Lesson 7 in the text book of Sunday school grade 10 
THE SACRAMENT OF HOLY CONFESSION

“If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, He who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse from all unrighteousness.”(1 John 1: 8, 9).
Confession (repentance) is a sacrament in which we receive remission of sins through repentance before God, by confessing our sins before the priest, who is the representative of God. The word confession  is derived from the Latin word confiteor, which basically means to acknowledge or to avow. 
Most of us when we do something wrong, feel inwardly bad. If we have hurt or angered someone or consciously disobeyed our parents and ignored our responsibilities, we feel guilty. There are two kinds of sins: 1) Sins of commission – when we do things we should not do, they are sins of commission 2) sins of omission – when we omit the things we should do, they are sins of omission. They separate us from God, darken our consciousness and undermine our will. We can experience real inward peace only after cleaning all these faults and shortcomings. Just as we must wash to cleanse our body, we must wash away all our inner defilements. 

What is sin?

Going astray from God’s love is sin.

Sin separates us from God’s love, His communion, His sonship and His blessings. So long as we are in sin we cannot have the communion with God. We cannot live in His kingdom. We cannot participate in the Body and Blood of Jesus Christ with an unclean soul. 

The person who loves us more than anyone else is God. He never stops loving us, even if we stop loving Him. He makes our life possible on earth by giving us all the things needed for our life. More than all, He made us His children to enjoy the life everlasting. But what he demands in return is nothing other than our obedience to Him through the love of Him and our fellow men. The parable of the prodigal son tells us the story of a son who went away from the love of his father. The parable teaches us that our heavenly Father is always ready to receive us whenever we, sinners approach Him with due repentance. When we are not capable of recognizing His love towards us, we disobey God. 
Sin breaks our good relationship with other.
Humans are social beings, so they have to confront many situations in their family or society, which makes them take certain definite steps. But if we are selfish, our steps will be against those of others. In such situations, we may not be able to go on with others in good relationship. This is caused by nothing more than our sinful nature. But we have to take necessary steps to guard ourselves from such sins. The greatest commandment God gave us is to love our brethren as ourselves. Unless and until we are at peace with our brethren, we are not worthy to worship Him. So it is necessary for us to review our life and renew it through the sacrament of confession. 

Confession is a process through which we turn to God and it is the time to renew our relationship with others. Confession is a renewal of baptism. A spiritual elder says, “The tears of repentance are an extension of baptism.” God has arranged for us the sacrament of repentance by which we renew the covenant of baptism that we entered into, through the god parents at the time of our baptism.  
Why should we confess before a priest?
Some may ask the question, “Why should we confess before a priest? I s it not sufficient to confess directly to God?” Our sin is first and foremost against God, “against you, you only, have I sinned” (Psalms 51:4).  But our sin is also against the community, the Church, the body of which we are members. Also, sin is something which we commit against ourselves, because it causes inward tension, struggle and unrest. 
Confession before a priest helps us in three levels. First as a representative of God, the priest has the power to forgive sins as authorized by our Lord. “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven: if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” (John 20:23). Secondly, as a representative of the Church and the community, the priest hears our confession and absolves our sins. Thirdly, confessing our sins before the priest and talking about them provides the psychological help needed, both for making repentance real and for receiving the assurance of forgiveness. Such an oral confession provides a personal counseling and guidance needed for a new start. The ‘seal of confession” makes it obligatory on the part of a priest to keep in strict confidence whatever is said in confession. And it helps the penitent to unburden his minds frankly and fully. 
Preparation for Confession:

A contrite heart
The true believer is sorrowful and he suffers mentally when he retreats in solitude and remembers his sins, for he has angered God by trespassing against His law. The Holy Bible says, “Yet even now, says the Lord, return to me with all your heart, with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning: rend your hearts and not your clothing. Return to the Lord, your God, for He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love, and relents from punishing.” (Joel 2:12, 13) When the publican knew his sin, he stood in great agony and sorrow and with deep sighing, he was asking for God’s mercy and saying, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner.”(Luke 18:13) Apostle Paul says about this Godly sorrow, “For Godly grief produces a repentance that leads to salvation and brings no regret, but worldly grief produces death”. (2 Cor 7:10) There is a wrong kind of sorrow which the Church discourages. It is the sorrow of fear of punishment or the sorrowful despair. Genuine sorrow brings forth peace of mind and determination to improve. 
Decision to improve one’s’ conduct and change one’s life
Repentance alone is not enough. The prodigal son said when he repented, “I will rise and go to my father.”(Luke 15:18)  He carried out what the Holy Spirit prompted him to do. St. John the Baptist exhorted those whom he baptized saying “Produce fruit in keeping with repentance” (Mathew 3:8). We also should bring forth good fruits by the decision we take during confession to improve our conduct and life. 
The day of confession:
a) Self –examination
We must spend time in prayer and recollection, relying on the Holy Spirit to guide us. Examine our past life, recalling all our failures and shortcomings. We can also read some related Bible portions such as St Luke 19:1-10, 18:9-14; 15:11-32 as a help for self examination. It may help us if we write our failures and short comings in a paper. 

b) Prayers before confession
Read the penitential Psalms (6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 129, and 142) and the penitential prayers prescribed in the prayer books and meditate. 
c) Confess

