t i s e a s i e r to connect some 
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of h i s t h i n k i n g to c l a i m s about f o r g i v e n e s s . Neurosis, i n h i s 

view, i s the r e s u l t of s p l i t t i n g the s e l f : p a r t s of the s e l f t h a t 

a r e r e p r e s s e d do not f i t w i t h our own s e l f - i m a g e or the persona 

which our communication-context e n f o r c e s or encourages us to 

uphold. They are then r e l e g a t e d to what he c a l l e d one's shadow. 

He w r i t e s , 

The i n f e r i o r and even the w o r t h l e s s i n me belongs to me as 
my shadow and g i v e s me substance and mass. How can I be 
s u b s t a n t i a l without c a s t i n g a shadow? I must have a dark 
s i d e too i f I am to be whole; and by becoming c o n s c i o u s of 
my shadow I remember once more t h a t I am a human being l i k e 
any o t h e r . 1 2 1 

Jung promotes the i d e a of a need f o r c o n f r o n t a t i o n w i t h the 

shadow, so t h a t i t s contents can be accepted, and a f t e r 

acceptance be changed. D i s o r d e r f o l l o w s when t h i s does not occur. 

Also, c o n t r a r y to Freud, Jung p l a c e s i n t e g r a t i o n as the c e n t r a l 

d r i v e i n human l i f e , so the human goal becomes to be c o n s c i o u s of 

t h a t which has been s p l i t o f f yet continues to e x e r t i n f l u e n c e 

over one. The i n t e g r a t i n g process i s l a b e l l e d as i n d i v i d u a t i o n 

and the r o l e of the a n a l y s t i s to a i d t h i s p r o c e s s of 

i n d i v i d u a t i o n . Reaching the hidden i n the s e l f i s seen by Jung as 

only one element of t h i s i n t e g r a t i n g t a s k - a r e l a t e d but l a r g e r 

element i s a l s o r e l a t i o n to what he c a l l e d a t v a r i o u s times i n 

h i s c a r e e r archetypes, o b j e c t i v e psyche, and c o l l e c t i v e 

unconscious. He w r i t e s , 

I have chosen the term " c o l l e c t i v e " [ f o r t h i s deeper, inborn 
l a y e r ] because t h i s p a r t of the unconscious i s not 
i n d i v i d u a l but u n i v e r s a l ; i n c o n t r a s t to the p e r s o n a l 
psyche, i t has contents and modes of behaviour t h a t a r e more 
or l e s s the same everywhere and i n a l l i n d i v i d u a l s . I t i s i n 
other words, i d e n t i c a l i n a l l men and thus c o n s t i t u t e s a 
common p s y c h i c s u b s t r a t e of a supra-personal nature which i s 
p r e s e n t i n every one of u s . 1 2 2 

171 



Jung i d e n t i f i e d two important con t e x t s where t r a n s f e r e n c e 

o c c u r r e d . The f i r s t i s medical, i n which ' i l l n e s s i s t r a n s f e r r e d 

to the d o c t o r ' 1 2 3 so t h a t the doctor 'quite l i t e r a l l y "takes 

over" the s u f f e r i n g s of h i s p a t i e n t and s h a r e s them wi t h him'. 1 2' 4 

He expands, 

Medical treatment of the t r a n s f e r e n c e g i v e s the p a t i e n t a 
p r i c e l e s s opportunity to withdraw h i s p r o j e c t i o n s , to make 
good h i s l o s s e s , and to i n t e g r a t e h i s p e r s o n a l i t y ' . 1 2 5 

Secondly, Jung re c o g n i s e d c o n f e s s i o n and e s p e c i a l l y the C a t h o l i c 

sacrament of p e n a n c e 1 2 5 as the r i t u a l p r e c u r s o r of t r a n s f e r e n c e 

s i t u a t i o n s . He b e l i e v e d the c o n f e s s i o n a l to be the prototype of 

a l l a n a l y t i c a l treatment and c a s t the a n a l y s t i n the r o l e 

p r e v i o u s l y f u l f i l l e d by the p r i e s t . Confession, he b e l i e v e d , 

a l l o w s f o r the r e l e a s e of s e c r e t s and the wi t h h e l d emotion 

a s s o c i a t e d w i t h them, and encourages i n d i v i d u a t i o n as the shadow 

i s confronted, accepted and opened to the p o s s i b i l i t y of change. 

The r i t u a l of c o n f e s s i o n f o r Jung provides guides to co n c e n t r a t e 

these e x p e r i e n c e s and make the unconscious open to i d e n t i f i c a t i o n 

and t r a n s f o r m a t i o n . 

His view of r e l i g i o n was a p p r e c i a t i v e to the e x t e n t he b e l i e v e d 

t h a t r e l i g i o u s t r a d i t i o n s had s u c c e s s f u l l y f o s t e r e d the pro c e s s 

of i n d i v i d u a t i o n , because a s p e c t s of the r i t u a l and symbolic 

c h a r a c t e r of r e l i g i o n ( l i k e the sacrament of penance) resonate 

w i t h the r e p r e s s e d and the u n i v e r s a l contained w i t h i n the s e l f . 

He regarded h i s work i n p a r t as a response to the d e c l i n e of 

r e l i g i o u s a t t i t u d e s to l i f e , t h i n k i n g h i s own t h e o r i e s might 

provide needed opportunity to r e l a t e to what i n d i v i d u a l s had 
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s p l i t o f f and r e p r e s s e d - and to those common concerns 

(archetypes, e t c ) which aided i n d i v i d u a l i n t e g r a t i o n . He b e l i e v e d 

t h a t ' s i d e by s i d e with the d e c l i n e of r e l i g i o u s l i f e , . . . 

neuroses grew n o t i c e a b l y more f r e q u e n t ' 1 2 - 7 and p r a i s e d the 

p o s i t i v e c o n t r i b u t i o n of r e l i g i o n i n the i n d i v i d u a t i o n p r o c e s s : 

Among a l l my p a t i e n t s i n the second h a l f of l i f e - t h a t i s 
to say, over t h i r t y - f i v e - th e r e has not been one whose 
problem was not t h a t of f i n d i n g a r e l i g i o u s outlook on l i f e . 
I t i s s a f e to say t h a t every one of them f e l l i l l because he 
had l o s t t h a t which the l i v i n g r e l i g i o n s of every age have 
giv e n to t h e i r f o l l o w e r s , and none of them has r e a l l y h e a l ed 
who d i d not r e g a i n h i s r e l i g i o u s o u t l o o k . 1 2 8 

