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INTRODUCTION

The Sacrament of Reconciliation is the main reason for this research. In
order to understand in a better way this sacrament of the mercy of God, I thought of
presenting the biblical perspective of the reality behind our rituals and praetices in
regard to this sacrament. namely the grace of God that is offered Lo everyone and
that precedes any act of conversion.

One of the main reasons why | chose this topic is the ersis 1 have seen in
regard to this sacrament. Both penitents and ministers in some ways seem to have
lost sight of the mysteries behind this sacrament.

| believe that the knowledge of the biblical background of this sacrament can
help us to understand in a betler way that God is at work in reconciling the world to
himself through Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit; and therefore the
Sacrament of Reconciliation is the privileged place of meeting with the mercy of
God. He is the one who prompts each one of us to come back to him 1o welcome us
as he did with the prodigal son.

Obviously. this essay is not a thorough research on the biblical and
theological foundations of the Sacrament of Reconciliation, not even a presentation
of its fundamental truths, but a presentation of one basie truth: the initiative of God
who. having entered into a relationship with humanity in the person of Jesus Christ,

constantly looks towards humanity to restore us to his {riendship and love any time



we go away from him deceived by the Evil One, as it happened to our forefathers in
the text of Genesis.

In brief, the way [ present this topic is as follows: in Chapter | the main
purposc is to underline the story of Hosea as the best example of God's faithful love
for Israel despite Israel’s unfaithfulness. In Chapter II, the threc stories of Luke
chapter 15 give to the understanding of God's love for humanity an additional
element: God’s joy when a sinner repents. Finafly, in Chapter HI the main purpose is
to compare the findings of Chapters I and II with the theology of the Sacrament of
Reconciliation. In order to do so. I briefly present some basic ideas regarding the
sacrament.

One of the most amazing mysteries of all times is the creation of the world
and human beings. | find particularly interesting the way God comes to meet
humanity. He created man and woman to live in communion with him, nevertheless
sin put a division between the Creator and the creatures. Despite this situation God
has constantly been looking for ways to restore this communion with humanity. The
history of Israel is, therefore, the most impressive story of this passionate God who
loves humanity with steadfast love.

The story of Hosea a wilness to this reality as follows. First. God’s love for
humanity is steadfast in spite of humanity’s sinfulness. Second. humanity’s
sinfulness is clearly portrayed in Gomer's unfaithfulness. Third, God's merciful love
for the people of Israel comes Lo rescue them from the misery they have reached by
forgetting the Lord. Fourth. Israel needs to accept God's love and respond to him in

faithfulness and truth.



Chapter Il deals with God’s love for his people that in the person and
ministry of Jesus Christ has reached its best expression. In the same way that God
visited his people in the person of Hosea, two thousand years ago in the person of
Jesus Christ God the Father continued visiting his people prompting them to
conversion.

God the Father who through Jesus Christ reaches out 1o sinners is the *Good
Shepherd” of [srael. Jesus who is the image of the Father showed sinners the depths
of God’s love for all. The novelty of Luke’s gospel in regard to God's love for
humanity is the element of ‘joy” which the evangelist stresses in chapter 15.

Finally. Chapter [l combines the themes of the first two chapters in order to
present the Sacrament of Reconciliation as the up-to-date version of God's love for
humamty. A brief presentation of this sacrament is done in order to acknowledge the
Catholic understanding of this sacrament and its importance in the economy of
salvation.

Putting together the main ideas of Chapters | and 1l it is possible to see that
in the history of humanity everything is a gratuitous intervention of God on our
behalf. God never gives up in inviting us to live in full communion with him. In the
person of Jesus Christ, humanity has experienced the depths of God's loving mercy.
After Jesus, the Church continucs this work of mercy and administers the graces of
God following Jesus” ecommand to bind and loose.

The ministry of reconcilialion as exercised by Jesus of Nazareth is a constant
reminder (o priests that God is at work through Jesus Christ in the power of the
Spirit moving people’s hearts to comc back to him and thus be reconciled with him

and neighbour through the ministry of the Church.



Chapter 1

Hosea’s Experience: The Story of Yahweh, the God Who
Looks after His People with Love

1. Introduction

The story of the people of Israel is the amazing unfolding of the relationship
between Yahweh and his people. Yahweh is the faithful God who never ceases to
look after his people. Throughout the history of the people of Israel, Yahweh has
shown himself faithful and caring despite Israel’s unfaithfulness.

