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!See John Anthony
McGuckin, The Path
of Christianity: The
First Thousand Years
(InterVarsity Press,
2017), 358.

2 Ibid. See also
Colossians 1:20-23,

in which St. Paul
affirms that Christ’s
defeat of the powers
of darkness have now
made reconciliation
with God possible, so
believers can present
themselves “holy and
blameless and irre-
proachable” before
him, as a bride before
her bridegroom.
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Resurrecting Gold from the Dunghill:

Historical and Theological Considerations

of Confession Practices in the East

Stelyios Muksuris

The Ancient Foundation—The Early
Stage

A survey of confession and reconcil-
iation practices in the contemporary
Orthodox East presupposes a hearty
trek through the ancient Church’s ex-
perience. From the apostolic age, one
encounters two distinct perspectives
on the theme of reconciliation in St.
Paul’s epistles. The first is a global or
metaphysical redemption of the in-
habited oikoumené and universe that
God works out in the person of Jesus
Christ (cf. 2 Cor 5:19). The second
form of reconciliation is the individ-
ual-focused, moral aspect, which re-
ceives widespread attention through-
out the Pauline corpus in the form of
exhortations, rebukes, and commands
made to problematic individuals and
groups within the nascent yet rapid-
ly expanding Christian world. Both
forms of reconciliation are intercon-
nected, to be sure. As John Anthony
McGuckin insightfully observes,

Paul, for example, teaches that as
the suffering Lord has achieved
victory over the forces of evil, . . .
and has gained God the Father’s
mercy for his new people (the
church, which is his extended
body), so too the community of
faith that is “in Christ” (mysti-
cally associated with him in his
sufferings and glorification) is
called out of the old manner of

regenerate living (sinful and self-
ish) into a new life of spiritual
freedom and communion with
God and with the other parts of
Christ’s mystical body. This an-
thropological and social teaching
was set in a very spacious meta-
physical horizon.!

For many, the global aspect of salva-
tion has already been achieved in the
divine economy of Christ; it is, to be
sure, a fait accompli. However, the per-
sonal and moral dimension of salva-
tion (one’s relationship with the com-
munity of faith and the world at large)
directly affects one’s relationship with
God. In other words, horizontal rec-
onciliation among humans leads to a
successful vertical reunion with God
and peace with God. As McGuckin
correctly notes, “For Paul they tran-
sect within the praxis of the sacramen-
tal life of the church.”?

In antiquity, the Church held the uni-
versal belief that ancestral sin, which
upended the cosmic relationship be-
tween God and nature, and personal
sins that violated God’s moral code,
were wiped away through the grace
of the baptismal waters. As such, the
practice prevailed for Christians to
deliberately delay their baptism until
much later in life or on their death-
bed, for fear that post-baptismal sins
of any sort (especially the more atro-
cious, and socially more fractious



ones) were unforgivable and thus
damning for individuals and for the
community to which they belonged.
Personal sins committed after baptism
were interpreted as the individual’s
blatant betrayal of the gift of self-giv-
ing offered to them by Christ, a form
of ‘spiritual adultery”, to which no
remedy existed. And the Eucharist,
the social expression and very sign of
reconciliation between God and man,
could bear no efficacy in maintaining
this union.

In addition, the early Christians, from
the very beginning, espoused the no-
tion that Christ as Bridegroom desired
to accompany his beloved bride, the
Church, into the mansions of the es-
chatological kingdom “in splendor,
without spot or wrinkle” (Eph 5:27),
having sanctified and cleansed her “by
the washing of water with the word”
(Eph 5:26). This is certainly consis-
tent with later Johannine references,
where one reads that nothing unclean
can ever enter into heaven (Rev 21:27),
thus maintaining God'’s high standard
of purity for the Christian community
named after Christ.

