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A Lenten Pastoral Letter
on the Sacrament of the Kindness of God

Brothers and Sisters,

As bishop of Edmundston | made it a point to send you an annual pastoral message each year at
Pentecost, a pastoral letter on a major element of our Christian life. This great feast of Pentecost
seemed to me a most favourable time, atime of grace to better understand, with the power of the
Holy Spirit, our life in the Church as disciples of Christ.

|. PASTORAL LETTERS 1994-2009
1. First Pastoral Letters

In my letter of May 22, 1994, entitled Human Dignity and the Holiness of God, | pointed out the
priceless value of every person, the importance of the family, the holiness of God, the Day of the
Lord, and the future of our parish communities. On June 4, 1995, in my letter titled A Rushing
Mighty Wind Has Risen, the main topic was the Christian community, a praying, celebrating, bold
community concerned with catechetical and sacramental formation, and the happiness of every
family in our milieu. As we started to hold the first of five diocesan eucharistic congresses in
preparation of the Jubilee year 2000, and desirous to celebrate Eucharist in memory of Jesus, my
May 25, 1996 |etter, Keep Alive the Memory of the Lord showed how the Holy Spirit isthe memory
of the Church, and that we are apriestly, prophetic, and royal people. On May 27, 1997 | published
Holy Spirit, Teach us about Jesus, out of conviction that the presence of Jesusisthere in the words
and among our brothers and sisters, and at the heart of the sacramentsand life' sevents. On May 31,
1998, theletter Inthe Holy Spirit Let Us Live Our Mission of Loveto the Limit, | deepened with you
the important virtue of fidelity that is at the heart of the mission and at the very core of required
changes: fidelity to God’ sways, fidelity to the ways of Moses, Jeremiah and Gideon, fidelity to the
ways of Jesus, of Mary and Paul, and the fidelity of the first missionaries. Eyes Fixed on Jesus. this
isthetitle of my May 23, 1999 pastoral |etter, pointing out the importance of continuing the mission
of Jesus, to welcome him, know him, to join in God’s combat over evil, and to journey with Jesus.
On June 11, 2000 | published Let the Spirit Burst Forth: On that day, that year, we had our fifth
diocesan eucharistic congress, this time at the cathedral in Edmundston. The congress theme was
“ Animated by the Spirit, nourished by the Eucharist, Our ChurchisBeing Renewed.” Theyear 2001
marked the four hundredth anniversary of the birth of Saint John Eudes (Living with the Heart).
Following the Great Jubilee, | wanted to repeat again that the Christian lifeisan extension of thelife
of Jesus, and that it was important to live only for him and in him.

2. Letters on the States of Life and the Sacraments (2002-2008)

Pentecost 2002 marksacollective“turning point.” My ninth Pentecost pastoral letter (May 19, 2002)
was titled You Have Seduced me, O Lord, and You Have Prevailed gives voice to those primarily
involvedinthelifeof thediocese: 33 priestswrote about their vocation to the ordained ministry. The
letter of June 8, 2003 was on The Marvel of Consecrated Life, and had the testimony of members
of religious ingtitutes, societies of apostolic life, and secular institutes. The Appendix, “Dieppe-
Québec 1639" tells us of the grand epic of the missionaries of 1639. On May 30, 2004, | published
Witnesses of God’ s Love, thetestimony of 1oving coupleswho have been sealed with the gifts of the
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Spirit, enlightened by a stimulating teaching on marriage and directed to a community of love. On
May 15, 2005 | published For the Kingdom of God, about respect for the secret that inhabits our
single people, appreciating celibacy, and discerning how to support the mission of thoseinthesingle
life. On June 4, 2006, The Baptismal Call had the testimony of baptised persons and of those
involved in baptism preparation: a heritage to discover and share, a teaching to welcome, and
testimonies to reflect on. My letter of May 27, 2007 titled Be Sealed with the Holy Spirit, the Gift
of God, wasadialoguewith the future confirmed and their parents on the presence of the Holy Spirit
with hisgiftsand fruits, and reminds us of hiswork in our midst from day to day. Then, aswe neared
the 49" International Eucharistic Congress in Québec, my letter of May 11, 2008, A Taste for the
Eucharist isabout the first communion experience of afew well-known saints; it has the testimony
of several catechists and invitesto an experience of awe and adoration. All of these documents can
be found on the diocesan website www.diocese-edmundston.ca | can humbly say that you will find
there powerful testimoniesto help usliveour daily commitment with the strength of the Holy Spirit.
| am proud and happy to have let our people speak for themselves: they wanted to share their faith,
at this beautiful Pentecost season.

3. Pentecost 2009

Following on Pope John Paul II's Misericordia Dei (May 2, 2002), | wrote several articles on the
mercy of God and the sacrament of forgiveness. Following the adoption of the Conference of the
Catholic Bishops of Canada's decree regarding the sacrament of forgiveness (January 2008), |
immediately started thinking about the 2009 pastoral |etter. However, since, at the urging of my
doctor, | submitted my resignation to the Holy Father as Bishop of Edmundston and officially
accepted by him on January 5 of thisyear, | thought | should haveto give up the project. Then, since
the College of Consultors el ected me unanimously administrator of the Diocese of Edmundston until
the arrival of Bishop Claude Champagne, O.M.I., my successor, on March 25, and no innovationis
allowed during the vacancy of the episcopal see, with the encouragement of the pastors and
catechists | am publishing this Ash Wednesday, February 25, 2009, al the material | had gathered
on the subject of the sacrament of forgiveness. Besides, five mgor articles were already published
in the fall of 2008, a catechesis on the marvellous sacrament of God’ s kindness.