Jung acknowledged the p s y c h o l o g i c a l worth of c o n f e s s i o n i n t h i s 

way: 

The tremendous f e e l i n g of r e l i e f which u s u a l l y f o l l o w s 
c o n f e s s i o n can be a s c r i b e d to the re - a d m i s s i o n of the l o s t 
sheep i n t o the human community. His moral i s o l a t i o n and 
s e c l u s i o n , which were so d i f f i c u l t to bear, c e a s e . 1 2 9 

The c o n f e s s i o n a l provides a p l a c e f o r s p l i t o f f s e c r e t s - which 

i s o l a t e one from o t h e r s - to be h e a l t h i l y d e a l t with. Jung 

i d e n t i f i e s a t r a n s f e r e n c e r e l a t i o n s h i p i n the c o n f e s s o r / p e n i t e n t 

set-up i n the moral bond between the two which enables the 

c a t h a r t i c r e l e a s e i n an a c c e p t i n g environment of a s e c r e t which 

might otherwise depress or even destroy one. The experi e n c e i s 

a b l e to evoke the f e e l i n g t h a t , as he puts i t , 'everything has 

come out, e v e r y t h i n g i s known, the l a s t t e r r o r l i v e d through and 

the l a s t t e a r shed; now e v e r y t h i n g w i l l be a l r i g h t ' . 1 3 0 

C o n f e s s i o n i s a gr e a t s t a b i l i s e r which meets the human need to 

co n f e s s to another: 

There would appear to be a conscience i n mankind which 
s e v e r e l y punishes everyone who does not somehow and a t 
sometime, a t whatever c o s t to h i s v i r t u o u s p r i d e , cease to 
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defend and a s s e r t h i m s e l f , and i n s t e a d c o n f e s s h i m s e l f 
f a l l i b l e and human. U n t i l he can do t h i s , an impenetrable 
w a l l s h u t s him o f f from the v i t a l f e e l i n g t h a t he i s man 
among other men. T h i s e x p l a i n s the e x t r a o r d i n a r y 
s i g n i f i c a n c e of genuine, s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d c o n f e s s i o n . . . 1 3 1 

Confession, then, might provide opportunity f o r i n t e g r a t i n g 

e f f o r t s where one seeks to r e l a t e to what has been r e l e g a t e d to 

the shadow. ( I n t e r e s t i n g l y , Jung h e l d t h a t a l l s e c r e t s have the 

e f f e c t of s i n and g u i l t , whether or not they a r e morally wrongful 

s e c r e t s ) . 1 3 2 

Jung's emphasis f a l l s on the p o t e n t i a l r o l e of the p r i e s t as the 

conveyer of p s y c h o l o g i c a l b e n e f i t s to the p e n i t e n t . He makes no 

attempt to hook up the r i t u a l d i r e c t l y to language of 

f o r g i v e n e s s . Transformation i s p o s s i b l e w i t h p r i e s t or a n a l y s t 

because archetypes come to independent l i f e and 'serve as 

s p i r i t u a l guides f o r the p e r s o n a l i t y ' of the c l i e n t or 

p e n i t e n t . 1 3 3 T h i s f r e e s a person from enslavement to the 

' f u t i l e s t r i v i n g of the ego', and as Jung notes, 'as the 

r e l i g i o u s - m i n d e d person would say: guidance comes from God'. 1 3 4 

Jung's own e x p l a n a t i o n i s somewhat d i f f e r e n t , and he w r i t e s of 

s e e k i n g to a v o i d God-talk with h i s c l i e n t s ('for i t reminds them 

too much of what they have to r e j e c t ' ) . 'The e x i s t e n c e of the 

archetype n e i t h e r p o s t u l a t e s a God, n e i t h e r does i t deny t h a t he 

e x i s t s ' . 1 3 5 The content Jung wishes to g i v e to the word "God" i s 

as f o l l o w s : 'God i s the name f o r a complex of i d e a s grouped 

around a powerful f e e l i n g ' . 1 3 6 

Where Freud l o c a t e d the r e p e t i t i o n of i n s t i n c t u a l urges as the 

concern of t r a n s f e r e n c e , Jung understood the t r a n s f e r r e d r e a l i t y 
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as unconscious and r e p r e s s e d elements of the psyche. These 

d i v e r g e n t views mark the beginning of a t r a d i t i o n . T r a n s f e r e n c e 

i s not a s t a t i c concept; meanings g i v e n to i t have evolved. 

Hence, t r a n s f e r e n c e i s not a concept about which a l l i t s 

p r o f e s s i o n a l p r a c t i t i o n e r s a r e agreed. Although t h e r e i s l i t t l e 

doubt about the p r o c e s s of t r a n s f e r e n c e , the p r e c i s e way i t i s 

understood i s d i v e r s e . 1 3 7 And most p r a c t i t i o n e r s approach the 

t h e o r i e s e c l e c t i c a l l y . 

F i v e major s h i f t s a r e e s p e c i a l l y important. F i r s t , i t i s now 

w idely r e c o g n i s e d t h a t the t r a n s f e r r e d r e a l i t y i s i n t e r n a l i s e d 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s . The S c o t t i s h a n a l y s t W. R. D. F a i r b u r n p l a c e d 

weight on t h i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of t r a n s f e r e n c e phenomena, and h i s 

views have been g e n e r a l l y accepted. C o n t r a d i c t i n g e a r l i e r 

u nderstandings of persons as a t o m i s t i c and s e l f - e n c l o s e d systems, 

the i n t e r - p e r s o n a l nature of human l i f e i s now acknowledged, w i t h 

the r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t i t i s i n t e r n a l i s e d p a t t e r n s of i n t e r a c t i o n 

which a r e t r a n s f e r r e d i n o r d i n a r y behaviour and a n a l y s i s . T h i s 

c o r r e c t i o n a p p l i e s e q u a l l y to Jung as to Freud, f o r although Jung 

r e c o g n i s e d a r c h e t y p e s as f a c i l i t a t i n g i n t e g r a t i o n , h i s system 

remained d i s t u r b i n g l y i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c , i n so f a r as each remains, 

i n h i s view, a b l e to c o n t a i n the gathered wisdom of the whole of 

humankind. 

