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Confession and Communion 

Today we’re given the great figure of John the Baptist, who 

stands in the wilderness crying out, “Prepare the way of the Lord, 

make his paths straight.” We prepare to celebrate his coming at 

Christmas; he will come at the end of time, but he wants to come 

into our hearts all the time in Holy Communion. So we have to 

prepare our hearts for him too, and we do that, as John says in 

today’s Gospel, by repenting and confessing our sins. 

Last week I preached about what Confession is, and how its value 

lies more in giving us God’s grace and strength rather than merely 

taking away our sins. We’ll look now at the importance of 

receiving Confession often, just as we receive Communion often. 

There are seven sacraments, four of which we can only really 

receive once. Then the fifth is the Anointing of the Sick, which 

means that there are only two sacraments left that we can 

receive multiple times, as often as we wish—and those are 

Communion and Confession. Now, with Communion, people do 

receive it often, but that’s not the case with Confession. This isn’t 

a discrepancy that comes from the Church. There are people who 

receive Communion nearly every week and go to Confession 

nearly every week as well. The discrepancy comes from our 

practice. That misalignment is more of a pity because, since the 

two sacraments go hand in hand, frequent Confession gets us 

ready to receive Communion and means we get more out of it. 

Even in the early Church this is a point that was misunderstood. 

A quick history tour: historically, Confession was seen by some as 

a once-in-a-lifetime sacrament—something only done after a 

serious public sin. Confession was seen as a second chance after 

sin, and if you sinned again after that, then there was no hope for 

you. So many people, reasonably, would put off Confession until 

the end of their lives. If you find that strange, look at how some 

people view Anointing of the Sick today. They don’t want to be 

anointed, or have their family anointed—or receive the last 

rites—until the last moment possible. That’s how people once 

viewed Confession. 

Thankfully, we grew out of that fear-based approach, and a 

turning point came in the year 1215, when the Church required 
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that every Christian receive Communion at least once a year, and 

effectively go to Confession before that. Most people did this just 

before Easter, which is where we get the Easter Duty from, and 

this decree of annual Communion and Confession still stands. 

In the latter 20th century, though, another shift happened. As 

numbers started to drop in Mass attendance and in the reception 

of Communion, the Church rightly encouraged frequent 

Communion. But unfortunately, in many places, this didn’t come 

with an equal encouragement or practice of frequent Confession. 

The phenomenon of people receiving Communion nearly every 

week while not going to Confession for years started to take firm 

root. I’m not a historian, but this gives us a general idea. 

For some people it might be a case of, “Well, I’m not a bad 

person. Why would I need Confession before Communion?” But 

it’s not just about being a good person. If you were meeting 

someone important—the Prime Minister, the King, or the Pope—

it wouldn’t be enough to simply not be dirty. You’d prepare 

yourself. You’d dress formally. How much more should we 

prepare when meeting Jesus in Holy Communion? 

Remember too that life isn’t just meant to be lived; Jesus wants 

us to grow and live it to the full. In human life our bodies grow, 

and that’s helped by eating. Well, spiritually, Communion is the 

food that helps us grow. But bodies get wounded and get sick, so 

it’s a good thing that bodies can heal themselves. Confession is 

what allows us to heal. Growing without healing wouldn’t be 

much use. So Confession and Communion work together to give 

the life in abundance promised by Christ. 

We see the link between Confession and Communion very clearly 

when children prepare for the sacraments. Before a child 

receives First Holy Communion, they first receive First 

Confession, to show the importance of preparing to welcome 

Jesus. It would make little sense for the Church to teach children 

to confess before receiving Communion for the first time, but 

then expect them to grow into adults who continue receiving 

Communion frequently without ever going to Confession again. 

Confession isn’t a childhood milestone like Confirmation. It is a 

fundamental part of Christian life—part of the base of the 

Maslow pyramid. 
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And I can tell you, as a priest for over five years, I have seen 

wonders in the confessional—people nervous going in, maybe 

never having confessed before or after decades away, who come 

out with peace you can only get from being forgiven. 

Statistically, in any parish, there are many people who have not 

been to Confession in many years, maybe decades. If that is you, 

don’t be afraid—please go. You lose nothing. Don’t let another 

Advent pass you by. If you go twice a year, Advent is one of those 

two main times to go. If you aim to go regularly, I know it can be 

easy to look back and see that it’s been three or four months 

since your last Confession. Now is the time to return. 

This year in the parish, we’ve had many people receive 

Confession for the first time: children preparing for First Holy 

Communion and adults becoming Catholic. Avoid the trap of 

letting many years pass before your second Confession. Similarly, 

with it being a Confirmation year, we had many people return to 

Confession before the June Confirmations. Don’t let dust settle. 

Go again this Advent. We have many issues in the Church with 

complicated or expensive solutions—but this isn’t one of them. 

Since this is a Confession homily in Advent, I’ll add that a saint 

wrote that at Jesus’ First Coming, he came gently—to persuade 

and to invite people, as I’m trying to gently persuade now. But at 

His Second Coming, the time for persuasion will be over, and we’ll 

have to acknowledge the truth about ourselves and confess our 

sins. It’s better to start now. 

Because John the Baptist’s voice still echoes in our modern world: 

“Prepare the way of the Lord!” Just as John prepared a people for 

Christ’s first coming, Confession prepares us to receive him 

frequently into our souls so that we get the most out of his 

coming. 
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