What is of our concern in this chapler is the story of the prophet losea.
God’s faithful love for his people is shown at its best through the metaphor of
Hosea's family life. The hardships Hosea goes through are analogous to what God
experiences in the relationship with Israel. God's steadfast love cannot stand the ruin
and moral depravation of his people. therefore, he looks for different ways to help
Israel become aware of her wickedness and thus repent. God’s demands for Israel
will be met only when [srael will truly convert to the Lord out of love.

This chapter aims at showing God's merciful tove for his people. Yahweh as

experienced through Hosea's story takes the initiative in looking for his people who



have gone astray. tHe out of his merciful love constantly intervenes in the history of
his people inviting them to come back to him. This understanding of God’s merciful
love will help us i Chapter III to perceive more clearly how God 1s al work 1n the

Sacrament of Reconciliation.

2. Yahweh and His Relationship with Humanity
2.1 Yahwel'’s Election of Israel

The history of humanity as read hy the people of Isracl' shows us how in
creation God has freely made the world (Wis 1 1:23—26),2 created human beings and
entrusted them with the care of his creation (Gen 1:28: Wis 9:1). God intervened in
Abraham’s life and with him he has freely decided to enter into a more personal
relationship with one people: Israel (Exod 34:27).‘ After celebrating the covenant,’
the people of Isracl decided to put God aside, and make themselves 1idols
(Exod 24:3-8). Despite this situation God has kept faithful to his word and in the

story of Hosea he showed (he depths of his love. ’

1
The Bible is an expression of the Jewish outlook. Their history reveals the way lIsraelites
saw their lives and history as guided by God's hand.

2 . i . . ;
in this essay the citations are taken from the Revised Standard Version. uniess otherwise
indicaled,

3
The election of the people of [srael is a pure and gratuitous action of God so much so that
the people cannot make any ciaim whatsoever (Deut 7:7-8). M. SCHIMALUS, Dogma. 111, 80,

L]
*This was [...] the idea which enshrined the truth that the relationship between Yahweh
and his people was one of the intimale fellowship and love™ J. MALCHLING - H.C. PHILLIPS,
“The Book of Hosea™, 568; see also J. COMAY, Who Is Whoe, 140: D, RyaN, “1osea”, 682,

’ In the context of the Old Testament, God's steadfast love, loyalty, faithfulness and
goodness are better expressed in the word wem which in the Hebrew Bible occurs 246 times. This
noun has the correlative adjective vzn which means pious, godly faithful. 9or is commonly used to
describe the human behaviour toward one another, but all the same il also describes the attitudes of
God toward his people. The exercise of the =or in the Bible is what constitutes 1he essence of this
covenant relalionship.

The divine w=n sustains life, counteracting the powers of death that threatens human life. It
also counteracts God's wrath, which in a way seems 1o run in two opposite directions, thal is to say in
front of human faiture and sin, punishinent and forgiveness meel. the latter being the one prevailing
(Micah 7:18: Lam 3:31-32). Surprisingly enough God’s <on outdoes his wrath. Finally the bible
describes God's love as enduring and persistent (Jer 31:3) unlike the human cn thal is compared
with the dew that soon evaporates (Hosea 6:4). Cf. D.A. BAER - R.P. GORDON, *zn™, 44-54,



2.2 The Story of Hosea

The book of Hosea gives very little information about the life of the prophet.
LHiowever, in the text there are some details that can give some valuable data.’

The book of Hosea keeps the format of a lawsuit or 2= in which the two
parties contending are Yahweh and Israel. The symbolic marriage of the prophet will
be the best accusation of israel's unfaithfulness.’ Following the imagery of marriage
the prophet will utter two main accusations against Isracl: inﬁdc]ityq and apostasy.m

Often the tmagery of the prophetic literature is very rich tn describing the
situation of infidelity on the side of Istael.’ The prophetic action of Hosea
marrying Gomer points out clearly the gratuity of God’s love for Israel, and

- . . . . 12
Gomer’s behaviour, Israel’s response to this love.