Second, the r e c o g n i t i o n of human beings' r e l a t i o n a l o r i e n t a t i o n 

from the s t a r t of l i f e makes f o r an enormously c o m p l i c a t e d 

r e a l i t y where bad-object r e l a t i o n s h i p s might be perpetuated 

a c r o s s s e v e r a l g e n e r a t i o n s i f l e f t unchecked, as S t u a r t 

Liebermann's t r a n s g e n e r a t i o n a l f a m i l y therapy i n t e n d s to 
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i l l u s t r a t e and a d d r e s s . 1 3 8 

T h i r d , Heinz Kohut's c o n t r i b u t i o n to the d i s c i p l i n e can b a r e l y 

be underestimated. He e s t a b l i s h e d the theory t h a t t r a n s f e r e n c e i s 

not e l i m i n a t e d i n p s y c h o a n a l y s i s ( c o n t r a . Freud) but t h a t r a t h e r 

the aim of the a n a l y s t ought to be to h e l p the c l i e n t move from 

c h i l d i s h to mature forms of a phenomenon t h a t undergirds a l l 

human r e l a t i o n s h i p s . He w r i t e s t h a t 'the developments t h a t 

c h a r a c t e r i z e normal p s y c h o l o g i c a l l i f e must... be seen i n the 

changing nature of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the s e l f and i t s 

s e l f - o b j e c t s , but not i n the s e l f ' s r e l i n q u i s h m e n t of s e l f -

o b j e c t s ' . 1 3 9 

Fourth, Kohut i s a l s o l a r g e l y r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the emphasis now 

p l a c e d upon empathy as a major r e s o u r c e f o r the a n a l y s t . I n 

empathising w i t h the c l i e n t the a n a l y s t may enable a bad-object 

r e l a t i o n s h i p to be i d e n t i f i e d as w e l l as p r o v i d i n g encouragement 

to confront and withdraw from the bad-object r e l a t i o n . Hence, the 

a n a l y s t ' s concern i s with the 'empathetic decoding 1 of the 

c l i e n t ' s t r a n s f e r e n c e . 

F i f t h , the Freudian notion of the a n a l y s t as a blank s c r e e n has 

a l s o been d i t c h e d to g i v e way to a r e c o g n i t i o n of the r e a l 

p o s s i b i l i t y of c o u n t e r - t r a n s f e r e n c e , i n which p a t t e r n s may be 

r e c i p r o c a l l y t r a n s f e r r e d . 

Taking i n t o account these s i g n i f i c a n t s h i f t s i n the t r a d i t i o n , a 

simple d e f i n i t i o n of t r a n s f e r e n c e l i k e l y to be accepted by 

contemporary p s y c h o a n a l y s t s might be: t h a t p r o c e s s i n which the 
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p a t i e n t t r a n s f e r s onto the f i g u r e of the a n a l y s t a r e p e t i t i o n of 

a r e l a t i o n s h i p with an important f i g u r e from h i s or her p a s t . The 

t a s k of t r a n s f e r e n c e i n p s y c h o a n a l y s i s i s now seen to be to 

d i s s o l v e attachment to bad-objects by i d e n t i f y i n g where 

t r a n s f e r e n c e happens i n the c l i e n t / a n a l y s t r e l a t i o n s h i p and to 

make the t r a n s f e r e n c e conscious to the c l i e n t i n order to allow 

f o r a f r e s h i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . The t r a n s f e r e n c e s i t u a t i o n then 

attempts to r e c r e a t e c o n d i t i o n s which might have been absent or 

l a c k i n g i n the c l i e n t ' s p a s t experience. I want to say t h a t p a r t 

of t h i s might be an 'environment' of f o r g i v e n e s s . 

To summarise, ' t r a n s f e r e n c e ' l a b e l s the human tendency to seek 

out o b j e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p s which repeat or r e f l e c t e a r l y s e l f -

o b j e c t r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n or d i n a r y c o n t e x t s . I t a l s o has a more 

t e c h n i c a l second meaning, with which I am l a r g e l y concerned i n 

t h i s e ssay. I t l a b e l s a p a r t i c u l a r p s y c h o a n a l y t i c technique 

c h a r a c t e r i s e d : f i r s t , by the c l i e n t t r a n s f e r r i n g other o b j e c t -

r e l a t i o n s h i p s onto h i s or her a n a l y s t ; second, by the a n a l y s t ' s 

i d e n t i f y i n g and making conscious t h i s t r a n s f e r e n c e to the c l i e n t ; 

and t h i r d , by the a n a l y s t a c c e p t i n g the t r a n s f e r e n c e without 

d i r e c t i n g to the c l i e n t the damaging c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h the t r a n s f e r e n c e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , except i n order to i d e n t i f y 

and open t h i s to change. 

What a r e the connections between t h i s and f o r g i v e n e s s ? C l a r i t y 

about some d i f f e r e n c e s w i l l help d e f i n e the connections. F i r s t , 

t r a n s f e r e n c e may be i n v o l u n t a r y or unconscious. F o r g i v e n e s s , i t 

i s u s u a l l y argued, i s both v o l u n t a r y and c o n s c i o u s . Second, 

t r a n s f e r e n c e i n t h e r a p e u t i c c o n t e x t s concerns r e h a b i l i t a t i n g 
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'disordered' persons. T h i s i s an image which might r e s o n a t e w i t h 

C h r i s t i a n understandings of f o r g i v e n e s s , but e q u a l l y i t might not 

be h e l p f u l i n some ci r c u m s t a n c e s . With these d i s j u n c t i o n s i n view 

I want to pursue some i s s u e s which deserve f u r t h e r e x p l o r a t i o n . 

I t seems to me t h a t Jung a t l e a s t g i v e s content to the i d e a t h a t 

human beings e x p e r i e n c e a f e l t - n e e d which t h e o l o g i a n s might 

suggest i s addressed by f o r g i v e n e s s . Jung can g i v e some t e c h n i c a l 

weight to the t e s t i m o n i e s of v a r i o u s C h r i s t i a n s to the experi e n c e 

of c a t h a r s i s and freedom which they f e e l , b e l i e v i n g themselves to 

have been f o r g i v e n . D i s c h a r g i n g p s y c h i c weight i n t r a n s f e r e n c e 

e x p l a i n s something of t h e i r experience, although Jung's view i s 

l i m i t e d to the a f f e c t i v e s i d e of the experience. I t f a i l s to 

r e l a t e to any notion of e f f e c t i v e changes being r e g i s t e r e d e i t h e r 

f o r the other or i n t e r - p e r s o n a l l y . He addresses some q u e s t i o n s 

about f o r g i v e n e s s as a t t i t u d e , but has l i t t l e d i r e c t l y to 

c o n t r i b u t e to understanding f o r g i v e n e s s as t r a n s a c t i o n , mending 

d i s i n t e g r a t i o n between people. 

