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Today we're going to look at The Penitential Rite.



The Penitential Rite happens at the beginning of Mass,
after we've made the Sign of the Cross and greeted
each other, asking for God’s blessings.

There are 3 ways we do this Rite:
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There’s what's called Form A, the Confiteor (“I confess to
almighty God, and to you, my brothers and sisters, that | have
sinned”).

Then there’s the option that’s called “Form B.” It's only 4 lines
long. | have never heard it used at a Mass. Maybe you have.

And finally there’s Form C, the Kyrie Eleison (the “Lord, have
mercy”). | spoke about it before, and there’s no changes to it.

Why do we have this Penitential Rite? Why do we do it? A
short story leads us to that answer.

About 10 years ago, while | was still living in California, |
invited one of my godless friends to join me for Christmas
Midnight Mass. The next day, | asked him what he thought of
it. And he said to me, “Oh | enjoyed most of it. But what were
all those prayers about sin? | didn't like that. It sounded like a
big put-down. | mean, human beings have their flaws, but so
what? We're still the greatest thing in the universe. | don’t
want to hear about sin. | don’t want to think about it.”



THE PENITENTIAL RITE

Sin. | don’t want to hear about it. | don’t want to hear
about it, | don’'t want to talk about it, | don’t want to
think about it. He was reflecting how godless people
think.



It's the same attitude that goes with the first recorded
sin in the Bible, the sin of Adam and Eve: pride — the
desire to be God, unaccountable to anyone but
ourselves.

The abuse of psychology is a factor contributing to this
attitude. Modern psychology has made great advances
in the last century. It's helped us to understand
ourselves better — helped us to understand what
motivates us, what drives us, how our backgrounds
influence us. But it's often abused when it's used in a
way that attempts to make us unresponsible for our
behavior.

We still make decisions. We make deliberate choices.



The story of Adam and Eve shows this attitude. What's
good ole’ Adam say when God catches him red-
handed? “The woman gave me the fruit, so | ate it.” He
didn’t take responsibility. He tried to point the finger at
Eve. But he made the decision to eat the fruit, he made
that choice, and God saw through his baloney.

Fortunately, there are some mental health
professionals who recognize the importance of
confronting sin.



Dr. Karl Menninger, the founder of the Menninger
Institute, wrote a famous book on this subject,
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Whatever Became of Sin? He attacked our culture’s
complacency on sin, our unwillingness to look at our
selfishness, our determination to be our own masters,
our refusal to walk in God’s ways.



Dr. M. Scott Peck was a psychiatrist who became a
Christian. He wrote a best-seller book,
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The Road Less Traveled. An excellent book! In his next
book,



NATIONWIDE BEST SELLER.

People of the Lie, he dealt with sin and evil, based on
his own experiences as a psychiatrist. If you read the
case studies in this book, you realize that sin and evil
are very much alive, and need to be recognized.



The challenge for us Catholics is to live with a tension: on
one hand, we know God created us good. We know God
delights in us. As St. Irenaeus once wrote, “The glory of
God is the human being fully alive.” When we’re good, we
reflect God’s glory.

On the other hand, we know we have an inclination to sin,
to selfishness, that we do not consistently live up to being
made in God’s image. We know we are in need of
forgiveness. That's not the same thing as putting
ourselves down, it's not thinking the worst of ourselves, it's
not getting depressed — none of that comes from God.
That comes from the Evil One.

So our challenge is to know our place — to have positive
humility, not negative humility: to recognize that we are
God’s greatest creation, AND we are also sinners in need
of redemption.

That's what we do in The Penitential Rite.



The Penitential Rite is at the beginning of Mass,
because before we pray to God with praise or
thanksgiving, or bring him our needs in our petitions,
we pray with contrition. Before we encounter Christ’s
Real Presence in the Mass, before we step any further
into prayer, we humble ourselves, in a positive way.

Let's look at Form B now.




Priest: Have mercy on us, O Lord.
People: For we have sinned against you.
Priest: Show us, O Lord, your mercy.
People: And grant us your salvation.

