


  APPENDIX A


  Some Guidelines for Meditation on Scripture Passages


  Meditation goes further than thinking hard about what a passage of Scripture means. Meditation is a conversation with God which we allow God to begin by speaking to us and touching us through the words and images of a passage. Meditation is a matter of listening and allowing ourselves to feel, and then expressing to God our response. We are so used to assuming that it is our responsibility to begin conversation with God and God’s to answer; meditation approaches it the other way around.


  Some of the longer passages of Scripture recommended in this book, such as the Sermon on the Mount, must be divided into short sections if they are to be prayed as well as read with reflection.


  Find a place where you won’t be disturbed. Sit comfortably without lounging. Have the Bible open already to the place recommended. Spend a few moments settling down. (Slowly saying a prayer, such as the Collect for Purity on p. 355 of the Book of Common Prayer, can help this focusing.) Ask God quite simply to touch you through the passage of Scripture and give you the experience of grace which you need at this time. Read the passage very slowly and carefully.


  If it is a gospel passage with a scene or incident, imagine the event and take part in it by identifying yourself with one of the people involved. Let it slowly unfold and let yourself feel what happens. How does Christ appear to you? How do you feel towards Christ? How are you moved? What impact do Christ’s words make? Then speak to God about what you are experiencing. How does this touch your life? What do you want to give thanks for? Or ask for? What questions arise in your heart?


  If the Scripture passage has no story or image, such as many of the passages of the epistles, read it very slowly indeed several times. Allow the key words to stand out from the background and then gently repeat them. (This simple repetition is the equivalent of sucking candy so it can dissolve, or chewing food so that it can be digested. It isn’t “vain repetition.”) After some time notice your feelings about these words surfacing. Respond to God by sharing those feelings. What do the words say about your life? What do you want to be appreciative for? What do you want to confess or ask for? How do you feel? Speak about that to God.


  Afterwards reflect on what went on in the meditation and on what you learned from it.





  APPENDIX B


  A Brief History of the Rite of Reconciliation


  Some readers may wish to know more about the way in which the rite of reconciliation evolved. The history is a complex one but the following account gives the main points from an Anglican perspective.


  The Rise and Decline of ‘Public Penance’


  Evidence about how the churches ministered reconciliation to serious sinners and exercised the ministry of binding and loosing in the opening decades of the second century is hard to come by. However the issue of repentance for post-baptismal sin comes into the open as the main theme of a sermon probably preached between 140 and 150 called by tradition, “The Second Epistle to the Corinthians” of Clement of Rome. The preacher calls his church to a thoroughgoing reconversion, not the kind of renewal which can take place over and over again, but a once-for-all appeal to be answered by a “second repentance.” Even more significant is a work emanating from the Roman church in the middle of the century called “The Shepherd of Hermas.” It is a strange collection of prophecies which enjoyed such authority that at one stage it was considered for inclusion among the books of the New Testament. In it the prophet recounts how an angel disclosed that, although baptism is the one means of the remission of sins, a special and unique concession is being offered to those who have sinned after baptism, a concession which will not be extended to future converts: “And I declare to you that if, after that great and solemn calling [in baptism] a man be tempted by the devil and sin, he has one opportunity of repentance, but if he sin repeatedly, repentance shall not profit him.”


  Before long the practice spread of allowing serious sinners penitent of their offenses to remain in the communion of the church on condition that they embark on this drastic “second repentance” and sever their ties with wordly life. The original restriction of the offer of penance to a single generation was not heeded, but the principle that a Christian could take the route of penance only once firmly established itself. It seems that those who fell into grave sin once again, after having undergone penance, were regarded as lot unless they persevered until death as penitents–frequenting the first part of the liturgy, but banned from communion.


  We get a glimpse of the procedure of entering upon the “second repentance” from Tertullian, writing in North Africa at the beginning of the third century. In this rite (called by the Greek word for confession, “exomologesis)” the penitent wins the compassion of the congregation by self-humiliation, sleeping in sackcloth, dressing in rags, fasting, and spending long hours in prayer. At the entrance to the place of worship sinners made public their need for penance, prostrating themselves before the presbyters, kneeling to those who had been steadfast under persecution, and begging the intercession of all the worshippers. (No detailed disclosure of the actual sins to all and sundry is implied.) In this early stage the initiative lay largely with the penitent in undertaking the rite of confession, although it no doubt often took place as a result of warnings from the clergy.


  In the next stage of its evolution the bishop and clergy assumed control over the process, and understood their reconciling function in terms of the “power of the keys.” In the third century a recognized rite of penance became official. It was used in cases of grave sin such as homicide, apostasy and adultery. The sin was confessed to the bishop, who prescribed penitential disciplines in proportion to the offense. The penitent underwent a ceremony of exclusion from communion and took up a humble position at the back of the church, remaining there only for the liturgy of the word. The bishop prayed over the penitent, who begged the intercessions of all the faithful. This ceremony would be occasionally repeated during the often lengthy period in which the penitent persevered with fasting, prayer and other disciplines. At last the bishop, by virtue of his priestly authority entrusted by Christ, would solemnly reinstate the penitent as a communicant by means of prayer and the laying on of hands. The reconciled Christian was led to his or her normal place in church. This ceremony of restoration typically took place on Maundy Thursday or Holy Saturday, and Lent owes much of its character to the fmal stages of the penitents’ preparation for readmission.