‘ “A Hebrew prophet in the Kingdom of Tsrael. [losea the son of Beeri, prophesied in the
northern kingdom of Israel for a period starting towards the end of the reign of Jeroboam Il
{783-43 BC) [...] Nothing is known about Hosea’s personal life. except for his own revelations about
his disast:ous family life [...]7 ). COMAY, Who Is Who, 139 see also, P.R. ACKROYD, “Hosea”, 610.

It denotes strife. quarrel, or the act of conducting of a legal suit among the people. In some
cases it has theological significance imnplying a pronouncement of judgement (Gen 13:7-8). Normally
Yahweh has been the advocate of Israel. but in the case of the book of Hosea he is presented as the
accuser of Israel. Cf. J.M. BRACKE, *2=", 1105.

g

P.A. KRUGER, “Theology of Hosea™, 708.
Q

D. RYAN, “losea™, 683.

" The existence of some welfare s sign of some political stability. srael’s prosperity,
however. was due to some foreign alliances (Hos 8:9), symbol of Israel’s infidelity. Israel no longer
trusted in Yahweh who led them through the desert. Moreover, soon after celebrating the Covenant,
I1srael committed apostasy by follawing the Baals forgetting Yahweh. Cf. C.L. Skow, “Book of
Hosea™, 294; D. RYAN, “Hosea™, 677.

; When the people of Israel entered the Promised Land, they came in contact with the
Canaanites, a nation that was very much attached to their traditions and cspecially their fertility cults,
While the Canaanites were very dedicated to their way of worshipping their gods, especially through
religious prostitution. the Israelites had a different religious outlook altogether. They had a covenant
and a moral code to rule their way of living. [owever, this confrontation with the other religions was
not a lucky one. It normally ended up being more what is called religious syncretism. CF H.D.
BLEBY, Grace Ahounding, 2.

“PA. KRUGER, “Theology of Hosea™, 712,



Therefore. in the context of the covenant, the existing relationship between
God and Isracl is more like that of the husband and wife.” In this relationship, while
the wife [Israel} has become wicked. defiling herself, the husband [Yahweh]
continues to love his unfaithful wife, keeping his word as given in the covenant.

The book of Hosea. then. concentrates on the sinfui situation of Israel and
the faithfulness of God who calls his people to repentance out of his merctful love

(Hos 14:4), s faithfulness and integrity (Hos 1 ]:8).”

3. God’s Love for Israel
3.1 God’s Command to Hosea: God’s Initiative

Go take yourself a wife of harlotry [...] for the land commits great harlotry by
forsaking the Lord (Hos 1:2).

God’s command to Hosca to go and marry Gomer changed the whole
perspective of Hosea’s life. He seemed to have been living faithfully to God but that
a certain moment in his life he was called to leave the peace, quict and secrecy of his
own family lifc, in order to denounce Israel’s unfaithfulness to the covenant. and
thus his own experience will portray the human understanding of God's love for
fsrael.”

This is not an easy experience for the prophet. He is called to live a situation
of public shame and derision. God’s command goes beyond the common human

thinking in order to let people understand in which situation they have ended up by

" H.D. BEEBY, Grace Abounding, 4, sec also, J. COMAY, Who Is Who, 121; P.R. ACKROYD.
“Hosea”, 603.

14 . . .

Yahweh does not make up his mind like men: his nature is to be faithful. However, Hosea
is presenting an anthropomorphic image of God where mixed feetings meet. On the one hand, anger
is 1he reaction toward Israel’s sin, but love is what moderates his anger. Cf. J.L. MCKENZIE, “Divine
Passton in Osee™, 179,

I8 . B - N "
J.L. MCKENZIT, “Divine Passion in (see™, 179: P.A. KRUGER, “Theology of Hosea™, 713.

b C.L.Seow, “The Book of Hosea”, 295; P.A. KRUGER. “Theology of Hosea™, 713.



forgetting the Lord and his love for Israel. God's suffering” as portrayed in Hosca's
experience is quite unique. It shows in a human way how deeply God has entered

into a relationship with the people of Israel.”