In sum, three notorious sins were con-
sidered damning in antiquity, which
could never be forgiven after one’s
baptism: apostasy against the Church,
adultery against one’s spouse, and mur-
der against one’s fellow human being.
Of the three, the first was considered
most completely contrary to the Way,
especially during the nearly four cen-
turies of Christian persecution. Just
one shameful violation, regardless of
the reasons, was grounds for immedi-
ate excommunication from the sacra-
mental life of the Church. Early atti-
tudes regarding baptism established
the foundational precept that baptism
for the forgiveness of sins was not re-
peatable under any circumstances.
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Consequently, with the increasing
number of Christian apostates, who
primarily out of sheer duress, either
sacrificed to the pagan gods (sacrifica-
ti) or bribed Roman officials to obtain
fraudulent certificates (libellatici) that
they had sacrificed when in fact they
did not, the Church was compelled to
render a decision about post-baptis-
mal sin. Two camps formed: one led
by the ultra-conservative and later
Montanist Tertullian of North Africa
(160-240 AD), and the other by the
more tolerant author of the Shepherd
of Hermas (2™ century AD). A graded
order of penitents emerged, who were
permitted one additional act of recon-
ciliation following baptism. This state
of penance, involving severe fasts and
ritual prostrations during worship,
typically lasted years and effectively
created the order of non-communing
penitents, who were separated from
the rest of the assembly by adopt-
ing unique postures of supplication.?
At a designated time, usually on the
Wednesday or Thursday of Holy
Week, the penitents were admitted
into full communion through the lay-
ing on of hands by the clergy, who
led the community of faith in offering
prayers for the remission of sins.

From Communal to Personal Sins:
A Shift in Emphasis

To justify the unrepeatability of bap-
tism, the early Church’s attitude to-
ward sin demanded a vital distinc-
tion to be made between two kinds of
penances. Petty (venial) sins, or sim-
ple domestic failings in word, deed,
or thought, which suspended one’s
union with God but did not necessar-
ily terminate the indwelling grace of
the divine presence, were remedied
through more aggressive forms of
personal rehabilitation, involving the
ascetical practices of prayer, fasting,

3 The penitents were
denied the Eucharist
but still attended

the assembly. They
were divided into
four distinct groups,
which indicated their
individual status on
their journey of return
to God and ecclesias-
tical communion: (1)
the sinners (relegat-
ed to the status of
inquiring pagans);

(2) listeners (restored
to the pre-baptismal
status of catechu-
mens); (3) kneelers
(elevated to the status
of those awaiting holy
illumination); and

(4) standers (the final
stage that signaled
incorporation into the
Sunday eucharistic
assembly, who always
stood in anticipation
of receiving the risen
Lord in the Eucharist).
Incidentally, Canon 20
of the first Ecumenical
Council, which explic-
itly forbids kneeling
on Sun days, estab-
lishes standing as the
default posture for
the Christian in full
communion with the
Church, with all other
postures as peniten-
tial and “non-eucha-
ristic”. See McGuckin,
366-367.
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“I was glad when
they said unto me,
‘Let us go into the
house of the Lord.”
(Psalm 121:1 LXX).
Image courtesy of
Alexandre Martins.

*Ibid. 363.
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and almsgiving. On the other hand,
mortal sins, as they came to be known
later in the West, were those harsher,
more nefarious offenses that could
potentially permanently destroy one’s
communion with God. These weight-
ier transgressions were relegated to
end-of-life reconciliation, a final act of
falling entirely into the ocean of God’s
redemptive mercy, with no commen-
surate ascetical practice capable of
remedying such offenses during one’s
lifetime.

Indeed, as persecutions finally came
to a halt with Emperor Constantine in
the early fourth century, the economia
of penance began to develop and ex-
pand throughout the Christian world.
The development included a dramat-
ic shift in focus: the aforementioned
trilogy of sins that severely impacted
one’s relationship to the community
now gave way to ordinary, everyday
failings, which required church lead-
ership to “become more realistic about
the extent of sinful behavior in their
communities.”* These “lesser” sins, as
it were, still possessed the possibility

of defiling the sacral purity of the holy
altar, which served as the gateway to
the sublime kingdom. Consequently,
the clergy began to focus more on who
could be admitted to holy communion
and when.