Jung's i d e a s do e x p l a i n how one might experience i n t e g r a t i o n with 

God, a t l e a s t i f one i s prepared to understand the meaning of God 

i n what we would c a l l n o n - r e a l i s t c a t e g o r i e s . And i f we want to 

hold to a r e a l i s t view we might begin by a s k i n g a q u e s t i o n based 

on a comment made by James Jones: 

I f s e l v e s n e c e s s a r i l y stand i n r e l a t i o n , i t i s not 
n e c e s s a r i l y i r r a t i o n a l to ask i f t h i s complex of s e l v e s i n 
r e l a t i o n does not i t s e l f stand i n r e l a t i o n . 1 4 0 

Next, we see a way of a f f i r m i n g a f f e c t i v e f o r g i v e n e s s by 

c o n c e n t r a t i n g on the q u a l i t y of the a n a l y s t as emphasised by 
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Kohut: he or she needs empathy (see above, p. 176) of the k i n d 

we found i n B u t l e r (see above, p. 31). Jones t a k e s one c a s e of a 

woman f o r whom t a l k i n g about love and acceptance a l l e g e d l y meant 

nothing, w h i l s t only the experience of another ' s t r u g g l i n g to see 

t h i n g s through her eyes' opened up f o r her the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t 

her i s o l a t i o n could be penetrated and she could be seen and not 

judged. I n c a s e s l i k e t h i s , more g r a c i o u s i n t e r p e r s o n a l 

e x p e r i e n c e i s i n t e r n a l i s e d through c o n t a c t with the a n a l y s t and 

p r o v i d e s a new p s y c h o l o g i c a l s t r u c t u r e f o r him or h e r . 1 4 1 The 

t h e r a p i s t r e p e a t s p a r e n t a l f a i l u r e s and shortcomings f o r the 

c l i e n t , so t h a t although she or he cannot make up to the c l i e n t 

f o r what they have s u f f e r e d , she or 'he can... r e p e a t the f a i l u r e 

to l o v e them enough... and then share w i t h them and h e l p them 

work through t h e i r f e e l i n g s about t h i s f a i l u r e ' . 1 4 2 T h i s 

t r a n s f e r e n c e s i t u a t i o n may w e l l i n i t i a t e a s h i f t i n the c l i e n t ' s 

image of God from judgmental to f o r g i v i n g . 1 4 3 Although t h i s p o i n t 

of the t r a n s f e r e n c e encounter i s undeveloped i n the 

p s y c h o a n a l y t i c l i t e r a t u r e , we may suggest t h a t i f the t h e r a p i s t 

models a f o r g i v i n g a t t i t u d e , when the c l i e n t e x p e r i e n c e s the 

t h e r a p i s t ' s empathy and the decoding stage of therapy begins; as 

J a r e d P r i n g l e t o n suggests, 'the experience of being f o r g i v e n 

i m p l i c i t l y by the t h e r a p i s t and s e t f r e e from... bondage or 

entrapment of indebtedness empowers c l i e n t s to begin to f o r g i v e 

themselves and o t h e r s ' , 1 4 , 4 or a s c r i b e t h i s power to God. I n 

essence, the t h e r a p i s t i s a b l e to t e a c h the c l i e n t a way towards 

f o r g i v e n e s s , 1 4 3 by p r o v i d i n g new s e l f - o b j e c t r e s o u r c e s f o r him or 

her. To make the p r o c e s s more p l a i n we could make use of Jones' 
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c a s e study, ' S y l v i a 1 . He observes, 

An a l o o f and angry God made i t p o s s i b l e f o r S y l v i a to keep 
her needs f o r m i r r o r i n g and empathy s p l i t o f f , and w i t h ... 
the p a i n and anger a s s o c i a t e d with t h e i r b e t r a y a l . And 
keeping those needs and f e e l i n g s r e p r e s s e d enabled her to 
remain the d u t i f u l s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g c h i l d her f a m i l y and 
f a i t h demanded. Her unmerciful demanding God continued to 
r e p r e s e n t the l a c k of those s e l f - o b j e c t r e s o u r c e s n e c e s s a r y 
to develop a s t r o n g and i n t e g r a t e d s e l f and grow beyond her 
a r c h a i c n e e d s . 1 4 6 

T r a n s f e r e n c e , i n her case, i n v o l v e d k i n d l i n g her a b i l i t y to 

i n t e r n a l i s e the a n a l y s t ' s concerns so t h a t 'a more g r a c i o u s 

r e l a t i o n s h i p to h e r s e l f became p o s s i b l e , so t h a t she was a b l e to 

f e e l f o r g i v e n , a l o n g s i d e g a i n i n g the a b i l i t y to j e t t i s o n her t i e s 

t o p u n i s h i n g s e l f - o b j e c t s . S y l v i a ' s c a s e study provides a 

powerful w i t n e s s to how s u c c e s s f u l t r a n s f e r e n c e might work, and 

she h e r s e l f connects her experience to d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s : 

I see God as more f o r g i v i n g . I see p a r t s of s c r i p t u r e about 
God's love t h a t I never saw before. One of my f a v o u r i t e 
B i b l e s t o r i e s used to be God's punishment of Sodom and 
Gomorrah. I remember having t h a t read to me over and over 
again as a c h i l d . But the other day I n o t i c e d t h a t God 
repented of d e s t r o y i n g the world and t h a t he s a y s i n I s a i a h 
t h a t he has w r i t t e n my name on the palm of h i s hand. I c r i e d 
when I read those words. I f God can f a c e and repent of h i s 
d e s t r u c t i v e n e s s , why can't my p a s t o r and my f a m i l y ? Why 
d i d n ' t anyone ever t e l l me t h a t God has engraved my name on 
h i s hands where h e ' l l never f o r g e t m e ? 1 4 7 

I t i s worth underscoring a t t h i s p o i n t the importance of t r y i n g 

to ensure t h a t such measures are not needed i n the m a j o r i t y of 

c a s e s . We might connect the p s y c h o l o g i c a l i n s i g h t t h a t our e a r l y 

l e a r n i n g experience e s t a b l i s h e s p a t t e r n s of r e l a t i o n s h i p which 

have an enduring impression on a l l subsequent r e l a t i o n s h i p s , 

i n c l u d i n g those between a human being and God, to some comments 

K a r l Rahner makes i n r e l a t i o n to the concept of t r a n s f e r e n c e ; not 

l e a s t t h a t 'the human circums t a n c e s and the human concept of 
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c h i l d and childhood, i s of the utmost importance f o r the way i n 

which we understand and apply i n r e l i g i o u s terms those r e a l i t i e s 

which a r e expressed by the t r a n s f e r r e d concepts of c h i l d of God, 

God the F a t h e r , e t c ' . 1 4 8 K l e i n ' s work, as o u t l i n e d i n ch. 1 (see 

above, pp. 15-22), h e l p s l o c a t e where f o r g i v e n e s s may f i t i n t o 

t h i s k i n d of t h i n k i n g , e s p e c i a l l y seen i n the l i g h t of Atkinson's 

comments on i t : ' i f the c h i l d ' s urge to make r e p a r a t i o n ( f o r h i s 

p e r c e i v e d wrong towards the loved person) i s to become c r e a t i v e 

f o r him and f o r the r e l a t i o n s h i p , i t must be met by a r e s p o n s i v e 

g i f t from the mother (the wronged), i . e . , by f o r g i v e n e s s ' (see 

above, p. 2 2 ) . 