3.2 Hosea’s Experience

The book of Hosea offers a wonderful metaphor regarding God's faithful
love for his people. It describes the unhappy mairiage between Yahweh and Israel.”
Throughout the Old Testament marriage had a juridical nature which comprised also
certain privileges and ob]igations.m

Yahweh and Hosea share quite a common reality. They share similar
situations, that is to say a decp love for their partner and a terrible deception and
betrayal of that love.” The way Hosea rcacted in front of Gomer’s behaviour was
certainly not conumon for people of his time, especially in regard 1o the Jewish
Law.” This situation, therefore. reveals the integrity and authenticity of Hosea’s
vocation and mission as guided by Yahweh, thus his life can be better desertbed as a

living trage:dy.z'1 The importance of Hosea is that the story serves to show God's

faithful love in contrast to Israel’s faithlessness.

E?

The natural anthropomorphic analogy of *God suffering” does not imply alteration of his
nature, ‘changing’ the Divine Essence. Nevertheless, since “God is capable of love God really suffers
with the man who suffers [...]" N. FOGLIACCO, The God of afl Consolation, 63.

18
D.J. MCCARTHY -R.E. MURPHY, “1losea™, 223.
19
H.D. BEEBY, Grace Abounding, 15; see also, W.R. HARPUER. 4 Critical and Exegetical
Commeniary, 204; F.1 ANDERSEN D .N. FREEDMAN, Hosea, 219.
20
P.A. KRUGER, “Theology of Hosea™. 712.
21

F L ANDERSEN - DN FREEDMAN, Hosea, 116: 1L, MCKERZIT, *Divine Passion in Osee”.
178.

»

A woman could have been put to death if found in the act of adultery. The death penalty

was considered one way lo deal with adultery, numbered among the capital sins, as seen in Leviticus
20:10 and Deuteronomy 22:22, CF. H.H. Coin, *Adultery™, 315; E.A. GOODTRIEND, “Adultery”, 82.

n
H.D. BerBY. Grace Abounding, 15,



3.3 Fidelity to the Covenant

The covenant sealed at Sinai (Exod 24) meant that Israel was to enter into a
relationship with Yahweh. The prosperity of Israel depended upon the observance of
the covenant.”" Therefore. the commandments aimed at making of Israel a holy
nation (Exod 19:5-6). giving her some moral standards. which would make her
different from other nations (Wis 18:4; Ezek 20:41 ).26

A second image of the relationship between God and lIsrael is that of the
suzerain of vassal states.” and perhaps this example can give a clearer understanding
of God’s complaint against Israel (Hos 2:8-9; 3:1; 4:6).

Apart from mutual responsibilities, the covenant celcbrated between the
suzerain and the vassal included an addition of blessings and curses. In the ease of
faithlessness on the side of the vassal the suzerain could call for a lawsuit, and if the
relationship was declared broken that signified that the vassal was then susceptible
to the curses included in the covenant.”™

Therefore, since God had shown himself ever faithful to the covenant. the
fickleness of Israel would only mean ruin and death (Hos 7:13)2Q as the prophet
foresaw (Hos 4:1-3.6.9). However, death was not the tast word for the prophet since

God by punishing his people meant only to call them back to the initial love they

24
Integrity, mercy and knowledge of God are the words that describe the elements of the
covenant. Isracl will constantly be reminded of these words whenever she walks away from the Lord.
Cf. F.I. ANDERSEN  D.N. FREEDMAN, Hosea, 330.

3]
R.F. COLLINS, *Commandment”, 1098.

* This special election of Israel did not mean an exclusive election. God's plan in choosing
Istacl was to make of [srael the depositary of his law and the place of encounter between the human
and the divine. Cf. C. DISANTE, Jewish Prover, 124.

7 The suzerain was none other than a ‘greater’ king who would offer protection to a vassal
slate or king, by sealing a covenant through which the vassal state had to meet some financial duties
in exchanz%e for security provided by the suzerain. Cf. N. NAAMAN, “Amarna Letters™, 175-176.

G.E. MENDENHALL  G.A. HERION, “Covenant’™, 119].
Yy
? C.L. SEOw, “The Book of Hosea®™, 297.
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once had for him (Hos 2:14-15). After the punishment healing would come once

Israel had converted (Hos 2:14-15). establishing an eternal covenant (Hos 2:19-20).m

3.4 Analysis of thhe Context of Hosea

The main accusation of the prophet Hosea against Israel is her unfaithfulness
to the covenant. Since at Sinai lsrael promised to be faithful to God (Exod 24:7),
now that Israel has come in contact with the Canaanites. her people have been
seduced by the Baals: forgetting Yahweh they have lost their identity (Exod 19:5-6:
Deut 7:6).” This time. however. Israel was facing the greatest crisis she ever had
since she entered into a covenantal relationship with Yahweh: Israel has apostatized
(Hos 4:12-14: 11:2).”

