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Praise for FREEDOM AND FORGIVENESS

“Father Farren explores how confession brings us into the realm of freedom and forgiveness, reveals the nature of God and of ourselves. Father Farren also gives practical instruction for readers to enter deeper into the practice of Confession.”

—The Most Reverend David L. Ricken, DD, JCL, Bishop of Green Bay

“This book is one of the best I have seen of its genre. It is attractive, easy to read, in touch with current culture but not enslaved, and encouraging not only the sacrament but the experience of forgiveness.”

—Father Patrick Dooling, retired San Carlos Cathedral

“This frank and compassionate little volume gets right to the root of our anxieties surrounding Confession: our struggle to grasp and accept the truth of who God really is. By beginning with this foundational reality, the book serves as a guide to both realizing and receiving the Heart of God in this Sacrament of healing, love, and freedom.”

—Sr Orianne Pietra René, FSP, media missionary and co–author of Forgiven: A Guide to Confession and the Examen Prayer

“Father Farren helps guide readers to re-examine the often neglected Sacrament of Reconciliation so it becomes a mode of deeper relationship with God. Father Farren’s style is gentle yet persuasive as he invites Christ-followers to come closer to the God they love.”

—Michele Howe, BookReporter.com

“Father Farren relates how the Sacrament is a prayerful experience of God as confessor; it enables us to confess our sins and experience forgiveness and empowers us to face ourselves, and to reach out to others in love and compassion.”

—Dan Pierson, Founder of Faith Alive Books

“Freedom and Forgiveness is an excellent resource for all those who teach the Sacrament of Reconciliation for personal enrichment, and for small group and parish-wide presentations and discussions.”

—eCatechist: Ideas, Inspiration, Resources
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I dedicate this book to the memory of my mother and my father.
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FOREWORD

IN a world where the practice of celebrating the Sacrament of Reconciliation is almost universally ignored, Paul Farren’s Freedom and Forgiveness is a much-needed book. Fewer people are taking advantage of this gift, and those who do so usually do so only once or twice a year. This is a far cry from a time when many people would go to confession at least once a month or even once a week.

There’s an unfortunate irony in this: People are beginning to neglect the practice of confession just when, for the first time, we are learning from the experience of the therapeutic community how particularly helpful it can be to tell our sins, addictions, fantasies, and foibles to another human being. For example, all 12-Step Recovery programs are predicated on the truth that we cannot come to real healing until we share our struggles and sins, face-to-face, with another human person.

Moreover, we know that the Gospels reveal a God who is prodigal beyond all our standards and beyond our imagination. Paul Farren, using his comfortable way of storytelling, makes good use of Scripture passages to break open the words that reveal our humanity and put flesh to the God whom Jesus incarnated. We are reminded by Farren that God is not a judge, but a parent.

When we are authentically in touch with ourselves we will recognize that only a love that is forgiving can move us beyond weakness and betrayal. This is an important principle, not just for those instances in life when we betray and hurt a loved one, but for our understanding of life in general. We’re human, not divine, and as such we are beset, congenitally, both in body and mind, with weaknesses and inadequacies of every sort. As St. Paul graphically says in his Epistle to the Romans, none of us quite measures up.

This book reminds us that the God whom Jesus reveals is a God of infinite abundance. Inside God there is no scarcity, no stinginess, no sparing of mercy. As the parable of the Sower makes clear, this God scatters his seed indiscriminately on every kind of soil—bad soil, mediocre soil, good soil, excellent soil. God can do this because God’s love and mercy are limitless. Celebrating the Sacrament of Reconciliation places us inside this abundant mercy.

We all need God’s mercy. God does not avenge our misdeeds. Our God, our prodigal God, as has been revealed to us by Jesus, is unimaginable in patience and mercy. Thus, there is never an end to our number of chances. There is no limit to God’s patience. There is nothing that can ever exhaust the divine well. It’s never too late! This wonderful book on reconciliation helps keep us aware of that.