As one c o r o l l a r y of t h i s i n s i g h t we might agree w i t h Ann Loades 

and Helen Oppenheimer about the importance of honouring 

parenthood and c a r e given to c h i l d r e n . Both provide two ways 

forward f o r doing j u s t t h i s : The former suggests t h a t 'for 

C h r i s t i a n s a t any r a t e , having c h i l d r e n i s now a v o c a t i o n , a 

w i t n e s s to our f a i t h i n God as w e l l as a k i n d of l i v i n g p r a y e r 

f o r the f u t u r e of the world i n which they l i v e . Having c h i l d r e n 

can be seen as a k i n d of m i n i s t r y . . . ' 1 4 9 The l a t t e r wonders 

whether we might s h i f t the concept of ' b l e s s i n g ' i n t o our t a l k 

about pa r e n t i n g , i n order to t r e a t i t i n a manner a p p r o p r i a t e to 

i t s importance: 'parenthood i s one of the c l e a r e s t i l l u s t r a t i o n s 

of what i t means f o r one human being to b l e s s another: i t i s not 

j u s t an analogy but an example. Not a l l b l e s s i n g i s a matter of 

words. To c a r r y , p r o t e c t , n o u r i s h and c h e r i s h i s to b l e s s . . . the 

r o l e of a spouse or parent i s to b l e s s . . . i d e a l l y the conception 

of a c h i l d i s a m i n i - a n n u n c i a t i o n . . . ' 1 s o I n our p r e s e n t context 
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i t seems to me t h a t the s i g n i f i c a n c e of both of t h e s e i n s i g h t s 

can b a r e l y be underestimated. 

When our i d e a l i s not reached, do we need an a n a l y s t to enable 

the k i n d of t r a n s f o r m a t i o n to which S y l v i a stands as testimony? 

S y l v i a ' s p s y c h o l o g i c a l experience a t l e a s t r e s o n a t e s w i t h 

comments l i k e Moltmann's, t h a t 

The godforsaken and r e j e c t e d man can accept h i m s e l f where he 
comes to know the c r u c i f i e d God who i s w i t h him and has 
a l r e a d y accepted him... There i s nothing t h a t can exclude 
him from the s i t u a t i o n of God. 1 3 1 

T h i s k i n d of r h e t o r i c i s well-known, and R i c h a r d Bauckham f a c e s 

one important q u e s t i o n about i t i n these terms: ' S o l i d a r i t y i n 

s u f f e r i n g ... does not a b o l i s h s u f f e r i n g , but i t does overcome 

what Moltmann c a l l s 'the s u f f e r i n g i n s u f f e r i n g ' : the l a c k of 

love, the abandonment i n s u f f e r i n g ' , 1 5 2 and I want to say of 

t h i s t h a t a t the l e a s t we should not underestimate the p o t e n t i a l 

of such t h i n k i n g to c r e a t e and s u s t a i n the hope t h a t i t may do 

f o r some people. 

Wesley C a r r has attempted to address t h i s p o s s i b i l i t y of r e l a t i n g 

f o r g i v e n e s s and t r a n s f e r e n c e i n a more adventurous way by 

developing a s u b s t i t u t i o n a r y theory of a t o n e m e n t . 1 3 3 The path 

C a r r t a k e s i s i n t e r e s t i n g i n t h a t i f we choose to f o l l o w Freud a t 

a l l we a r e bound to a n o t i o n of the a n a l y s t as s u b s t i t u t e , and 

other words used by other authors suggest the same c o n c e p t . 1 3 4 We 

might w e l l have some r e s e r v a t i o n s about f o l l o w i n g C a r r i n t h a t 

the s c r i p t u r a l backing f o r a theory of penal s u b s t i t u t i o n i s 

a p p a r e n t l y s c a n t : i n r e s p e c t to the New Testament hyper ('on 

b e h a l f o f ) i s used a good d e a l , but few uses of a n t i ( ' i n s t e a d 
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o f 1 ) 1 3 3 w h i l e John Macciuarrie's o b j e c t i o n s to the theory as an 

a f f r o n t to reason and c o n s c i e n c e a r e w e l l r e h e a r s e d . 1 3 6 I t i s 

worth, though, working through C a r r ' s argument to i t s a p p l i c a t i o n 

to t h e r a p e u t i c p r o c e s s e s . C a r r understands s u b s t i t u t i o n as a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e f u n c t i o n w i t h i n r e l a t i o n s h i p s , and not i n terms of 

replacement. He argues t h a t human beings do a c t on b e h a l f of, and 

so r e p r e s e n t , or a p p r o p r i a t e l y s u b s t i t u t e f o r , one another; and 

when we do t h a t we g i v e s i g n a l s t h a t we a r e s u f f i c i e n t l y 

c o n f i d e n t to be a b l e to t r u s t a s p e c t s of o u r s e l v e s to t h e m . 1 3 7 

T r a n s f e r r e d to God, the id e a makes sense f o r C a r r i n terms of 

God doing t h i s i n the second person of the T r i n i t y . As human 

beings may a l l o w o t h e r s to take a s p e c t s of themselves without 

p e r m i s s i o n , so God, a c t i n g i n the event of J e s u s ' death, i s 

content w i t h being so used. The c r o s s , f o r C a r r , i s about God 

a c c e p t i n g the c o s t of being used. I t 'stands c o n s i s t e n t l y f o r 

d i v i n e w i l l i n g n e s s to be used and to accept c o r o l l a r i e s of misuse 

and a b u s e ' . 1 5 0 God ac c e p t s a r o l e generated by the p r o j e c t i o n s 

of human beings and the c r o s s a l l o w s opportunity f o r those 

p r o j e c t i o n s to be i d e n t i f i e d , responded to and so i n t e r p r e t e d . I f 

we want to take on C a r r ' s theory we might say t h a t the c r o s s i s a 

s i g n of God's w i l l i n g n e s s to l e t human beings come to God a t 

l e a s t a t f i r s t through the way they need God to be. L a t e r , they 

may r e c o g n i s e t h e i r p r o j e c t i o n s and t r a n s f e r e n c e i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s 

f o r what they a r e and ' r e a l l y hear another v o i c e than [ t h e i r ] 

o w n ' 1 3 9 or of one f o r whom they a r e s e e k i n g a s u b s t i t u t e . 