Hosea's prophetic action of taking Gomer as wife, according to God's
command, denounced Israel's sins.” Gomer is the image of Israel, bound to the Lord
by the covenant but totally given to the idols by her behaviour. However, the
problem does not fall on the people only, but on their leaders, too.”

Leaders and priests are confronted because if the people have reached that
situation it is because their leaders and priests have forgotten the Law of the Lord
(Hos 4:10). Therefore. the cause of israel’s defilement is mainly due to the lack of

knowledge of God.

:"‘ - " . -
The invitalion to conversion closes the story with a rote of hope for the people of Israel.

Hosea's prophecy gives the people hope, a hope based on the certainty that Yahweh loves his people.
Cf. DX McCarTHY  R.E. Mureny, “Hosea™, 228.

" P.A. KRUGER, “Theology of Hosea™, 712.

EE
J.L. MCKENZIF, “Divine Passion in Osee”, 175; see also, D.J. MCCARTHY - R.E.
Murprty, “Hosea™, 222,
1

TD.J.MECARTIY  R.E. MURPHY. “1losea™, 224.
kL]
C.L. SEoOw, “The Book of Hosea™, 296.
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Now, since Israel has been unfaithful to the covenant (Hos 1:2), Yahweh is
going to bring punishment to his people in order to restore and heat them;:5 therefore
by bringing themn to the desert (Hos 2:14 exile), Yahweh will make Israel understand
that all the material wealth they enjoyed came from him alone (Hos 2:7-8).36 So, the

whole purpose of this castigation is to bring about the conversion of his Beloved.”

4. Israel’s Answer to God’s Love

The forthcoming punishment as announced by Hosea (5:9-10; 9:7) brought
the people to their senses.  The Israelites know that Yahweh can bring about
punishinent upon them and therefore in order to avoid this all they have to do is to
repent and observe the covenant (Hos 6:1-3). Howcver, the invitation to go back to
the Lard may seem in a way tao easy. Hosea 6:1 denotes a false repentance, since
the people think that all that has been mentioned about the restoration of lsrael
would come automatically i{ Israel converted.”

Nevertheless. the author’s experience is differcnt, Gomer [lsrael] cannot do
away with her bad habits overnight, thercfore, Hosea 6:4 is an accusation of this
superficial sort of repentance on the side of Israel.” Isracl is not truly sorry and

contrite, besides. the structures in which the people live are not so conducive so as to

15
J.L. MCKENZIE, *“Divine Passion in Qsee™, 172.
1
11, CAZELLES, "The Problem of the Kings in Osec 8:47, 20,

3

“And I will punish her for the feast days of the Baals [...] Therefore, behold, 1 will allure

her. and bring her into the wilderness and speak tenderly 1o her”. Hosea 2:13-14, emphasis mine.
kY .

The Israelites have experienced situations in which Yahweh has withdrawn from them
where any attemipt to look for him showed to be futile, but at the same time there were siluations in
which Yahweh hid his face that his pcople might look for him. Cf. F.I. ANDERSEN — D.N. FREEDMAN,
Hosea, 416; W.R. HARPER, A Critical and Exegetical Commentory, 282; H.D. BEEBRY, Grace
Abormding, 67-68. See also. J.L. MCKENZIE, “Divine Passion in Osee™, 177.

3
D.J. McCarTHY  R.E. MURPHY, “Hosea”, 223.

40
H.D. BrEBY, Grace Abounding, 72.
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41 . .
draw them back to the Lord and observe the covenant. lsrael’s answer to God’s
love is an answer that needs to mature and grow, namely she needs to actually

become aware of God's presence in her midst and thus live and walk in the ways of

the Lord, moved and guided by God's =on, * rather than by the mere desire to
achieve prosperity or for fear of the punishment,

For it is love what [ desire, not sacrifice, and knowledge of God rather than
holocausts (Hos 6:6 NAB).