II. CATECHIST TESTIMONIALS
| am grateful to the catechistsfor their testimonials, and | invite you to accept them wholeheartedly.
1. First Confession

“When we prepare the children for first confession it is easy to use their own persona experience
of lifeat home and with their friends becausethey all have experienced some conflict or quarrel, and
they know of the importance of forgiveness. The word ‘give' is part of ‘forgive.” In receiving this
sacrament of God, we give again and overlook hurts: we*forgive' thefault. We are humanswho do
not awayslistento our good little voice, before acting. Welive with othersand sometimesdo things
or speak wordsthat are hurtful to others. Thereisin usanger, sadness, and hatred that get the upper
hand and stop usfrom living in true happiness. The Lord’ sforgivenesswipesout our failurestolove
and our hurts, and transformsthem in unconditional lovefor the other. The sacrament of forgiveness
bears with it a grace, a gift of God to us. It is of the utmost importance to have an open heart to
welcome this gift: in this way we shall become better and shall better serve our Church.”

—Louise



2. Receiving Divine Forgiveness

“Receiving divineforgivenessisfirst of al learning to listen to our heart so asto be happy and make
others happy. When we listen to the heart, ask for forgiveness and then feel inner peace, we can say
that forgiveness has happened, and we cannot do otherwise than be well. To receive divine
forgiveness is to learn to be at peace with oneself, when forgiveness is given with respect and
sincerity. Preparing the child to receive divine forgivenessisto lead him to become aware that his
or her daily actions can bring happiness or pain, a whatever age we may be. Receiving divine
forgiveness is alowing the child to learn about forgiveness. It isimportant to give the children a
sense of true forgiveness, and to bring them to understand that this forgiveness can be experienced
in the small matters of daily life. Through becoming aware — ‘How do you feel when you ask
forgiveness, when you know you have hurt someone? ‘What can we do to ask forgiveness?
Forgiveness is lived on a day to day basis. To receive divine forgiveness is to lead the child to
sincerity, honesty, self-respect and respect of others, so that all may livetheir Christian livesinlove
of self and of others. To receive divine forgivenessisto help the child take a step further along the
Christian journey, to help thechild grow daily inlifeand be happy. May thisdivineforgivenesshelp
our children today, our leaders of tomorrow, to be happy, in order to make others happy.”

—Jocelyn
3. God’'s Dream

“Preparing for the sacrament of forgiveness is an important task if we want to understand its full
meaning. Forgivenessisawonderful gift that Jesus givesus. In grade three wethe catechistsand the
children discover how this sacrament helps us realise God's dream to have us live in harmony
together, likeinabigfamily. Thechildren preparing for the sacrament of forgivenessknow that they
belong to the great family of God. They can, in the light of the teaching of Jesus, recognise their
failings, and they easily identify with the little lost sheep, the one that Jesus wants to bring back
home at all cost, so that it may live in harmony with the others. Children forgive easily, and thisis
such a great lesson to us adults! Together we go a bit further as we try to understand that we need
to ask forgiveness and that Jesus, like our friends, forgives us. More than that, Jesus loves us, heis
aways there, he never abandons us. It is up to us now to turn to him, to make the first step. All
together, the friends, my child and I, the catechist-parent, we discover the greatness of the gift of
forgiveness. It frees us from our feelings of regret and sadness, and gives us happiness and love.
And it is this happiness and love that help us live in harmony in God's great family. What an
enrichment it isfor me, thispreparation for the sacrament of forgivenesswith wonderful, easy-going
and warm-hearted children!”

—Lyne
4. Beautiful Moments

“1n 2008-2009 | asacatechist had the chance and privilege of hel ping my daughter through her third
catechetical stage. This wonderful experience allows me to help my daughter and a few other
childrenin preparing for the sacraments of forgiveness and of the Eucharist. It isfor meawonderful
opportunity to grow in my faith as | help the children discover the message of Jesus. | believe that
itismoreand moreimportant for us parentsto takean activepart in our children’ spastoral direction.
That iswhy | am happy and am touched for having had this chance to live these beautiful moments
with the children.”

— Gaston
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5. Putting in Effort and Love

“Preparing the children for their third catechetical stage, the sacrament of forgiveness, is a very
important undertaking. So important that | must give time and much love to it! For this, these
children who are guided by catechists at parish meetings and with parents at home, must have
completed the first two catechetical stages. In thisthird stage, they must have done al of the work
assigned in preparation for the sacrament of forgiveness. My mission as coordinator of family- and
parish-based catecheticsisto help parents and catechiststo prepare this delicate and noble task that
isleading the children to encounter Jesus in the sacrament of forgiveness. The [French] document
on forgiveness prepared by the Diocesan Catechetical Office guides parents and catechistsin this
undertaking. Here, then, are some of the attitudes that | devel op with the parents and catechists, so
that in five meetings agood study is made to bring the child to grasp that Jesusis always present in
our lives and that he forgives our lacks of love if we ask his help.