I am not convinced t h a t we ought to push t h i s k i n d of thought too 

f a r . I want to say t h a t the connection i s somewhat s u s p e c t i n so 
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f a r as a penal theory p l a c e s J e s u s i n the s t e a d of the o f f e n d i n g 

b e l i e v e r , w h i l e the a n a l y s t s u b s t i t u t e s the offender, who i n most 

c a s e s r e f e r r e d to therapy i s not the c l i e n t . Most c a s e s of 

therapy approach the c l i e n t as v i c t i m , though i t remains an 

i n t e r e s t i n g question, I think, to i n q u i r e as to the extent to 

which r i t e s of c o n f e s s i o n might encourage people to conceive of 

themselves a p p r o p r i a t e l y as oppressors as w e l l as v i c t i m s and 

v i o l a t e d . 

My t h i r d main point i s more broad and r e l a t e s to p s y c h o a n a l y t i c 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s to the understanding of f o r g i v e n e s s being 

r e s t r i c t e d to a f f e c t i v e s e n s e s . Can genuine f o r g i v e n e s s i n v o l v e 

t h i r d p a r t i e s ? I van Karamazov's q u e s t i o n s about t h i r d p a r t y 

f o r g i v e n e s s remain c o n t r o v e r s i a l . Ivan, one of the key c h a r a c t e r s 

i n Fyodor Dostoyevsky's novel The B r o t h e r s Karamazov, on t e l l i n g 

the s t o r y of a boy h o r r i f i c a l l y k i l l e d by a s o l d i e r , argues w i t h 

h i s C h r i s t i a n brother as f o l l o w s : 

I do not want a mother to embrace the t o r t u r e r who had her 
c h i l d t o r n to p i e c e s by h i s dogs! She has no r i g h t to 
f o r g i v e him! I f she l i k e s , she can f o r g i v e him f o r h e r s e l f , 
she can f o r g i v e the t o r t u r e r the immeasurable s u f f e r i n g he 
has i n f l i c t e d upon her as a mother; but she has no r i g h t to 
f o r g i v e him f o r the s u f f e r i n g s of her t o r t u r e d c h i l d . She 
has no r i g h t to f o r g i v e him t h a t . 1 6 0 

The argument i s a commonplace, and was employed a few y e a r s ago 

by Michael Saward, the f a t h e r of a young woman raped i n h i s 

home. 1 6 1 Can we say t h a t an a n a l y s t or God i s i n any sense a b l e 

to f o r g i v e when i t i s another I have harmed? Paton suggests 

d i v i n e omniscience as a ground f o r God's being cognizant of a l l 

w r o n g d o i n g , 1 6 2 so t h a t i t i s always p o s s i b l e to c l a i m t h a t my 

wrongdoing a l s o offends a g a i n s t God. Vincent Brummer argues i n a 
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s i m i l a r way, t h a t a s i d e from the need f o r f o r g i v e n e s s from other 

humans, a s k i n g f o r d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s i s a p p r o p r i a t e i n so f a r as 

only God, being omniscient, i s capable of f o r g i v i n g an outrage 

a g a i n s t goodness as s u c h . 1 6 3 These i d e a s might h e l p us, but a t 

l e a s t i n terms of c o n f e s s i o n a l or t h e r a p e u t i c experience, a 

q u e s t i o n more l i k e l y to a r i s e i s whether a/Another's f o r g i v e n e s s 

i s capable of speaking f o r the a c t u a l human being my offe n c e has 

harmed. I f i t i s not, then we might ask, what i s the meaning of 

the p r i e s t l y ego t e absolvo and wonder whether even C h r i s t i a n s 

can r e s t content with d i v i n e f o r g i v e n e s s alone? 

Paton argues t h a t d i v i n e involvement i n t h i r d person f o r g i v e n e s s 

can be e x p l a i n e d as pardon, which i s a l e g a l and i n s t i t u t i o n a l 

term, as opposed to the i n t e r p e r s o n a l focus of f o r g i v e n e s s . 1 6 4 

T h i s p e r s p e c t i v e , however, has been c h a l l e n g e d by those s e e k i n g a 

s o - c a l l e d 'hopeful theology' to a i d r e v a l u a t i o n of penal p o l i c y 

and p r a c t i c e e s p e c i a l l y , 1 s s and whatever w i l l come of t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r debate, the ques t i o n remains of whether d i v i n e 

f o r g i v e n e s s or pardon 'swamps' the response of the other to my 

offence, so t h a t I no longer need to expect f o r g i v e n e s s from the 

a c t u a l one I have harmed? How we l e v e l these q u e s t i o n s a t the 

a n a l y s t I'm l e s s s u r e . 

At the very l e a s t , we need to a f f i r m t h a t persons need to l e a r n 

f o r g i v e n e s s , so t h a t i f they a re e i t h e r to f o r g i v e or know how to 

repent a p p r o p r i a t e l y , they need f i r s t to have experienced 

f o r g i v e n e s s ( see above, p. 21). To some ext e n t , i t might then be 

p o s s i b l e to ho l d t h a t c o n f e s s i o n , penance and so on, or therapy, 
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provide the s c h o o l i n g i n f o r g i v e n e s s r e q u i r e d to e x e r c i s e 

f o r g i v e n e s s i n i n t e r p e r s o n a l c o n t e x t s : an argument which r e l a t e s 

to what I s a i d about f o r g i v e n e s s as a t t i t u d e and t r a n s a c t i o n i n 

chapter 1 (see above, p. 4 ) . W h i l s t understanding o n e s e l f to have 

f o r g i v e n or to have been f o r g i v e n cannot change the p a s t of two 

p a r t i e s whose r e l a t i o n s h i p i s broken and r e q u i r e s r e p a i r , i t can 

f a c i l i t a t e change i n a present on t h i s b a s i s open up a d i f f e r e n t 

f u t u r e f o r the r e l a t i o n s h i p . 