With all the underlining, you can see the Form B has
been almost completely re-written. Now it's more
scriptural, it draws on Psalms 41 and 85, and the
prophet Baruch. Since it's more scriptural, the hope is
that it will be used more often.
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Form A, the Confiteor, the “I confess to almighty God,”
Is that 9™ century prayer from France that was
originally. It was originally used during Confession (the
Sacrament of Reconciliation).

In this prayer, everybody, including the priest and
deacon, acknowledges their sinfulness to God and
each other, and we all ask for each other’s prayers.
This reminds us that sin is never personal, never
private, never just my sin. Sin is always social, it has
an impact on the community, beyond my own life. It
affects our relationship with God and with each other.
That's why there’s a long biblical tradition for the public
confession of sin.

Let’'s pray The Confiteor. Stop when you see the Stop
sign.



CONFITEOR

I confess to almighty
God,

and to you

my brothers and sisters,

that | have greatly
sinned,

| confess to almighty God,
and to you

my brothers and sisters,
that | have greatly sinned,

Instead of saying, “I have sinned,” now we’ll be saying “I have
greatly sinned” — a more accurate translation from the Latin. This
goes back to that “tension” | talked about earlier. Just as we don’t
want to concentrate on the fact that we are sinners — because that
can lead to depression, low self-esteem, hopelessness — so we
don’t want to get stuck on the other side of the spectrum that says
God created us good. Then we’ll start cutting ourselves slack, we’'ll
get complacent about sin, we’ll think we’re not so bad, we’ll compare
ourselves to others like the Pharisee did in the Temple, who said
“Lord, | thank you that I'm not like that sinner over there.” This line
keeps us in balance.

When you read the writings of the saints, ironically, most of them
say what great sinners they are. What that shows is that the closer
we draw to God, the more keenly we feel the terrible offense of sin,
because sin is a turning away from God. May we all get a better
sense of that! Let’s continue:



in my thoughts

and in my words,

in what | have done

and in what | have failed to do(

No changes here, but I'd like to point out that this is a beautiful
examination of conscience. First, we are reminded that sin doesn’t
just happen: it starts in the mind and in the heart (in our emotions).
Psalm 36 says, “Sin speaks to the sinner in the depths of his heart.
And Jesus says in the Gospels: sin comes from within, from the
heart.

Second, sin doesn’'t have to be actions — it can be words. As St.
James writes, the tongue can be a fire, it can be full of deadly
poison.

And third, we can sin not just by doing things, but by not doing
things — the good we have failed to do. This reminds us that
Christianity isn’t just about avoiding sin, it's about imitating Christ,
becoming more Christ-like, reflecting his unselfish love in our lives.
Here we ask ourselves the question: Is there something in our lives
that has a hold on our heart and keeps us from becoming more like
Christ? ... Let’s continue:




through my fault,
through my fault,
through my most grievous fault;



This is from the original Latin, and it underscores the
seriousness of sin. In our daily lives, if we hurt
somebody, we’ll say “I'm sorry.” But if it was really bad,
we’ll apologize several times: “I'm sorry, | shouldn’t
have, | regret this, | won't do it again, please forgive
me.”

That’s why we have the repetition here: saying this 3
times helps us recognize that sinning against God is no
light matter. We don't just apologize to God: we
express sorrow that we turned against Him, and we
take responsibility for it.

And here we have the only gesture change in the New
Roman Missal: We will strike our breasts three times as
we say this — that's a visible sign of our sorrow for our
sins. Let's continue:



therefore | ask blessed Mary, ever-Virgin
all the angels and saints,

and you, my brothers and sisters,

to pray for me to the Lord our God.

We end this general confession of sins by
acknowledging that we need prayers from Mary, the
angels, the saints, and each other, to overcome sin
and its effects in our lives. We can’t do it on our own
power. We need grace, we need help.



Whether we use Form A or Form B or Form C for The
Penitential Rite, the common thread running through
them is that we ask for God’s divine mercy, because
we know we are sinners who need it. And we are
assured of God'’s forgiveness.

The Penitential Rite reminds us and gives us the
balance we need: we acknowledge that while we are

sinners, we rejoice in God’s never-ending mercy and
love.