Urge the child to surpass him- herself:

“We are all drawn to evil. The support of others helps us go beyond ourselves. At this
sharing, theword of God invitesusto identify what isforgiveness. Jesus used examples: the
lost sheep, the prodigal son, the meeting with the Samaritan woman at Jacob’s Well,
Zaccaeus at his house and Peter by the lake, etc. Guiding the child is to bring him/her to
reflect on his/her life; it isto have the child tell Jesus about everything that is going well —
thejoys, successes, and dreams—and to thank him. It isalso telling Jesus about what bothers
me, what ails me, what makes me uncomfortable, what | regret having or not having done.

Recognise the sin and be reconciled;

“Help the child discover that asinisarefusa to love as Jesus asks usto love. ‘When | act
without thinking, without making on purpose, it is not a sin. But if it is on purpose, not
wanting to love and closing our hearts to God and others, that is a sin.’ Reconciling with
his/her parents when there has been alack of love on the child’s part will be all the easier if
the child feelsloved and accepted as Jesus does for each and everyone of us. We cometo the
priest and we tell him about our lack of love: it is through him that Jesus will talk to the
child, accept the child, love and encourage the child, and help the child experience alot of
friendship. Thechild likethe adult can regret in his/her heart, but aslong asthis has not been
expressed verbally and received forgiveness, he/sheisnot at peace. Confession liberatesthe
heart, and forgiveness brings back peace and joy. In ssimplicity, the child grasps this great
mystery quite well.

Ask forgiveness to the child:
“Oneimportant dimension that | study with the parentsisthis: forgiving the child or calling
on the child to forgive is rather easy to do. But asking the child forgiveness for hurting
him/her, an undeserved punishment, a negative attitude, is more difficult. The parent often
findsit hard to recognisethat he/sheiswrong or that he/sheisfar fromtheideal. Isn’'t asking
forgiveness a good way of telling the child that we are all limited and sinners, and that we
all need to beforgiven? To preparethe child for the sacrament of forgivenessisto say: * Jesus
lovesyou, heawaysoffersyou hisforgivenessfor all thewrong you may have done. He now
wants to help you develop the best that you have in you so that you will have more joy in
your heart.’ It isto prepare the child to love better with an ever-renewed heart. | have alot
of joy in preparing the catechists and the parentsin this undertaking; it calls on meto deepen
my own discovery of the God of Love who is aways ready to offer his forgiveness.”

— Alberte



[1l. THEHOLY SPIRIT AT THE HEART OF THE SACRAMENT OF FORGIVENESS

Who does not remember the wonderful gift that the Lord gave hisdisciples, at Easter?* Jesus came
and stood before them. ‘ Peace bewithyou, hesaid... Asthe Father has sent me, so | send you.” Then
he breathed on them and said: * Recelve the Holy Spirit. If you forgive men’ssins, they areforgiven
them. If you hold them bound, they are held bound’.”

1. Bonds of Loveand Life

It was only gradually that we became aware of the irreplaceable role of the Holy Spirit. However,
from the very first pages of the Bible we are told that the Spirit was there at the beginning of the
world and was part of every covenant concluded between humankind and God. The prophet
Ezekiel’ svision of the dry bonesreceiving flesh, spirit, and life confirms the necessary action of the
Holy Spirit in the relationship established by God with the chosen people. In his celebrated Letter
to the Romans, Saint Paul declares: “You did not receive a spirit of slavery leading you back into
fear, but a spirit of adoption through which we cry out ‘ Abba,” that is, ‘ Father.” The Spirit himself
giveswitnesswith our spirit that we are children of God.” Just asthe Holy Spirit was present at our
baptism, so is he present at the moment of forgiveness: Christ himself gives him to us not only as
our advocate and defender but al so asour most intimate and committed lifethereis. Theliturgy itself
boldly petitions the Holy Spirit to flood the hearts of the faithful with hislight divine, and to grant
us his sevenfold gift. “What is stained by sin, renew; what is dry, with grace bedew; strength to
wounded souls restore; coldness with thine ardour burn; willfulness to wisdom turn; crooked ways
make straight once more!” Without the Spirit’s divine presence there is nothing in man that is not
perverted. Inlabour heisrest, infever, refreshment, and in sorrow, comfort. May he cometo us, this
father of the poor, and may he give his precious gifts, and be light to our hearts.

