THE HOLY SACRAMENT OF CONFESSION AND THE ECCLESIAL PRACTICE OF SPIRITUAL GUIDENCE  - PART  1

The subject of analysis in this paper are certain aspects of the historical development of the penitential practice in the Church, the ecclesiological significance of the Holy Sacrament of Confession, and its synthesis withthe spiritual guidance developed in monastic settings. Particular emphasis is placed on the role of the spiritual father as a distinct charismatic ministry, through which spiritual guidance is actualized. Public penances, as stipulated in the Church canons, clearly and unambiguously highlights the Eucharist-centered nature of confession. By establishing the sacrament (personal) confession as (spiritual guidance or spiritual therapy)the  ecclesiological context of the penitence is considerably diminished. Namely, the confession, originally a sacrament of reconciliation with the Church community, becomes a therapeutic act in which the spiritual father plays a central role, endowed with his unique gifts of grace and ascetic-spiritual qualities, irrespective of his ecclesiastical rank. In Byzantium, in parallel with the sacramental confession administered by the clergy, there was also a practice whereby non-ordained monks also conducted confession. Although the second type of confession did not have the status of a sacramental act, it was nevertheless regarded as a customary form of personal expression of penitence and of receiving forgiveness for sins. The synthesis realized between confession as a Holy Sacrament and spiritual guidance represents the outcome of a reciprocal affirmation and interpenetration of the charisms inherent in the ecclesiastical hierarchy and those manifested in the spiritual eldership.