When we kneel down before our Father confessor, we have to tell him: “I have sinned,  my father, pray for me.” Then we must mention our sins without unnecessary details or misleading key words. Be truthful to ourselves and genuinely evaluate ourselves so that God may remove His judgment from us. Be mindful to mention our gifts and talents and all aspects of power and weakness in our personality in order to obtain spiritual guidance. This is helpful because confession is not only self examination of sins and faults, but also a means to obtain spiritual, psychological and social guidance. 
We have to be mindful to follow the priest’s instructions. When we have finished the confession, we must go to our room and pray asking God to help us practice in daily life the exercises given by our father confessor. We have to remember to pray for God’s grace to guide us in the way we are instructed in the confession. We have to also pray for the father confessor so that God may give him strength and grace to guide us more and more.
Problems which interrupt the spirit of confession 
a) Embarrassment
We can overcome this by true repentance and a clear feeling of the need for confession and the importance of the need for a spiritual correction. 

b) Time

Confession should be done whenever we feel it is necessary. The time should be arranged in consultation with the priest, so as to be convenient for both. 

c) Despair

Falling in a particular sin several times is a problem. This can be handled with patience and hope in God’s mercies, and by exerting efforts, strengthening the will to confess, having a sincere intention, and by following the priests instructions.
Some helpful questions for self examination

a) Relationship with God.

1. Am I conscious of God’s mercies and blessings and do I thank Him in my daily prayers and live a dedicated life? Do I realize that all that I have is from god?
2. Do I love God more than all that I have – my relatives, my properties, and even myself?
3. How much money do I give to God? Do I spend much money on my own enjoyment?
4. Am I a surrendered person? Do I live day by day in conscious dependence on God for His grace and alert to the guidance from heaven? Do I find time every morning for unhurried prayer and quite listening to God as well as time for Bible study? 
5. How long is it since I decided to lead a Christian life? Have I grown steadily with the passing years? 
6. Do I love to go to Church? Do I realize that the adoration of God is the highest activity of which I am capable? Do I give myself to worship with devotion and the highest sense of privilege in mind and heart?
7. Do I spend Lenten days as special opportunities to be in communion with God and to practice self-control? 
8. Do I receive Holy Communion as frequently as possible?
9. Do I pray for the people of God, those who minister in holy things and those who serve the country? 
10. Am I really keen about leading a Christian life and doing everything to the best of my abilities?
11. Have I wished to conceal my discipleship for some reason or other? How far have I cared to bring others to God? 
b) Relationship with others
1. How am I at home? Do those who know me best, believe me most? Am I thoughtful of those who are serving me every day?
2. Do I have a real concern for the lonely and the poor?
3. Can I work with other people? Can others work  with me? Do I tend to dominate or leave the real work to others? 
4. Do I love the people I am called to work with and never criticize them to others?
5. Do I have a secret longing to be first always? Can I hear and enjoy my colleagues being praised? Do I feel unhappy if I am not praised? 
6. Am I critical of others? Do people know me as one whose conversation is constantly disapproving? What makes me so critical of others- jealousy, inferiority complex, hatefulness?
7. Do I maintain an unforgiving spirit and do I dislike other people?
8. Do I show my anger? Do I despise and belittle others? 
9. Do I tell suggestive stories discrediting others? 
10. Do I honor my parents, elders, and those who serve God and the country?
11. Do I obey the Lord, elders and spiritual leaders?
12. Can I love the people whom I don’t like?
13. Have I excelled in simple kindness? 
14. How much of my life is really given to others besides my relatives and friends? Do I honestly love them without ulterior motives? Is my love real enough to show itself in service to others?
15. Do I speak the truth? Have I ever borne false witness?
16. Am I honest? Do I pay my debts? Do I keep others properties to myself if they happened to come into my hands?
17. Am I pure in word, deed, and thought in my relations with the opposite sex? Have I indulged in homosexual sins?
c) Sins concerning myself

1. Do I give glory to God as the source of all blessings, when I am praised?
2. Do I claim glory to myself and blow my own trumpet without giving glory to God?
3. How far are my motives pure in my religious observances and service to others?
4. Am I happy Christian? Am I poised and sober?
5. Was I ever irritable and inaccessible to others?
6. Am I temperate in satisfying my bodily appetites and in my sex-life?
7. How far do I have purity in heart?
8. Do I care to choose good novels, cinemas and friends?
9. Have I indulged in self abuse?
10. Did I ever subject myself to laziness and lack of punctuality?
11. Do I put my treasures in heaven? Or do I think of ‘getting on’ in life with worldly honors, a larger income or a higher title, instead of hoping for the grace of God?
While asking ourselves questions like these, it is better to find out the root causes and classify them. This will help us to fight against them more effectively. In case of certain sins, it will be helpful if we recollect the circumstances that led us to sin and also how frequently we had been falling victims to it. These investigations will definitely help us to plan a better spiritual life. Such details will also help the father confessor to give more effective guidance and counseling.

It is to be borne in mind in this connection that all sins are to be found out and confessed without exception. As one disease is enough to kill a man, one chain is enough to keep a man in bondage and one crevice is enough in a fortress to let the enemies in. So also, one sin is enough for our spiritual death. “For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at one point is guilty of breaking all of it.” (St. James 2:10)
Repentance brings about spiritual and mental healing. Our confession should lead us to reconciliation with our fellowmen. We can say that the reconciliation process with the body of the Church and the community leads us to reconciliation with God as well.  Thus,  it becomes perfect and complete. 
When we confess our sins before God, He is happy to forgive and receive us. When the Father finds that we return to Him, He receives us in unreserved love and joy. As we confess our sins, He forgives us and makes us wear a new robe of holiness and purity. We who were dead in our sins are given a new life. Having our sins forgiven by God and having reconciled with our fellowmen, we continue to walk in the newness of life in the Kingdom of God. 

Source : Compiled mainly from Sunday school text books; lesson 7 , Grade 10  and also from 6th grade  lesson 14 and 15.  We may also refer to Page 1698 of the Orthodox Study Bible for a study article on confession. 