2. The One Spirit

In his Letter to the Corinthians, Saint Paul goes even further: “No one can say ‘ Jesusis the Lord!”
exceptintheHoly Spirit.” When we arereconciled with one another and with God, we acknowledge
the Lordship of God who presidesover all these actsof lifeand love. Wewould beincapable of such
reconciliation with God and neighbour, without the aid of the Holy Spirit. “It wasin one Spirit that
all of us were baptised into one Body. All of us have been given the drink of the one Spirit.” God
alone is the origin of all reconciliation: the priest who acts in the name of God is but the living
instrument to make visible the forgivenessthat is granted, and that reconciliation isachieved. If we
can cometo such life-giving ‘moments,” we must admit that the spirit always goes before us on the
road of forgivenessand reconciliation. Heisthe onewho disposes our heartsto welcomesuch divine
gifts, heisthe one who makes us aware of our sinful condition and shows us our sins, because | eft
to our own resources we, like King David, might not recognise them. It was thanks to the inspired
words of Nathan that David recognised himself asinner. And in the touching story of the prodiga
father and his youngest son, we see how the Spirit really transformed the young man’s heart.
“Coming to his senses at last, he said, ‘1 will break away and return to my father, and say to him,
Father, | have sinned against heaven and against you; | no longer deserve to be called your son’.”

3. Reconciliation and Penance
Twenty-five years ago, December 2, 1984, an extraordinary Synod of Bishops was held in Rome,

and Pope John Paul |1 published a post-synodal exhortation entitles Reconciliation and Penance.
Even though some may have differences of opinion regarding this document, it appearsto me that
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thisexhortation can still be of useto us, to better understand the penitential processof reconciliation.
In abroken world, the Popefirst writes of conversion and penance as atask and commitment of the
Church: in the light of Christ the Reconciler, the Church is both “reconcilee” and “reconciler.”

Reconciliation is from God, and the Church is the great sacrament of reconciliation. “The Church
is the sign of that universal charity which Jesus Christ |eft as an inheritance to his followers, as a
proof of belonging to hiskingdom. It must be translated into ever new manifestations of conversion
and reconciliation both within the Church and outside her, by the overcoming of tensions, by mutual

forgiveness, by growth in the spirit of brotherhood and peace which isto be spread throughout the
world.”

4. Promotion

Convinced as heisthat love is greater than sin, Pope John Paul brings up the pastora ministry of
penance and reconciliation by showing the importance of dialogue, catechesis, and the sacraments.
He repeats his basic conviction and showsthreeforms of penitential celebration: the ordinary form,
known for centuries as individual confession; the second form is similar to the first but it includes
acommunity preparationfollowed by individual confession. Thethirdform, calledtheextraordinary
form, is employed in situations of grave necessity (which we have already seen): the passing
presence of apriest, or alack of same.

5. Conviction

Pope John Paul points out that “ The word of God which is read, recalled and explained, when this
is possible and suitable, to the faithful and with them, will help to give fresh life to the practice of
the sacrament and prevent it from declining into a mere formality and routine.” Let us continue
coming to this sacrament, and let us discover even further the richness of the mercy of God. | am
convinced the Holy Spirit will be thereto help usin this. And joy, which isagift of the Spirit, will
beinour heartsasit wasin the hearts of the discipleson thefirst Easter evening. “In your great love,
almighty and ever-living God, you giveto those who call on you more than they deserve and desire,
grant usyour mercy by delivering our conscience from its concernsand by giving morethan we dare

V. LIVING AND CELEBRATING FORGIVENESS

One of the most beautiful and greatest sacraments that is given to usto celebrate is the sacrament
of forgiveness. In Hisinfinite mercy, God the Father reminds us that through His Son Jesusand in
the power of the Holy Spirit, we are reconciled with God and with one another. | pray that the
doctrinal and pastoral guidelinesthat | offer today help you discover the deep joy that comes with
this sacrament.

1. The Meaning of Forgiveness

Before leaving his Apostles Jesus left them an awesome legacy: “love one another as | have loved
you.” Christians today know that these words are also addressed to them and that they, too, are
invited to learn how to love like Jesus. To do this, they acknowledge that they must turn away from
themselvesin order to turnto God who iskind and merciful, and who is close to usin Jesus, his Son.
The power to forgive sins was given to the Apostles by the risen Christ: “ recelve the Holy Spirit.
If you forgive the people their sins, they are forgiven them. If you hold them bound, they are held

bound.”



2. To Understand Better

In His great mercy, God the Father decided to reconcile all things in His Son by making peace
through the blood and the cross. In Isragl’s history, the prophets had already called the people to
penance, and Jesusdid not simply talk of penance and conversion. Hewel comed sinnersand brought
them back to God. To show that he had the power to forgive sins, he healed the sick, and he himself
died to free usfrom sin and rose again for our justification. It was for the forgiveness of sinsthat he
instituted the sacrifice of the New Covenant in his blood. It was in the death and resurrection of
Christ that God showed His immense love for humankind: “I have come so they may have lifein
abundance.” Jesus loveis boundless, and he always makes the first step. He looks with kindness
on thosewho arerejected by their own, and he sharestheir meal. All havevauein hiseyes, they feel
loved by God, love themselves more, and become more and more capable of loving one another.

3. Mercy of God

The God to whom Jesus introduces us always allows usto start over again. He does not destroy us.
Quitethe opposite, if we have sinned, He picks us up and does not condemn. In hisfirst letter, saint
John has these comforting words: “No matter what our consciences may charge uswith; for Godis
greater than our heartsand he knowseverything.” Jesuscallsusto conversion. What doesthismean?
To convert isto change our point of view, our way of looking at things. It means looking around us
with the eyes of God. It means hearing God speak to us as we meet one another. It means to
acknowledge our successes and failures, and our troubles. Converting means to acknowledge that
God is close to us, and that He speaks and acts through us. He never abandons us, and His
forgiveness coversal our sins. Heisamerciful God who accepts us no matter what, just aswe are.