In brief, the economy of numerous
and widespread penitential practices
emerged, now centered on the recep-
tion of the Eucharist: the extension of
the risen Christ and the kingdom on
earth. Thus, the Eucharist itself came
to be viewed with even greater rever-
ence and awe, as iterated by St. Cyril
of Jerusalem, who boldly called it “the
sacrifice that makes one’s hair stand
on end” («1| Ppoodéotatog Buoia»).

Confessors, Monastics, and Synods:
The Middle Stage

In the post-persecution period, two
distinct groups of Christians emerged
that would forever shape the trajecto-
ry of penitential practices. By the third
century, confessors who survived vi-
olent torture and mutilation but were
not killed were believed to have been
invested with spiritual powers from
on high, proportionate to those of
bishops and presbyters who received
them by the same Christ to adminis-
ter and feed his sheep (John 21:15-17).
One of these powers was fervent in-
tercession and the ability to call down
the remission of sins. This widespread
belief led many compromisers to ap-
proach these confessors, who offered
them their only post-baptismal for-
giveness. Naturally, a serious conflict
arose between the ordained ministers
of the Church and the charismatic of-
fices, since the former were responsi-
ble for reinstating the lapsed back into
the eucharistic assembly.

Around the same time, in the des-
erts of Egypt, Syria, Asia Minor, and



Palestine, monks and nuns began to
inhabit the wilderness, desiring to
draw closer to God. Many lay people,
who heard stories of the holiness at-
tained by these monastics, followed
them and sought out their counsel,
in the hopes of procuring sanctifica-
tion and guidance from them. Within
sketes and monasteries, younger mo-
nastics drew close to an elder (geron,
starets), to whom they would reveal
their innermost thoughts. This readi-
ly available opportunity for personal
betterment and growth gave rise to
perhaps the most common peniten-
tial practice known today, which the
Church incorporated into parochi-
al life. “It is this monastic context of
spiritual direction that transformed
the Christian system of penance from
a punitive legislative affair into an is-
sue of psychological and emotional
guidance.”®

This second option likewise affected
the collective attitude toward recon-
ciliation practices, placing significant
strain on the episcopal office and the
parochial clergy in administering
matters of admission to the eucharis-
tic table. As a result, local synods in
the East were established to promote
greater order, particularly regarding
moral offenses, where Gentile prac-
tices often conflicted with Christian
expectations, especially in the area of
sexuality and familial relationships.
McGuckin summarizes this middle
stage of development:

After the persecutions it grew
increasingly redundant, though
some of the principles of estab-
lishing penitential epitimia (a pen-
ance or proper corrective response
for varied levels of sins) remained
as permanently established via
the synodical decrees and the
so-called canonical epistles of
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the Fathers (especially those of
Dionysius of Alexandria and Basil
of Cappadocian Caesarea). By
the seventh century penitential
practices of confession in the East
had become more private, chiefly
administered by presbyters, and
more concerned with reconciling
sinners than punishing them.®

So, during this middle stage of devel-
opment, a shift in theological self-un-
derstanding occurs: the Christian
community is no longer “a church of
the pure elect” but rather “a commu-
nity of sinners seeking reconciliation
in tears and lamentation. These two
trajectories still continue to mark in-
ternal divisions within Christian ec-
clesial practice to this day.””

Tariffed Penance and Absolution:
The Final Stage

During this middle stage, and espe-
cially in the Christian West, one ob-
serves the ascendancy of “tariffed
penance”, in which a father confes-
sor prescribed to a penitent a specific
ascetical remedy for a particular sin.
Latin missionaries and monks found
this system extremely useful for dis-
ciplining converts from the pagan
world, who were accustomed to a

Candles offered in
prayer before the
icon of the Mother
of God and Christ
child. Image courte-
sy of Andriy Tod.

5Ibid. 367.

¢ Ibid. 370-371. See
also: J.A. McGuckin,
The Ascent of

Christian Law Patristic
and Byzantine
Reformulations of
Antique Civilization
(St. Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 2012),
esp. chaps. 4-5, 7.

