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1. EXAMINATION OF CONSCIENCE
You must acknowledge your sins in order to take responsibility for them, have sorrow for them, 
and confess them well. Before you go to confession, prayerfully examine your life to identify 
your sins. This is a necessary step. Do it before you step foot in the confessional. Don’t rush 
through it. Use a guide to confession or examination to help with this process.

2. CONTRITION
In order to be absolved from your sins, you must have true sorrow for your sins. Contrition 
for all grave sins is essential to this sacrament. Contrition is sorrow of the soul and detestation 
for the sin committed, along with the resolution not to sin again. We distinguish two types of 
contrition: perfect and imperfect. Perfect contrition is rooted in a love of God above all things. 
This kind of contrition is so powerful that it reconciles man to God before this sacrament is 
actually received. Imperfect contrition (attrition) is rooted in an appreciation for the ugliness of 
sin and in the fear of punishment. It is not as powerful as perfect contrition that is motivated 
purely out of love for God. 

We cannot always be certain that our sorrow is perfect. But we do know that even if our 
contrition is imperfect, so long as we have contrition, God does forgive us in this sacrament.

Before your confession, ask the Lord to stir you to true sorrow for your sins, recognizing how 
much they offend Him and how much violence they do to your soul and your salvation. 

3. FIRM PURPOSE OF AMENDMENT
In order to be absolved from your sins, you must firmly intend, with the help of God’s grace, 
not to commit your sins again. This means that you resolve not to enter again into the sins you 
will confess, or even into the circumstances that make these sins easy to commit. If you have 
no desire to change your life (if you plan to continue willfully committing this sin), you remain 
closed to God’s grace and will not receive pardon and peace. Ask the Lord to bless you with a 
firm purpose of amendment.

Here are the things you need to know before you participate in the 
sacrament. These are the elements of a good confession. 



4. CONFESSION
In order to be absolved from your sins, you must confess all the mortal sins you have committed, 
according to number and kind. Withholding mortal sins (not confessing any sins that you 
remember having committed) closes you to the grace of this sacrament. Mortal sins are grave 
violations of divine law (think 10 Commandments) committed with full knowledge and 
freedom. They result in a complete loss of the sanctifying grace necessary for salvation. You 
may also confess venial sins.

Your confession should be specific. Saying that you “violated the fifth commandment” could 
mean a variety of things, from insulting someone to killing a person in cold blood. Be specific 
about your sins. 

When you come to confession, you come to confess your sins. You do not come to confess your 
spouse’s sins or your children’s sins or your co-worker’s sins. 

You are here to confess your sins, not to tell the priest about your “issues” or “things I’d like to do 
better.” Confess by saying something like, “I committed _____(sin), ___(number) times.” Don’t 
use euphemisms or otherwise attempt to hide or gloss over your sins. You’re here to confess 
your sins, so confess them.

5. PENANCE
Sin has a double consequence. First, grave sin deprives us of communion with God and makes 
us incapable of eternal life. We call this the eternal punishment of sin (hell). Second, every sin 
entails unhealthy attachments, which must be purified in this life or in the next (purgatory). We 
call this the temporal punishment of sin.

Penance is necessary because, while this sacrament brings the forgiveness of sins and satisfies 
for the eternal punishment of sin, the temporal punishment of sin remains. Penance helps 
satisfy for the temporal punishment of sin. Additionally, it helps heal the effects of sin and can 
serve as an antidote for particular sins.

6. ABSOLUTION
The confessor pronounces the words of absolution. Jesus Christ, working through the priest, 
forgives the penitent who has confessed and who has contrition for his or her sins.



1. EXAMINE YOUR CONSCIENCE
2. PRAY FOR TRUE CONTRITION
3. RESOLVE NOT TO SIN AGAIN

4. BEGIN YOUR CONFESSION
After entering the confessional, make the 
sign of the cross: In the name of the Father, 
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 

At this point, the priest may invoke the 
Lord’s help for your confession, bless you, or 
read from Sacred Scripture.

5. CONFESS YOUR SINS
Begin your confession with the words: 
Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It has 
been ___ days/weeks/months/years since my 
last confession. I am ___________ (tell the 
priest your state in life: married, single, priest, 
parent, etc.) These are my sins. Then, tell the 
priest all of the grave sins that you remember, 
according to kind and number (this sin, this 
many times). Simply and concisely confess 
your sins. 

Conclude the confession of your sins by 
saying something like: I am sorry for these 
and all of my sins. This will help the priest 
know that you have finished confessing.

6. RECEIVE YOUR PENANCE
The priest might ask you some questions 
for further clarification. He might offer you 
counsel. Then, he will assign your penance 
and invite you to make an act of contrition.

7. MAKE AN ACT OF CONTRITION
There are many different acts of contrition. 
You can use the one that works best for you. 
Here is one popular form of the prayer:

My God, I am sorry for my sins with all my 
heart. In choosing to do wrong, and failing to 
do good, I have sinned against you, whom I 
should love above all things. I firmly intend, 
with your help, to do penance, to sin no more, 
and to avoid whatever leads me to sin. Our 
Savior Jesus Christ suffered and died for us. 
In His name, my God, have mercy. Amen.

8. RECEIVE ABSOLUTION
The priest will absolve your sins using the 
sacramental form. He may begin this during 
your act of contrition. He may wait until 
you’ve finished. In any case, listen for these 
essential words: I absolve you from your sins in 
the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit. Your reply is: Amen.

9. GO IN PEACE
The priest may conclude the rite by saying, 
The Lord has freed you from your sins, go in 
peace. Your reply is: Thanks be to God. 

10. DO YOUR PENANCE
After leaving the confessional, promptly 
fulfill the penance given to you by the priest. 
Also, remember to give thanks to God for his 
wonderful mercy.

HOW TO GO TO CONFESSION