4. Sacrament of Forgiveness

Thesacrament of forgivenessreminds usthat theinitiative of conversion and reconciliation doesnot
come from us, but from God himself who comes to us. It tells us of God’ s wonders for each of us,
and it reweldsthelink that sin has broken. This new creation between God and usis created when
the priest speaks the following words: “1 forgive you al your sinsin the name of the Father, and of
the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” Thusthe sacrament of forgiveness callsback to lifethose who have
been estranged from Hislove. We can therefore say that the aim of this sacrament isto reconcile us
with God. This sacrament iSso great that it restores or repairsthe fraternal communion that sin has
broken. Christ died for all humankind, and in his Church he wants the doors to be wide open to
welcome all those who want to turn away from their sins.

5. Basic Elements

In the basic structure of the sacrament of forgiveness, there are two equally essential elements: the
first refers to the person who, under the action of the Holy Spirit, desires conversion; the second
element refersto God’ s action. For this, three conditions are needed: contrition, which isthe regret
of thesin committed; confession, whichisacknowledgement of one' sfault beforeaminister of God;
and satisfaction, which implies a change of direction in life and repairing the harm done. Thereis
no requirement on God' s part: absolution is the free gift of forgiveness given by God.

6. Possibilities

Since the time of Jesus Christ the sacrament of forgiveness has had several different forms, either
collective or private. Nowadays, the Church proposes three forms of penitential celebration:
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individual celebration, community celebration of forgiveness with individual absolution and, in
certain cases, a community celebration with collective confession and absolution. The following
directives concerning the forms of absolution are taken word for word from the [French] Ritual for
the sacrament of forgiveness, Celebrating Penance and Reconciliation: “Individual reconciliation
allows, inanirreplaceableway, to show that forgiveness touches that which isthe deepest and most
personal in us. Community celebration with individual confession and absolution: A common
celebration shows more clearly the ecclesia nature of penance. After everyone has confessed and
received absolution, all together praise God for the marvels He works for His people whom the Son
has redeemed by his blood. Community cel ebration with collective confession and absol ution: One
cannot give collective absolution to several penitents without having this preceded with individual
confession, except inthefollowing instances: wherethereisdanger of death and thereisnot enough
time for the priest to hear each individual confession; in cases of grave necessity, that is when,
because of the number of penitentsthereisnot asufficient number of confessorsto hear themwithin
aconvenient time limit, and there is danger that these penitents would be forced to be deprived —
through no fault of their own —of the sacramental grace or of holy communion. Judging whether the
required conditions are met is reserved to the diocesan bishop who in doing so takes into
consideration of the criteria established with a common accord by the Conference of Bishops.”

V. BENEFITSOF INDIVIDUAL CONFESSION

On May 2, 2002, His Holiness Pope John Paul Il wrote an apostolic letter, a“motu proprio” titled
Misericordia Dei, on the sacrament of penance and reconciliation, in which he reaffirmed that
individual confession isthe only ordinary mode by which the faithful who are aware of gravesinis
reconciled with God and with the Church. With this decision, the Pope rules out collective
absolution as the ordinary mode of reconciliation. On January 30, 2008, the Canadian Conference
of Catholic Bishops published a Canadian decree on the application of the papal decisionin Canada.
With &l the bishops in Canada and those throughout the world, | urge al the faithful to recognise
the greatness of this sacrament. Asfirst shepherd of the Diocese of Edmundston, | wish that every
Catholic discover or rediscover the benefit of individua confession as adivine gesture.

1. To Re-Experience the Beauty of I ndividual Forgiveness

At acourse on confession organised by the Apostolic Penitentiary, last March, Pope Benedict X VI
said: “Itisnot sin that is at the heart of the sacramental celebration, but the mercy of God whichis
infinitely greater than any fault.” All those in charge of parishes have published the schedule for
individual confessions. In the 32 parishes of the diocese: everyone who wishes to receive God's
forgiveness can approach the priest for confession and reception of the Lord’ s forgiveness, at any
time of the week. | am grateful to the priestsfor their availability. Thisis one of the most beautiful
sacramentsthat a priest can celebrate with a penitent, making the mercy of God visible, in granting
forgiveness.

2. Everything is Ready, but...

Like the parable of the banquet in the Gospel (Luke 14:15), the guests are few in number: | regret
the small number who come for individual confession. What is the cause of this disaffection? Isit
dueto alack of sinsor of new sins? Isit the bad memory concerning past confessions? The coldness
of certain confessors? Too relentless questioning, or too guilt-generating? Why not confessdirectly
to God? Did the prodigal son or the Samaritan woman have to disclose all their sins before giving
themselves over to the merciful Jesus? Doesn’'t the practice of ora confession only go as far back
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as the 11th century? Haven't the community celebrations brought a new acceptance of the
sacrament? Whatever the reason for estrangement from the sacrament, we have in Pope John Paul’ s
instruction only one“ordinary” mode of celebration: individual confession. | believeit isimportant
for usto pray for each other, that we may accept this teaching.