7 McGuckin, The Path
of Christianity, 372.
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Confession of a
sinner. The devil
whispers untruths,
that in confession
come out of the
penitent as snakes.
Image courtesy of
MireXa.

8 St. Nikodemos

the Hagiorite’s
E&ouoAoy-ntapiov, or
Manual of Confession
from the 18th century
is perhaps the most
well-known, com-
prehensive peniten-
tial in the Orthodox
world, drawing from
sources like St. John
the Faster, Jesuits
Paolo Segneri and J.P.
Pinamonti, and pre-
dominantly Athonite
monastic libraries, all
of which Nikodemos
simplified and added
his own extensive
commentary and per-
sonal insights.
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much looser moral code, by assign-
ing punitive or remedial penitential
exercises that could be easily refer-
enced in a penitential, or manual of
confession.® This system, first popular
among Irish and Anglo-Saxon monas-
tics, eventually reached the East and,
when combined with the desert tra-
dition of spiritual counsel and men-
torship, led to a revised program for
addressing inner (so-called “private
forum”) offenses. The “public forum”
of visible transgressions like apostasy,
adultery, and murder, while indeed
carrying secular penal consequences,
were now dealt with as private affairs
in the East (in the West, they remained
“public forum” affairs until the 13%
century), between the penitent, the fa-
ther confessor, and God.

In the ninth century, various prayers
of absolution began to appear in man-
uscripts, to mark a definitive erasure
of individual sins and the readmis-
sion of a penitent into the sacramen-
tal life of the Church. The laying on
of hands, now offered by the individ-
ual parish priest on behalf of the lo-
cal church, accompanied a penitent’s
confession and penance and signified

the community’s own acceptance of
the lost sheep back into the flock and,
through the local community of faith,
to the universal Church.

Thus, the system of penitential prac-
tice inherited by the Orthodox Church
today is a modified tariff program,
administered locally by the presbyter,
with an emphasis on the ascetical tra-
dition of spiritual guidance and psy-
cho-emotional support.

The “Incompatibility” of Slavic and
Greek Confession

It is abundantly clear that two major
streams of thought about confession
and penitential practices persist in the
Orthodox world today: (1) the Slavic
practice of frequent confession (before
every reception of holy communion);
(2) and the Greek practice of more in-
termittent confession, either at least
once a year or during the four season-
al fasts of the liturgical year or when
absolutely needed.

Both positions are robustly informed
by liturgical practices that have taken
shape over the centuries. For example,



for the Slavic tradition, confession be-
fore reception of the Eucharist, even
if only of petty sins such as misused
words or thoughts, serves as a means
of preserving the sacral purity of the
altar, the bride of Christ, and the eu-
charistic gifts. Approaching com-
munion with an unclean heart and
prayerfully unprepared is an invita-
tion to defiling the Eucharist and kin-
dling the wrath of God.

In the Greek practice, the Eucharist
is considered far less a “reward”
for good behavior but, to use the
Ignatian expression, the “medicine
of immortality” and the “antidote
to death”. Responsible penance is
not meant only to be applied during
formal ecclesiastical confession. It is
intended to become a daily, continu-
ous attitude of living humbly before
God and one’s fellow human being.
Such a penitential lifestyle places
the onus of responsibility upon the
shoulders of the penitent, but always
in concert with the patient and lov-
ing guidance of one’s “soul friend”
(anam cara) or father confessor, in the
realization that while nothing created
can defile the divine, good Orthodox
incarnational theology affirms that
the divine does not exist to be defiled
but to assume the humanly imperfect
and ugly, transform it, and lovingly
nestle it into the heart of the merciful
God (which happens to convey, fully
and unequivocally the very mean-
ing of forgiveness, or cvyxwpnoic
(“making room in one’s being for the
other”).