This 1s what Yahweh God expects from his people. The people of Israel are
called to come and know the Lord in a covenantal relationship which will be

manifested in works of love and justice.

5. Conclusion

‘The covenant made at Sinal was meant to be a hifetime commitment on the
side of God and his people Israel, a relationship which demanded loyally as well as
moral conduct on the side of Israel. Through their history, the Israelites have been
experiencing the fragility of the human will, that is to say lots of good intentions but
little serious commitment (o one’s own promises. On the other hand, Yahweh has
shown himself ever faithful and full of steadfast love. His love for his people has
made him look for different ways to teach and correct them.

Through Hosea's experience Yahweh calls his people to conversion. By
showing Isracl their sinful situation what God actually wants is that Isracl became
aware that she needs to know him and turn to him in sincerity. Israel knows the

demands of the covenant. but what God wants is Israel to enact them in love.

1]
W.R, HARPER, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 279; F.l. ANDERSEN -- D.N.
FREEDMAN, Hosea, 426,

42
The word 9zn that oceurs in Hosea 4:1; 6:6: 10:12; 12:6, deseribes the mercy or unfailing
love of God that looks in the human counterpart a response of the same Kind, namely in works of
mercy and love towards the fellow Israelites and God. CF. R. YOUNG, *Mercy™, 635.



Chapter I1

Luke 15; Stories of God Who Looks after the Sinners with
Love

1. Introduction

This second chapter coneentrates on Jesus. the messenger of the Father, who
came to bring reconciliation. lesus here is presented as the love of the Father for
humanity. This chapter continues the line of thought of Chapter [ in regard to God's
fidelity to his promise of salvation and his love that reaches the sinners and prompts
them to conversion. This is the New Testament counterpart of the idea of God’s love
as described in Hosea (Chapter I).

The whole purpose of Jesus™ mission here on carth was to proetaim the good
news to the poor. In the context of Palestine of the first century, the poor and the
sick were considered religious outcasts. Their situation was worsened by the fact
that people believed that their situation was due to some sinful situation,

Jesus came to show God's love to all. especiaily to those who were

considered least in society. He admitted into his company sinful people. despising
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the criticism of the self-righteous in order to win them over to God, since Yahweh
expects the sinners to acknowledge his love for them, repent and convert.

Therefore, in Jesus Christ God has given humanity the best example of his
unfailing love. His ministry was totally dedicated 1o showing this love and concern

of God especially for the poor. the sick and the sinners.

2. The Experience of Sin in Luke’s Gospel

But the Pharisees and scribes began to complain, saying ‘This man welcomes
sinners and eats with them” (Luke 15:2 NAB).

For the Middle Fast mentality sin was a reality that affected people in the
totality of their relationships. For instance, in the Jewish tradition. the handicapped
and the sick were considered to be sinners and therefore outcasts due to their
physical condition.”

In the Scriptures. especially in the Old Testament, sin’ is totally opposed to
the holimess of God. Sinners were not allowed to enter God's presence (Lev 21:17),
and in some cases they were also cut off from society.45

The Jews believed that suffering and sickness were a punishment for one’s
own sins - or those of one’s parents (John 9:2): despite that some books of the Oid
Testament such as Ezekiel” had already tried to change that sort of thinking, it was

still widely accepted. Also in the New Testament, the experience of sin was seen as

4

3
R.J. KARRIS, Luke: Artist and Theologian, 64,
44
dpeptie, N, (dpopravw) a failure, fault, sin. CFf Liddeli-Scott Lexicon, Bihle 1Works

CD-ROM.
a5
R.J. Karris commenting on Leviticus 21:17-23 points out the way fesus did away with the
old teaching regarding sickness and sinfulness. Cf. R.J. KARRIS, Licke: Artist and Theologian, 61; LA
FIT7MYER, Luke the Theologian: Aspects of His Teaching, 180.184.
46
LA FTZMYER, The Gospel according ro Luke. 1. 580.
47
“What do you mean by repeating this proverb conceming the land of [srael, *The fathers
have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’”” Ezck i8:2.
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part and parcel of the condition of the poor. The Jews of the first eentury endorsed
the ancient belief of the existing relationship between sin and sickness.”