3. Acknowledgement of Exceptional Situations

Pope John Paul 11 left it to each diocesan bishop to judge the appropriateness of pastorally applying
reasons “of very grave necessity” that can lead a bishop to sometimes have recourse to collective
absolution. A particular instance of thiswould be of certain Christian communitiesliving in distant
parts of the country where there are no priests and that are visited only once or afew times by one
priest, aswell asthesituation of Christian communitiesliving away from major centresand who can
only count on the occasional presence of a very limited number of priests who are usualy of
advanced age. In our Atlantic region with its eleven dioceses, situations can vary from one diocese
to another. We have close to one million Catholics in 770 parishes, served by approximately 550
priests who often minister to four or five parishes, and the average age of these priests is above
seventy. Even with the best intentions, it isdifficult for one norm to apply to all the dioceses. In our
diocese, thereisno pastoral zone besides Edmundston, with more than three priestsin active parish
ministry. Besides, Pope Paul VI asked that the priest “take the time needed” to hear individual
confessions, that is, confessions composed of welcoming the penitent, meditation on the word of
God, confession of sins, and thanksgiving. It behoovesevery bishop, with the support of hisprincipal
collaborators, to reach the best decision. Only the bishop can judge of the gravity of certain
situations. The Decree specifiesthat the priest is not to announce beforehand whether thereisto be
general absolution or not. Hence, with acongregation of five hundred attending and only one priest
available, the most appropriate solution will have to be taken, to give each penitent the time
necessary to celebrate forgiveness.

4. Community Celebration of Penance

Aware of all the effort that has been made in each of our parishes, these past thirty years, | ask the
shepherds of the people to continue doing what has aready been so well begun in each Christian
community. | ask every pastor of a parish and every member of the pastora units to continue
preparing penitential celebrations, especialy at the liturgical high points of Advent and Lent.
Throughout thethirty years mentioned, Catholics have discovered to agreater degree, through these
celebrations, the meaning of sin and of forgiveness, of reconciliation, and of the meaning of the
celebration of forgiveness. This acquired experience should not be forgotten overnight: Holy
Scripture witnesses to the fact that throughout its history, the entire people of God together
proclaimed “themercy of God.” Religious education programmestalk of forgivenessand Eucharist:
there are wonderful pages on the wonders of God in our world today that ought to be meditated.

5. Gratitude

| am deeply grateful to thosewho “makevisible’ the mercy of God by accepting to bethe* servants’
and “missionaries’ of divine mercy. In the seventeenth century Saint John Eudes, who contributed
so much to the renewal of Christian society as a whole, wrote these words: “He is merciful who
carriesin his heart the burdens of the most miserable.” | thank my precious collaborators for their
continuous effort to teach one and all how to better understand this sacrament. And thank you to our
pastoral agents, catechist and parents who give themselves wholeheartedly to preparing this
sacrament.
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VI.GRAVITY OF SINS

In hisletter of May 2, 2002,Pope John Paul 11 refersto a sinner who is aware of having committed
agravesin... but what isa*“grave’ sin? In the early church there is mention of three “grave’ sins:
adultery, homicide, and apostasy. Then the Church began publishing lists of actions that could be
“mortal sins,” and to some moralists the least peccadillo could be classed a“mortal sin.”

1. Important Distinctions

Many people were deeply marked by this rather puritanical teaching. | shall always remember that
thereisadistinction between amorta sinand avenia sin. | shall remember, too, that there must be
at least threeelements, to commit amortal sin: grave matter, athorough understanding of thegravity,
and full consent of the will. If one of these elementsis lacking, thereis no mortal sin. The Church
obliges us to confess our mortal sins once a year. When we talk of “grave’ sin we refer to actions
to be seriously considered, and which we have committed with full knowledge and will. The“lists’
of sinsthat were familiar to us, not so far back, stressed mostly faults of a sexual nature: the sixth
and ninth commandments of God were the focus, while honesty and justice should have been given
more attention. The Lord Jesus | eft us only two commandmentsthat arereally only one: *Y ou shall
love the Lord your God with al your heart, with all your mind and al your strength, and you shall
love your neighbour as yourself.” It is those faults against this commandment that must especially
be confessed, whenthereis serious matter. Wewould haveto be deaf or blind believersor elseliving
on another planet, to assert that there are no longer any sins. Or onewould need to no longer believe
in God, to declare that our covenant was never weakened in our relationship with Him and with our
neighbour.