One cannot perceive confession as
a constant, unmindful mechanical
act culminating in appeasing a qua-
si-Anselmian God of wrath who has
been insulted. On the contrary, it re-
quires daily prayerful introspection
by the penitent, fully immersed in the
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spiritual struggle for the kingdom of
God. Still, it also requires occasional
stops for spiritual assessment at var-
ious intervals along the journey, for
counsel (confession) and reaffirma-
tion of God’s mercy and forgiveness
(absolution).

Final Thoughts and Suggestions for
Modern Practice

We have seen a shift in the Church’s
development of penitential practices
from public recognition and under-
standing of destructive sin to a private
treatment of individual sin, remedia-
ble through personalized spiritual
counsel and guidance. The move to-
ward privatization allays the social
pressure and humiliation of shame-
ful exposure. It also provides a more
comfortable and conducive environ-
ment for a penitent to confront their
sins (which typically point to other
deep-seated issues) and to begin the
struggle toward self-correction, with
the hope of compassionate and truth-
ful guidance from one’s spiritual fa-
ther. The introspective and dialogical
aspects within confession are vital. If
frequent confession is to be practiced,
as is the case in the Slavic tradition, it
cannot simply feature a perfunctory
pronouncement of absolution without
personalized engagement and discus-
sion, any more than the reception of
communion can be void of mindful
preparation and repentance.

This preferred method of treating sin
in the forum internum leads me to make
three specific observations about the
entire penitential process. First, it be-
hooves us, both clergy and lay folk,
to consider repentance not simply as
a case-by-case application of remorse
and self-correction but instead as a
lifelong attitude and vision of con-
stantly striving to better ourselves in
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? Similarly to confes-
sion, proper Orthodox
sacramental theology
regards the entirety of
the eucharistic prayer
as consecratory, rather
than just a specif-

ic moment, such as
during the words of
institution in the West
or during the epicle-
sis in the East. Since
consecration and for-
giveness are “internal
acts” of the Trinity
who exists in eternity,
they are experienced
in divine kairos and
manifested in human
chronos, when the
former subsumes

and transfigures the
latter. See Stelyios S.
Muksuris, Economia
and Eschatology (Holy
Cross Orthodox Press,
2013).
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accordance with “the measure of the
stature of the fullness of Christ” (Eph
4:13). This attitude does not presage
sulking in the misery of self-defeatism
but realizing our incompleteness be-
fore God and undertaking a journey
together with God to rediscover our
true selves and our highest potential
for excellence.

In keeping with this notion of self-ex-
amination as a lifelong process, sec-
ondly, it is rather fascinating that in
the petitions during the service of
confession in the Orthodox Church,
both father confessor and peni-
tent ask God to grant the individu-
al “time for repentance” («iaidv
petavoiag»). This expression implies
a presumably extensive process of
failure, correction, and advancement,
all of which is resolved on the day of
confession. Even the very prayer of
absolution cannot viably be seen as
the automatic, mechanical imparting
of divine forgiveness when one has
not necessarily experienced heartfelt,
authentic repentance. If anything, the
prayer of absolution serves as the holy
sign and assurance that the sweetness
of divine forgiveness will be granted
from heaven, but in God’s “eternal
time” (kairos) and when, in God’s

estimation, true repentance has been
achieved.’

Finally, private confession requires
prescriptions of penance tailored to
each individual’s needs and abilities.
It is both ineffectual and reckless to
apply canonical sanctions from anoth-
er epoch and local church altogether,
with entirely different circumstances,
which avowedly belonged to anoth-
er Church father’s corpus of pastoral
rules for specific individuals or groups
under his own episcopal purview. One
size does not fit all, as was often the fa-
tal error made by Orthodox villagers
who interpreted the specific prescrip-
tion of fasting, for example, given by
a father confessor to a penitent, as the
general rule of the Church, thus lead-
ing to the phenomenon of variegated
and usually confusing fasting practic-
es among Orthodox Christians today.

If penitential practices today are to
benefit the faithful, regardless of how
often one attends confession, they ab-
solutely require well-informed, sensi-
ble, personalized, and compassionate
engagement that is at once patient and
persistent. There is no other viable way
to extract the gold in each heart from
the dunghill of sin and failure. ®
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