I t seems to me t h a t t h e r e i s a good d e a l of common ground between 

the C h r i s t i a n theme of f o r g i v e n e s s and the p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l 

r e s o u r c e of t r a n s f e r e n c e . I f we want to c l a r i f y the connection 

between the two I t h i n k we might employ the image of a b s o r p t i o n . 

Notwithstanding the d i s t i n c t i v e n e s s of each concept, i t can be 

argued t h a t t h e r e i s a sense i n which t h i s image of a b s o r p t i o n 

could be used to e x p l a i n a s i n g l e p r o c e s s a t work, now d e s c r i b e d 

i n p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l terms as t r a n s f e r e n c e , and now i n t h e o l o g i c a l 

terms as f o r g i v e n e s s . I n t r a n s f e r e n c e , the a n a l y s t absorbs the 

bad-object i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , u n t i l i t i s a p p r o p r i a t e to r e d i r e c t 

the damaging c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h t h a t o b j e c t to the 

c l i e n t to f a c i l i a t a t e change. She or he i d e n t i f i e s f o r the c l i e n t 

where t r a n s f e r e n c e i s t a k i n g p l a c e , and as a consequence of t h a t 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n i s a b l e to open the s i t u a t i o n to the p o s s i b i l i t y 

of a f r e s h i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . I n f o r g i v e n e s s , God or an offended 

one s i m i l a r l y absorbs hurt, without r e d i r e c t i n g i t to the other. 

T h i s c r e a t e s the p o s s i b i l i t y of f r e s h r e l a t i o n s h i p and new 

i d e n t i t y f o r those i n v o l v e d . 

An understanding of t r a n s f e r e n c e or f o r g i v e n e s s may do much to 
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animate an understanding of the other. Many q u e s t i o n s remain, 

however, perhaps most p r e s s i n g l y , i f we s h i f t f o r g i v e n e s s i n t o a 

p s y c h o a n a l y t i c understanding, what other a s p e c t s of 

p s y c h o a n a l y t i c theory w i l l a l s o need reworking i n order to cope 

with t h a t s h i f t ? While I would u n d e r l i n e the e x p l o r a t o r y and 

s p e c u l a t i v e nature of t h i s whole s e c t i o n , I would s t r e s s one 

p o i n t ; t h a t i t i s mistaken to c o r r e l a t e t r a n s f e r e n c e with 

f o r g i v e n e s s as t r a n s a c t i o n (see above, p. 4 ) , though t r a n s f e r e n c e 

may l e a d to f o r g i v e n e s s i n t h a t sense. 

* * * * 

To conclude t h i s chapter I s h a l l summarise some of my main 

cont e n t i o n s -

The f i r s t concerns the nature of p a s t o r a l theology, which i s 

'present-centred'. Though concerned to draw on the r e s o u r c e s of 

the t r a d i t i o n , i t i s e s p e c i a l l y concerned to h i g h l i g h t the 

p a r t i c u l a r i t y of persons and t h e i r c i r c u m s t a n c e s . 

A second concerns p a s t o r a l a c t i o n . I have i d e n t i f i e d d i f f e r e n t 

degrees to which c a r e r s wish to ' d i r e c t ' o t h e r s i n t o C h r i s t i a n 

commitment or e t h i c a l s t a n c e s . Bonhoeffer i s one 'pole' of t h i s 

spectrum; the ' n o n - d i r e c t i v e ' c o u n s e l l i n g of C a r l Rogers would be 

the other. Though I have only noted my doubts about the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of n o n - d i r e c t i o n , t h e r e a r e a l s o c o n s i d e r a b l e 

d i f f i c u l t i e s with Bonhoeffer's p o s i t i o n . I f i n d myself unable to 

d e f i n e an i d e a l l e v e l of d i r e c t i o n , as I wish to emphasise a need 

f o r p a r t i c u l a r i t y i n the p a s t o r a l sphere. Perhaps i t i s enough to 

be aware of the weaknesses of each model and employ the 
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o s c i l l a t i o n between models commended e a r l i e r i n another c o n t e x t 

(see above, p. 148). 

A t h i r d a r e a of a t t e n t i o n concerns the r a t i o n a l e p a s t o r a l c a r e r s 

may f i n d h e l p f u l f o r t h e i r work. I have c o n c e n t r a t e d on 

a l t e r n a t i v e r e s o u r c e s to those provided i n the c o n f e s s i o n a l and 

l i t u r g i c a l documents of the A n g l i c a n t r a d i t i o n . 

A s e r i e s of f i n d i n g s were concerned w i t h the r e l a t i o n of the 

sacrament of penance and p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g . Of t h e s e I would 

u n d e r l i n e my a s s e r t i o n i n t h i s chapter t h a t p a s t o r a l c o u n s e l l i n g 

i s more 'broad' than the sacrament, which confirms arguments i n 

my second c h a p t e r about a l t e r n a t i v e forms of c o n f e s s i o n being 

sought and c e l e b r a t e d by good numbers of C h r i s t i a n s i n p l a c e of 

o f f i c i a l r i t e s . 

I have a l s o examined some a s p e c t s of 'formal' c o u n s e l l i n g and 

i n s i g h t s from p s y c h o a n a l y s i s . Although I would r e i t e r a t e the 

t e n t a t i v e and fragmentary c h a r a c t e r of my i n v e s t i g a t i o n i n t h i s 

a r e a , I b e l i e v e I have shown how f o r g i v e n e s s may be approached 

v i a the formal technique of t r a n s f e r e n c e . I n t h a t s e c t i o n 

e s p e c i a l l y , I hope I may have provided an approach to 

f o r g i v e n e s s , which i s , a t l e a s t a t p r e s e n t , much n e g l e c t e d i n 

p a s t o r a l a c t i o n l i t e r a t u r e . 
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Conclusion 

I e n t i t l e d t h i s t h e s i s 'some sacramental and p a s t o r a l approaches 

to f o r g i v e n e s s ' and I would u n d e r l i n e a t t h i s p o i n t the 

s i g n i f i c a n c e of 'some' i n t h a t t i t l e . I have attempted to 

assemble p e r s o n a l and p a s t o r a l r e s o u r c e s f o r engagement i n 

f o r g i v e n e s s , r a t h e r than to provide f i n a l answers or 'the l a s t 

word'. T h i s has meant t h a t I have been h e s i t a n t about c l a i m i n g 

t h a t the work can be e s p e c i a l l y ' s y s t e m a t i c ' . Indeed, i t has been 

a d e f i n i t e concern of mine to r e s i s t the o v e r - s y s t e m a t i s a t i o n of 

approaches to f o r g i v e n e s s which I wish to a s s e r t a r e d i v e r s e . I n 

t h i s r e s p e c t , I am w e l l aware t h a t even a t t h i s f i n a l stage the 

work remains somewhat i n c o n c l u s i v e and fragmentary. 