2. Murderers without Borders

Last year | meditated long and hard on the biblical story of how King Ahab of Samaria and Queen
Jezabel his wife falsely accused their neighbour Naboth and condemned him to death, in order to
take hisvine. The prophet Elijah had to step in for them to realise the seriousness of their crimethey
had committed in cold blood. When we look at everything that we inflict today on the poor in our
society by exposing them to certain death, | have written this song because today, still, there are
Ahabs and Jezabels: “Who will deliver us from the assassin Ahab? Who will deliver us from the
murderess Jezabel ? They rob us of our lands, and kill our families; they dishonour God. But God
watches over the poor and givesthem hope of livingin aworld of justice. Threethousand years ago
therelived in Samaria Queen Jezabel and Ahab her husband. Asthey wanted to increase the size of
their domain, they wanted to take the vine of their neighbour Naboth. ‘ Thisvineis mine, it is my
inheritance: never will | giveit up for money.” The king and queen decided to end the quarrel, and
they set up a false trial, accusing their neighbour before false witnesses, of having cursed God.
Naboth was stoned before his accusers, and Ahab and Jezabel shamelessly took over the vine,
because they were all-powerful. The Lord sent the prophet Elijah to these remorseless murderers,
for him to confront the truth: you have committed a most odious murder, and you shall die where
Naboth waskilled, and dogs will lick your guilty blood.” Ahab repented, but Jezabel did not. There
are bloodthirsty murderers today roaming the world. They shamelessly rob and kill without pity.
They make the poor people poorer still, robbing them of even their basic needs as they raise prices
and become almighty.”
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3. Grave Matter...

The example of Ahab and Jezebel illustrates very well what we mean when we say that something
is considered grave matter, a grave sin: stealing without shame, robbing from the poor, defaming
others, breaking the bonds of kindnessand friendship between people, becomingincreasingly unjust
toward others, not to care about the victims of bandits who take from them their very livelihood,
whether it befood, lodging, clothing, means of getting around, or honour. “Whatever you have done
to the least of these my brothers, you have done it to me.” These actions are far from being petty
misdeeds. Saint Basil and Saint John Chrysostom had reason to react strongly against those who
seized for themselves the wherewithal of the starving, the needy and the destitute. “ The bread you
keep for yourself belongs to the poor, the money you hide belongs to the impoverished, the things
that you waste belong to the needy, the coat that you hide away belongs to the naked...” These are
examples of grave sin, alot more serious than “sins of the flesh,” without, however denying their
graveness, such assexual aggression or violence, prostitution, or so-called sexual tourism. Andthere
areal so grave sinscommitted against God Himself: conscious and willed blasphemy isone of them,
and perjury, desecration of holy placesand things, and religiousindifference, rebellion against God,
efc.

4. Helping Someone

If the prophet found the way of awakening Ahab and Jezabel from their murderousindifference, it
IS sometimes necessary for a colleague, a spouse, a pastor or a catechist to make us aware of the
seriousness of the action we are doing. For instance, it would be a serious matter for parents not to
show concern for the Christian formation of their children, just asit would be a grave matter not to
be concerned about their physical and intellectual development. In order to understand the
seriousness or gravity of abeliever’ saction, one must always placeit under the gaze of God, and in
relation to the covenant He has established with man and woman. Acknowledgement of the
seriousness of our actions, and confessing them, can be a source of liberation.

5. Divine Forgiveness

Divine forgiveness is much greater than anything we can imagine or do to receive it. Divine
forgiveness surpasses the blessings everything a human being could do to obtain it. | would like to
guote, here, from the Song of Songs:. “Were oneto offer all he ownsto purchase love, he would be
roundly mocked.” It is not by what we must do that matters in receiving forgiveness, but by
discovering the unfailing goodness of the God of all kindness for al humans and in avery specia
way, for every sinner who has broken the covenant existing between God and our brothers and
sisters.

6. Discovering Justice

Individual or community celebrations of forgiveness can help us measure the seriousness of our
actions. | have discovered aprayer of an international organisation for solidarity and development,
that could help usroot our penitential act and help us become aware of all those bonds that unite us
to God, to the cosmos, and to humankind. It is a guidepost along the path to justice: “Creator God,
you hold the depths of the earth and the heights of the mountainsin your hands, because all creation
isyours. Give us the grace to cherish thisworld of yours, and the wisdom to take care of itsriches.
Keep us from wanting to control what belongsto others, and from longing to possess what is of the
common good. Help us discern the abuses of power, and give us the courage to speak out when the
truth isspurned. Protect us from self-satisfaction in the face of arrogant destruction and arousein us
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sacred anger where thefires of war are kindled through envy. Give usaheart of gold so we can face
suffering with compassion, and an iron will to forcefully denounce injustice. Guide our every step
toyou; help usfind new paths so that friends and strangerstogether, we discover justiceand find the
treasure of the Eternal.”

7. Exercisein Trust

We are not always at the point of having every individual confession resemble a dialogue between
husband and wife! So much reserve holds us back. It is much more an “act of faith” than an “act of
love’ that seems to be at the root of the penitential encounter. Still, when we consider it seriously,
theindividual approach can be a personal response to a personal undertaking by God on our behalf.
It issuch agraceto discover forgiveness asaparticular sign of Jesus’ friendship, and to understand
that Jesus cameto usto reveal and carry out the Father’ s dream, that God loves us and wants usto
be happy. It is so good to discover the words and actions Jesus used to reveal and carry out the
Father’ sdream to gather the whole world together inlove. It is so good to learn how to perform acts
of reconciliation. The catechetical programme on the sacrament of forgivenessis an excellent tool
to makeusrediscover the senseof forgiveness, anditisawelcome*instrument” to rekindle our hope
in the divine mercy.

