














220 The Theology of Devotional Confession

Christian approach to God and therefore is not the special and pro-
per characteristic of penance.

What Kelly seems to miss here is this: although it is a universal
truth that God always meets man with his grace in an historical way,
the clear manifestation or faith-confession of this truth in a devo-
tional confession does serve to set off sacramental pardon of sins re-
ceived in confession from the pardon granted through other means,
and so it does specify and identify a proper function of devotional
confession,

Kelly’s other ciriticism of Rahner’s solution is that the faith-
confession that God’s forgiveness is the free work of God in man and
not man’s work is not the specific characteristic of devotional con-
fession but is true of the sacrament of the penance in general. Kelly
makes the same comment about reconciliation with the Church: ad-
mittedly, this return to the visible Church is not evident in an inte-
rior act of sorrow as it is in sacramental confession. But this point
concerns the sacrament in general rather than the specific problem
of the confession of devotion.

This criticism again seems to mistake the question. For the point
Rahner wants to make is that the visible manifestation of these two
facts, while primarily had in the sacramental forgiveness of grave
sins, is also had at least in an analogous way in the confession of
devotion; and therefore devotional confession of venial sins has a
special meaning and role distinct from the role of the other ascetical
practices by which venial sins are removed.

Kelly has in fact made valuable contribution to an understanding
of the further forgiveness of forgiven sins which occurs in devotional
confession. But since Kelly’s question, important as it is, is not
Rahner’s question, it is no surprise that his answer does not contrib-
ute to the solution of Rahner’s problem. For even when understood
not as a legal statement of non-imputation but as an interior refash-
ioning whereby the sinner is ontologically and psychologically set
apart from sin, forgiveness of venial sin is not that characteristic of
devotional confession which gives it its own special meaning and
peculiar identity among all the practices of the spiritual life. For
this interior refashioning, we can assume, is what occurs in all for-
giveness, whether it is received in a sacramental confession of de-
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votion, in the Eucharist, in some other sacrament, or extrasacramen-
tally.

Karl Rahner’s explanation of the intrinsic meaning of devotional
confession is persuasive and attractive. It makes good theological
sense and is in all likelihood true. But there seems to be at least one
point of uncertainty. Is it altogether certain that venial sins in prac-
tically all instances are already forgiven before a confession of de-
votion is made? Many theologians hold as probable that the attrition
required for remission of venial sin outside the sacrament of penance
must be more perfect either in intensity or in motivation than the
attrition required for sacramental remission; in fact, they hold as
not altogether improbable that if a person has attrition for at least
one venial sin the sacrament of penance has the power of remitting
all the venial sins confessed as long as the penitent has no actual
adherence to these sins and has the intention of receiving the sacra-
mental effects.’? Hence it seems that these theologians could argue
at least with some probability that an ex opere operato forgiveness
requiring a less perfect disposition of the penitent would serve to
identify the proper and distinctive role of devotional confession. At
least it is only fair to note that Rahner’s solution, reasonable and
incisive as it is, does not rule out the possibility of another response
to the question he raises.'®

Finally, it is important to remember in pastoral practice that
there are many reasons which justify frequent devotional confession.
It does provide a practical means of obtaining spiritual direction; it
does increase grace; it does forgive sin (particularly in the sense of
an ontological and psychological refashioning and setting apart from
sin). It can remove or diminish the debt of temporal punishment
(reatus poenae) and the impediments that remain from previous sins
(reliquiae peccatorum); and it gives a title to actual graces to avoid
these sins in the future. As Pius XII pointed out,

12 Cf., e.g., Lercher, Institutiones Theologiae Dogmaticae 1V /2, pars altera,
pp. 215-216, nn. 623-624, and Cappello, De Poenitentia, pp. 83-85, nn, 95-96.

13 We might note that another point of uncertainty in Rahner's explanation
is his notion that reconciliation with the Church is the res et sacramentum of
the sacrament of penance. For a sometimes penetrating, sometimes trifling
criticism of this idea see Clarence McAuliffe, S.J., “Penance and Reconciliation
with the Church,” Theological Studies, 26 (1965), 1-39.
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These effects do not represent the peculiar characteristic or inner
meaning of devotional confession, but they are in fact important
effects. They may be in many concrete instances more important
than the specific identifying note, and so they should not be neglected

as

his

. .. by it genuine self-knowledge is increased, Christian humi-
ility grows, bad habits are corrected, spiritual neglect and
tepidity are countered, the conscience is purified, the will
strengthened, a salutary self-control is attained, and grace
is increased in virtue of the sacrament itself.!

motivation for frequent confession in pastoral practice.
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14 The Mystical Body of Christ, Paulist Press edition, #95. Karl Rahner, in
Spiritual Exercises, pp. 87-88, gives these pastoral and ascetical motives:

. with the practice of frequent confession, we examine our conscience
better, we are more serious about our sorrow for our sins, we submit
ourselves to an external and objective control that is healthy, we receive
an admonition that puts a little more pressure on us, and so forth, We
should also consider the following: If priests only go to confession when
they have mortal sins to confess, then sooner or later lay Christians will
imitate them. Eventually, this would mean that everyone who goes to
confession, by his very going, publicly declares himself to be guilty of
mortal sin. This, then, would be a characterization of the sacrament of
penance that, even though it would not be contrary to its nature, still
would only mean a reintroduction of the administration of the sacrament
of penance that was current in the early Church, and that was found to
be unsound from a pastoral point of view. For this practice brought it
about that real sinners put off their reconciliation with the Church un-
til the moment of their death,