I want to argue t h a t t h i s i s not only to be expected given the 

s u b j e c t matter but a l s o a p p r o p r i a t e . I have s e v e r a l reasons f o r 

doing so. F i r s t , because f o r g i v e n e s s i s i n any c a s e ' i n c l u s i v e ' 

and may take d i f f e r e n t 'shapes'. Second, p a r t of my argument i n 

t h i s t h e s i s has been to emphasise the genuineness and r e l e v a n c e 

of c e r t a i n approaches to f o r g i v e n e s s i n terms of t h e i r c a p a c i t y 

to l e a d people towards renewed r e l a t i o n s h i p , r a t h e r than 

understanding f o r g i v e n e s s i n terms of adherence to s p e c i f i c 

c r i t e r i a . Indeed, I want to c l a i m t h a t t h e r e are no s e t answers 

or sure methods to guarantee the 'success' of attempts to engage 

i n f o r g i v e n e s s . I b e l i e v e t h a t they may be not only t h e o l o g i c a l l y 

'narrow' (ignorant of the ' i n c l u s i v e ' c h a r a c t e r of f o r g i v e n e s s ) 

but a l s o p a s t o r a l l y d i s a s t r o u s . 

I have i d e n t i f i e d two sub-themes as v i t a l to t h e o l o g i c a l 

d i s c u s s i o n a t the p r e s e n t time. The f i r s t has been e v i d e n t i n my 
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concern to s t e p o u t s i d e the obvious boundaries of C h r i s t i a n 

t r a d i t i o n to seek the c o n t r i b u t i o n of s o c i a l s c i e n c e p e r s p e c t i v e s 

to the e x p l o r a t i o n of our theme. I b e l i e v e t h a t t h e s e 

c o n t r i b u t i o n s a r e i n c r e a s i n g l y needed to mediate C h r i s t i a n 

p e r s p e c t i v e s to our contemporaries, and the emphasis I have 

pl a c e d on them a l s o i n d i c a t e s something of how I p e r c e i v e the 

t a s k t h a t f a l l s to t h e o l o g i a n s (and other C h r i s t i a n 

communicators), of making connections w i t h the l i f e and thought 

of o t h e r s to i l l u m i n a t e how the/may stand w i t h i n the 'reach' of 

d i v i n e r e a l i t y . 

The second sub-theme i n v o l v e s my concern to p l a c e weight on the 

p e r s o n a l c h a r a c t e r of f o r g i v e n e s s , yet e q u a l l y to express unease 

at i n d i v i d u a l i s t i c trends which I have suggested may ( c o n t r a r y to 

the hopes t h a t i n s p i r e them) d i s t a n c e people from r e s o u r c e s to 

cope w i t h t h e i r circumstances a l r e a d y on o f f e r w i t h i n e x i s t i n g 

t r a d i t i o n s of f o r g i v e n e s s . I n order to explore t h i s a r e a f u r t h e r , 

I would, had space allowed, have been i n t e r e s t e d to c o n s i d e r the 

c u r r e n t debate about c r i m i n a l j u s t i c e , to which C h r i s t i a n s a r e 

making important c o n t r i b u t i o n s , not l e a s t w i t h r e s p e c t to the 

n o t i o n of ' s t r u c t u r a l ' or ' s o c i e t a l ' f o r g i v e n e s s and which a r e 

much to the p o i n t i n r e l a t i o n to t h i s sub-theme. 

Another f e a t u r e of my t h e s i s has, I hope, been the concern to 

g a i n a v i s i o n which i s wider than the contemporary. I n the b e l i e f 

t h a t wealth of i n s i g h t from C h r i s t i a n f o r e b e a r s may widen 

contemporary h o r i z o n s , I have given s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n to two 

t h e o l o g i c a l t e x t s , one of which i s over f i f t y y e a r s o l d and the 
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other a hundred y e a r s o l d e r , as w e l l as c h a r t i n g the broad 

development of penance from the New Testament p e r i o d to the 

pr e s e n t time. As with the v a r i o u s contemporary p e r s p e c t i v e s on 

f o r g i v e n e s s considered here, these d i f f e r e n t h i s t o r i c a l 

v iewpoints r e - a f f i r m the po i n t t h a t no 'approach' i s an end i n 

i t s e l f . 

The c e n t r a l point with which I want to conclude i s t h a t persons 

who engage i n f o r g i v e n e s s need to understand t h a t i t i n v o l v e s 

a blend of c r e a t i v i t y and r e s i s t a n c e i f i t i s to safeguard 

themselves and ot h e r s from damage and abuse, p r e s e r v e the sense 

of s e l f - w o r t h f o r each and make f o r the g r a c i o u s r e - s h a p i n g of 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s . I n a l l c a s e s , I b e l i e v e t h a t such c r e a t i v i t y w i l l 

e n t a i l r i s k s and th a t d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s of r e s i s t a n c e need to be 

ev a l u a t e d i n the context of personal and p a r t i c u l a r 

c i r c u m s t a n c e s . With these q u a l i f y i n g comments e s t a b l i s h e d , I hold 

t h a t the c a r i n g t r a d i t i o n s of the church which I have c o n s i d e r e d 

may provide r e s p o n s i b l e c o n t e x t s to guide persons i n t o some of 

t h e i r f i n e s t moments, where f o r g i v e n e s s may be r e a l i s e d to the 

b e n e f i t of many. 

I would add t h a t I w r i t e as an An g l i c a n n u r t u r e d i n 

e v a n g e l i c a l i s m and i n t e r e s t e d i n a p p r e c i a t i n g elements w i t h i n 

t r a d i t i o n s other than my own, as w e l l as an ordinand about to 

begin t r a i n i n g f o r m i n i s t r y . I t has been my own concern to l e a r n 

about forms of c a r e , r a t h e r than to assume t h a t by w r i t i n g a 

t h e s i s I am q u a l i f i e d to pronounce upon the d e t a i l s of t h e i r 

p r a c t i c e , or c o n f i d e n t l y to parade any e x p e r t i s e . With t h i s 

r e c o g n i t i o n , my l a s t word i s one of thanks to those from whom I 

191 



have l e a r n e d . They a r e named i n my acknowledgements. 
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