  The whole rite must have made a powerful impression on the half-converted pagans coming into the church after the peace of Constantine. It drove home the gravity of sin and provided a costly but defmite access to forgiveness for serious sinners. However the rite had its limitations. The fact that sinners had only one chance of using this means of forgiveness hindered its capacity to truly express the mercy of God, and another development took place that was to prove fatal to this particular mode of wielding the church’s power to forgive sins. Penitents were burdened by disciplines which became binding on them permanently after their reconciliation. They were relegated to an inferior social and religious status, which disqualified them from ordination, public office, and military service. They had to abstain from sex, and as monastic life became more highly regarded they were required to maintain a quasi-monastic lifestyle until death. For obvious reasons young people had to be barred from undertaking penance under these conditions. More and more people postponed penance until they were on their deathbeds and its whole purpose was defeated. Between the fifth and tenth centuries, public penance all but withered away. This avenue had proved to be a dead end.


  The Growth of Private Confession


  During this whole period there had been a parallel development of what we might call “therapeutic” confession–the unburdening of ordinary sins to a brother or sister to gain healing of the soul. The great spiritual teachers, Clement of Alexandria and Origen, had written of the great benefit to be gained by exposing one’s sins to a holy director (who need not be ordained) so as to gain the help of their prayers and spiritual endeavors and compassionate counsel. It was in the monastic movement that this practice came to flourish. It was found to be a key to success in spiritual warfare against evil in the heart, as well as growth in holiness. Confession was usually wide-ranging; it included not only evil actions, but the manifestation of one’s struggles with evil thoughts which were the symptoms of spiritual sickness and bondage.


  The Celtic churches of Britain and Ireland were so remote that they developed in markedly different ways from the churches around the Mediterranean. The organization of the church was on monastic and tribal lines. The rite of public penance as outlined above seems not to have been known there at all. These churches adapted for general use the monastic practice of regular private confession, and it proved invaluable in the Christian formation of barbarous populations. In these confessions the penitent included both ordinary and serious sins. No permanent obligations accrued. Priests heard the confession, allotted a penance appropriate to the seriousness of the offenses, and readmitted the penitent to communion through prayer either after or during the fulfilment of the penance. A number of “penitentials” have come down to us which listed graded penances matched to the various sins.


  This method of administering the church’s reconciling power was adopted by the Anglo-Saxon church and spread throughout Europe through the agency of courageous and enterprising Celtic missionaries. It filled the vacuum left by the withering away of public penance, which was resurrected only as a procedure for dealing with exceptionally grave crimes such as parricide and incest. Private regular confession become accepted in Rome during the reforms promoted by Charlemagne. By the eleventh century two further developments had taken place. The penitential procedure had contracted to the point that absolution was pronounced there and then, at the close of the confession, with the penance still to be executed. This ended the risk of the penitent dying unreconciled during the time it took to perform a penance, such as going on a pilgrimage. It had the understandable effect of shifting the weight of significance from the reparation made through the penance to contrition, the sorrow at offending God, displayed by the penitent at the time of confession.


  In the second place, regular confession began to be urged on all the faithful. In 1215 the Fourth Lateran Council of the western church decreed, “Every Christian of either sex who has come to the years of discretion is to confess his sins to his own priest at least once a year, to carry out to the best of his ability the penance imposed upon him, and devoutly to receive, at Easter at least, the Sacrament of the Eucharist.” The decree was not popular in many quarters, or easy to enforce at ftrst, but it is binding on all Roman Catholics to this day.


  During the medieval period penance found its place in the final scheme of seven sacraments, and the sacramental theory produced by St. Thomas Aquinas became the official theology of the Catholic church at the Council of Florence in 1439.


  The Continental Reformation


  The Reformers did not jettison confession. Martin Luther regarded it as a sacrament along with baptism and the eucharist, and afftrmed the authority of ministers to absolve from sin. He removed the obligation to use private confession and abolished the traditional imposition of penance; for Luther, penances obscured the free and unconditional character of God’s mercy with their suggestion that humans can offset their guilt by their deeds. The penitent’s part in reconciliation is to exhibit a living faith, not to “make satisfaction” for sin. There are some Lutheran churches today in which confessions are made with some regularity. The American Lutheran Book of Worship issued in 1978 includes an Order of Individual Confession and Forgiveness.


  Calvin diverged much farther from Catholic tradition. He did not retain it as a sacramental rite. Confession was recommended for those “disquieted with doubts as to the forgiveness of their sins.” The pastor who was the most appropriate recipient of such a private outpouring conveyed assurance to the penitent not by giving an absolution in the strict sense, but by a particular application of the gospel message of forgiveness to the individual. Calvin did go far in restoring public penance in Geneva.


  The Anglican Tradition


  During the Reformation the church of England removed the obligation to use the rite of penance, but continued to make it available. The Exhortation in the frrst English Prayer Book of 1549 includes the following: “And if there be any of you, whose conscience is troubled and grieved in any thing, lacking comfort or counsel, let him come to me, or to some other discreet and learned priest, taiight in the law of God, and confess and open his sin and grief secretly, that he may receive such ghostly counsel, advice, and comfort, that his conscience may be relieved, and that of us (as of the ministers of God and of the church) he may receive comfort and absolution to the satisfaction of his mind, and avoiding of all scruple and doubtfulness.” It warns those who practice confession to a priest not to look down on those who are satisfied by confession in private prayer and the liturgy, and vice versa.


  The 1549 Prayer Book also made provision for confession and absolution in the Order for the Visitation of the Sick: “Then shall the sick person make a special confession, if he feel his conscience troubled with any weighty matter. After which confession, the priest shall absolve him after this form; and the same form of absolution shall be used in all private confessions. ‘Our Lord Jesus Christ, who hath left power to his church to absolve all sinners which truly repent and believe in him; of his great mercy forgive thee thine offenses: and by his authority committed to me, I absolve thee from all thy sins, in


  

  

  

  

  

  

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
A

i 7

CONEFESSION
[N} I ELE
BRIES @ @ RIAGE

@I5EIDIR @151






