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Why Do Catholics Have to Confess Their Sins to a Priest?
The
confessional
is one of the distinctive marks of a Catholic
Church, and non Catholics naturally wonder
about the secrecy and
what seems to be high
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confesses a murder? Can
the priest go to the police
with the information?”
They ask, “Doesn’t the priest tell other
people what he’s heard?” The answer is
“No.” One of the most serious sins a priest
can commit is to break the vow of secrecy
in the confessional. That seal is sacred and
is in place to protect the person making
confession, allowing them to have complete confidence in the priest.
There is a more fundamental question
from many non-Catholics: why it is necessary to confess to a priest. “Can’t you
just go to Jesus in prayer and ask for forgiveness?”
The fact of the matter is that Catholics are encouraged to go directly to Jesus to confess their sins. After prayerfully considering our thoughts and actions,
Catholics should include in their evening
prayers a confession of the sins of that
day. Our main act of worship--the Mass-begins with a corporate confession of our
sins, and the Catholic Church teaches that
these forms of confession in which we
go directly to Jesus are sufficient for the
forgiveness of the sins we commit simply
through the rough and tumble of everyday
life.
The kind of sins we commit by mistake, which are insignificant and which
we commit through human weakness and
without pre-meditation we call “venial”
sins. More serious sins which go against
natural law and God’s law as given in the
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Scriptures and the teachings of Christ’s
church we call “mortal” sins because they
lead to death: death of the body and finally
death of the soul. The distinction between
venial and mortal sins is based in 1John
5:17,
“All
wrongdoing is
sin, but there
is a sin that
does not lead to
death.”
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be forgiven.” (James 5:14-15)
We should remember that the English
word “priest” is derived from the Greek
word “presbyter” which is the word for
“elder” in the New Testament. That’s why
Catholics translate the verse in James as,
“Is any sick among you? Let them call the
priests of the church.” This verse shows
the link between forgiveness and healing.
Sin is a sickness of the soul which Jesus
Christ came to heal with his forgiveness.
When a priest follows these Biblical instructions by anointing a person prayerfully with holy oil, the person receives
Christ’s healing and forgiveness.
From the New Testament we see
clearly that:
a. Jesus has authority to heal and forgive sins.
b. He delegates that authority to his
apostles.
c. They pass that authority to the elders (priests) of the church.
d. The believers are commanded to
summon the elders (priests).
e. The believers are commanded to
confess their sins to them.
f. If they do they will receive forgiveness and healing.
Therefore, when Catholics are asked,
“Why Do You Have to Confess to a
Priest?” We reply, “Because the Bible tells
us to!”
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