In Luke’s Gospe! sin has its ultimate root not only in one’s own fault but in
the presence of the Evil One.” Jesus’ mission on earth was to overcome the pOWers
of death through the proclamation of God's kingdom.m Sin is one’s own attitude of
sclf-exaltation and pride (Luke 18:9). in this regard, the Pharisees and seribes are
pictured as people who. while claiming to be righteous, never understood their need

L3}

of God and his forgiveness.”

2.1 Who are the Sinners according to Luke’s Gospel?

And bchold. a woman of the city, who was a sinner [...] (Luke 7:37).

In the Luke’s Gospel the word sinners occurs more times than in any other
wriling of the New Testament,” Therefore. it scems (hat in the proclamation of the
good news Luke used the word sinners, often in order to convey the imessage of
humanity's absolute nced of God and therefore the need for 1'epf:ntance.94

By contrasting these two categories, sinners and righteous, Luke often works
upon two ideas. The first idea is that, according to the Jewish society, sinners are

judged to be so because of different factors such as moral behaviour, sickness,

48 .
Proof of Jesus® power (o overcome the causc of sickness he forgives the paralytic’s sins
and then he cures him (Luke 5:17-26), Cf. C. OWCZAREK. Sons of the Mos! High, 165.

49
1. CONZELMANN, The Theology of Saint Luke, 157; J.A. FITZMYER, Luke the Theologian,
148.
Sty
LA, FT1/MYER, Luke the Theologian: Aspects of His Teaching, 146.
51
R.J. KARRIS, Luke: Artist and Theofogian, 23.
5z
apaptwdac, ov sinful: sinner. Cf Liddell-Scott Lexicon, Bibfe Works CD-ROM.

The word ‘sinners’ occurs 18 times in Luke; 5 thnes in Matthew: 6 times in Mark and 4
times in John and in the New Testament 47 times. Cf. C. QOWCZAREK, Sons of the Most High, 163,

54
H. CONZELMANN, The Theology of Saint Luke, 227.

x
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deformities and the like, which means that sinners not always were such due to their

4

own fault [moral behaviour| but due ta soime external cause.”

The second idea Luke conveys in the narrative is that unlike the Pharisees
and the religious leaders. the sinners recognised their need of God and his
forgiveness.% The Pharisces and scribes were often scandalized by Jesus™ approach
to sinners: ~ for them a prophet should not allow such kind of people into his
company.m Thus. since the sinners in the Jewish societysq were regarded as God's
offenders and therefore unworthy of the compassion and forgiveness of the people.
to be in their company was cnough cause for one to be regarded as one of them
(Job 34:8: Ps 26:5; 141:4). This is the reason why Pharisees could not stand Jesus’
welcoming attitude towards sinners.

Cansequently, in Luke’s Gospel the sinners are not so much those whom
saciety rejects and unjustly condemns but everyone,'Sn especially thase who exalt

af

themselves in the lace of others and God (Luke 18:11-12)

2.2 Jesus’ Approach to Sinners

And Jesus answered them, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but
those who are sick (Luke 5:31).

5%
In the Palestine of the first century, tax-collectors and sinners were religious outcasts. The
religious authorities regarded their situation as unchangeable. Cf. E. LAVERDIERE, Luke, 198; J.A.
FITZMYER, The Gospel according fo Luke. 11, 1075,

56
L. T. JOUNSON. The Gospel of Luke. 239; C. OWCZAREK. Sons of the Most High, 166,

5

57
R.).KARRIS, Luke: Artist and Theologian, 232 ). A. FITZMYER, The Gaspel according 1o
Like 11, 945,
*® LA FIT/MYER, The Gaspel According to Luke. W, 1071 E. LAVIRDIERE. Dining in the
Kingdom, 43.
59
We are speaking of the Jewish soctety of the first century. Cf. E. LAVERDIERF, Luke, 198.
4]
C. OWC/7AREK, Sons of the Most High, 164,

]
Sinners are the people’s situation before meeting Jesus; but sinners are also those who
after meeting Jesus do not change their lives or do not recognize their need of God and his saving
love. Cf. C. OWCZAREK, Sons of tle AMost High, 167.
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L.uke’s Gospel has a particular way to portray the relationship of Jesus with
the *sinners’. Jesus™ mission on earth was totally directcd towards the sinners calling
them to repentance; his proctamation of the good news was focused on the offering
of salvation (Luke 19:10).%