8. Today... at Your House!

The Gospel story of Zacchaeus is alwaystimely. Zacchaeuslivesin Jericho, and earnshisliving as
atax collector. But Zacchaeus is athief, he often demands too much money of his clients, and he
pockets the difference. Needless to say that the people despise him. Heis pointed out on the street,
because of his evil way. One day, news is spread that Jesus will be coming through Jericho.
Zacchaeus decides that he will not miss seeing the man everyone istalking about. Since heis short,
Zacchaeus climbs atree in order to see what is going on. “Anyhow,” he says to himself, “ Jesus
doesn’t know me.” Heignoresthat heislike alost sheep that the good shepherd islooking for. The
crowd flowson... and on... and on. Suddenly, Jesus stops under the tree, looks up, and says: “Come
down, Zacchaeus, | mean to stay at your house today.” — “It is Jesus calling me, and he wants to
cometo my house. What an honour!” Without hesitating, Zacchaeus climbs down from the treeand
wel comes Jesusto hishome. Thedoor isjoyfully swung open, and with Jesusthelight of God enters
his house and especially his heart. He discovered that Jesus does not reject him because of al the
many bad things he has done. Thisis such good news! Who cares about thosewho laugh at him. “He
has gone to asinner’ s house as a guest.”

9. ANew Man

Ashelooksat Jesus, Zacchaeusrealisesthat causing harm to othersisbad. Itisasif ablindfold had
fallen from hiseyes, and for thefirst time he sees himself as God sees him, with kindness and love.
He believed in Jesus and decided that he wanted to set himself right. “ Because of Jesus, | cannot
keep thisstolen money,” hetellshimself. “I haveto give back what | have stolen. If | have defrauded
anyone in the least, | pay him back four-fold. Now Jesus will be my friend, and | want to follow
everything he asks.” And now, Jesus had transformed him and Zacchaeus became anew man. Jesus
came to save what was lost, Zacchaeus was glad to open his door and, with Jesus, the light of God
penetrated into hishouse. Zacchaeus wanted to set hislifein order, and he became anew man. Jesus
transformed him.
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10. Come and Save Us

The[French] hymnViensnoussauver [ Comeand Save Us’] isafitting conclusionto our reflection
on God'’ sforgiveness:. “Lord, come and save us. Y ou know us and love us. Come and save us. Look
at us, Lord: you see our sins; look at us, Lord, and forgive us. Why hide your face? Why turn away,
Lord? To whom would we go? Come, Lord, rise up, and we shall be saved; come, Lord, rise up and
deliver us from your anger. Y ou shall welcome us. To whom shall we go?’

CONCLUSION
1. God of Kindness

As | bring this pastoral letter to a conclusion — | could even say: In concluding all of my pastoral
letters—how can | not glorify God and repeat “ always and everywhere,” Hisloveisfrom ageto age?
How can | not take the words of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (N* 1442 and 1443): “Christ
haswilled that in her prayer and life and action hiswhole Church should be the sign and instrument
of theforgivenessand reconciliation that heacquired for usat the price of hisblood. But heentrusted
the exercise of the power of absolution to the apostolic ministry which he charged with the* ministry
of reconciliation’. Theapostleissent out ‘ on behalf of Christ” with‘God making hisappeal’ through
him and pleading: ‘Bereconciled to God’.” “During hispublic life Jesus not only forgave sins, but
also made plain the effect of thisforgiveness: he reintegrated forgiven sinnersinto the community
of the People of God from which sin had alienated or even excluded them. A remarkable sign of this
isthe fact that Jesus welcomed sinners at histable; even more, he goesto their own table, agesture
that expressesin an overwhelming way the forgiveness of God and one’ sreturn to the family of the
faithful.

2. A New Bond

As | contemplate this God of kindness, how can | not repeat the eucharistic prayers for
reconciliation; “Father, all-powerful and living God, we praise and thank you through Jesus Christ
our Lord for your presence and action in the world. In the midst of conflict and division, we know
it isyou who turn our minds to thoughts of peace. Y our Spirit changes our hearts: enemies begin to
speak to one another, those who were estranged join hands in friendship, and nations seek the way
of peace together. Y our Spirit is at work when understanding puts an end to strife, when hatred is
guenched by mercy, and vengeance gives way to forgiveness... You never ceaseto call usto anew
and more abundant life. God of love and mercy, you are dways ready to forgive; wearesinners, and
you invite usto trust in your mercy. Time and time again we broke your covenant, but you did not
abandon us. Instead, through your Son, Jesus our Lord, you bound yourself even more closely to the
human family by abond that can never be broken. Now is the time for your people to turn back to
you and to be renewed in Christ your Son, atime of grace and reconciliation. Y ou invite usto serve
the family of mankind by opening our hearts to the fullness of your Holy Spirit.” “The love of God
is never exhausted, his compassion each day is renewed,” the liturgy reminds us. “Renew your
wonders, master and God of all!... You, Lord, do not keep your kindness away from us; let your love
and truth keep us always!” Yes, Hisloveisrealy from age to age!

+ Francois Thibodeau, C.J.M.
Diocesan Adminstrator of Edmundston