—Ronald Rolheiser




THE GIFT OF FREEDOM

WHEN we think about the Sacrament of Reconciliation our thoughts most often focus on ourselves and our sinfulness. The role of God in some sense might even appear secondary. However, the Sacrament of Reconciliation is primarily that sacred place and moment when God confesses. The primary confessor in the sacrament is God. What does God confess? God confesses his love, his forgiveness, his gratitude, his confidence, his trust and his belief in us. It is God’s confession that enables us to confess. God’s attitude creates a safe and nonjudgmental environment for us to be true to ourselves and to be true to the one who loves us most.

Our understanding of the sacrament reveals our image of God. If our image of God is one of an uncompromising judge, then the sacrament can fill us with dread. This is the God of the Big Book who writes down all our sins and forgets none of them. And when we die, God consults the Big Book to see if we have done enough to gain heaven or not! When we think of God in this uncompromising way we can believe that it is part of God’s role in the ongoing story of creation to keep hell open by sending people to it! In fact we can believe that God takes pleasure in sending people to hell just to show them who is boss.

When hell is mentioned today a whole new discussion emerges. There are those who believe hell exists and those who don’t. There are those who seem to take great pride in telling us that hell is probably full and there are those who say that the very presence of hell must be a denial of God’s boundless forgiveness. The Catechism of the Catholic Church, when discussing hell, does so in the context of our relationship with God, with one another, and with ourselves. It very clearly describes this relationship as a relationship of love.

We cannot be united with God unless we freely choose to love him. But we cannot love God if we sin gravely against him, against our neighbor or against ourselves.1

The consequence of positively and freely choosing not to love God means being separated from God. This is hell. The Catechism states:

This state of definitive self-exclusion from communion with God and the blessed is called “hell.”

(CCC, 1033)

The existence of hell respects the gift of free will that God gives to each one of us. If hell did not exist then we would have no choice but to be in relationship with God. We could not choose to be otherwise. God would be prohibiting our choices. God allowed hell to exist because to do otherwise would have been forcing himself into the lives of those who do not want him in their lives. Therefore, the existence of hell enables us to take responsibility for our lives and to make choices in our lives. The presence of hell allows God to respect the decisions we make in our lives even if those decisions bring tremendous pain to God. The existence of free choice does not mean that God does not care. Rather, God is the parent who desires that his children freely make positive, life-giving decisions in their lives.

However, God does not force those decisions. He trusts. When, or if, that trust is betrayed he trusts again and again and again. God never stops trusting. God then, rather than being portrayed as an uncompromising judge, might be more accurately understood as the loving parent who never gives up on his or her child.

This image of God as the parent who continually trusts and respects seems to be at odds with the image of God as the uncompromising judge. The uncompromising judge is not the person whom Jesus revealed. In John’s Gospel, Jesus says:

For God sent his Son into the world not to condemn the world, but so that through him the world might be saved. No one who believes in him will be condemned; but whoever refuses to believe is condemned already, because he refused to believe in the name of God’s only Son. On these grounds is sentence pronounced: that though the light has come into the world men have shown they prefer darkness to the light because their deeds were evil.

(John 3:17–19)

God does not judge. God does not need to judge. We judge ourselves. Ronald Rolheiser says:

When Jesus speaks of God, he never speaks of God as dealing both life and death, but only as dealing life. Death has its origins elsewhere, as does lying, rationalization, bitterness, hardness of heart, and hell. To say that God does not create hell or send anyone there does not downplay the existence of evil and sin or the danger of eternal punishment; it only pinpoints their origins and makes clear who it is who makes the judgment and who it is who does the sentencing. God does neither; he neither creates hell nor sends anyone to it. We do both.2

If God is not the uncompromising judge—the one to be feared—then who is God? Is God the loving parent? In other words, who is God—the one who takes the initiative in the Sacrament of Reconciliation?
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