Jesus presented himself as the physictan who has come into the world to heal
the sick (f.uke 5:31-32). Luke has Jesus curing people from both physical as well as
spiritual sickness.” This is the best contribution of the Lucan theology towards the
underslanding of God's unfailing love for humanity. God's redeeming love has
found its best expression in the person and ministry of Jesus (Rom 5:11)."
Therefore. Jesus strongly criticised the scribes since in their dealings with God's
people they have made the Law burdensome, instead of making of it a way to show
God’s love and care for his people.“

FFor example. in the gospels, Jesus is never shown as someone throwing a
party. instead he was either invited (Luke 7:36; 11:37; 14:1} or it was hc who
purposely chose to go and dine with some people, such is the case with Zacchaeus
(Luke 19:5). He also never refused the acts of kindness of the ‘sinful people’ such is
the case of the woman who anointed him (Luke 7:50).

On the contrary, in Luke’s presentation of these situations the Pharisees are
presented as people eriticising Jesus especially because he recetved the sinners and

dined with them (Luke 5:30; 15:1-2). but something that is unusual herc is that the

[ ]
VA FrIZMYER, The Gospel according to Luke. 11, 1072; E. LAVERDIERE, Dining in the
Kingdom. 54.
03
E. LAVERDIERE, Dining in the Kingdom, 44.
64
R.). Karris quoting J. JEREMIAS, New Testament Theology: Thez Proclumation of Jesus,
New York, 1971, 115-116. stresses the concepl of the mercy of God as worked oul in Jesus as the

major contribution of Lucan theology. Cf. R.J. KARRIS, Luke: Aetist and Theologian, 59 see also. B.
HARING, Shalom, 65.

as
JACFNZMYVR, The Gospel according to Luke. 11, 946.
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Pharisees never said that Jesus accepted the sinners” invitation to dine with them,
rather Jesus is portrayed more as a host than as a guest (Luke 15:2). Consequently, it
ts clear that Jesus™ atlitudes towards the sinners were of understanding, compassion

and love in order to gain them back for God."

3. Luke 15: Stories of God’s Love and Concern for Humanity

The three stories gathered in chapter 15 of Luke's Gospel are the best
presentation of what a human picture of God's love for humanity can be like.
Fitzmyer says that these three stories are really the heart of Luke's Gospel, and
therefore. they are the best examples of God's love and mercy.(’7 The parables of the
‘Lost Sheep” and the ‘Lost Coin" are the two best examples of the joy of finding that
which had been lost.” In this case. these two parables together with the parable of

the ‘Prodigal Son” show the joy the Father has when a sinner rcpcnts.m

3.1 Brief Analysis of the Parable of the Lost Sheep and the Lost Coin

As mentioned above. these two parables are mainly concerned with the joy
of finding that which was lost.
In the first story, the shepherd after having sought the sheep that was lost

carries it on his shoulders. calls his friends and celebrates because he has found the

(3]

E. LaVerdiere, sees in Jesus’ weleoming of this people into his company as a sign of

Jesus® acceptance of their repentance. Cf E. LAVERDIERE. Luke, 202; J.P. KEALY, Luke's Gospel
Today, 328.

a7
“They make a major contribution to the Lucan theme of God's love and mercy for sinful
human beings and Jesus' call for repentance and conversion.™ Cf. LA, FITZMYER, The Gaspel
according to Luke. 11, 1071.
a8

LT JOHNSON, The Gospel of Luke, 240,

6%
LA FZzMYER, The Gospel according ta Luke. U, 1072, L.T. JOHUNSON. The Gospel of
Luke, 240; see also, E. LAVERDIERE, Luke, 201.202.
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sheep that was lost.” There is no mention of ifl feelings regarding the lost sheep. The
emphasis. instead. falls on the joy of finding the sheep (Luke 15:6).

In the second story. the samc idea comes along. The joy a woman finds in
getting back the coin she had lost (Luke 15:9) is now applied to God who rejoices
whenever a sinner repents (Luke 15:7.10). These two parables clearly describe
Jesus™ openness to sinners in spite of the murmuring of both scribes and Pharisees

(Luke 15:2).

Jesus' was not bothered with the criticism of the self-righteous but he
wished them not to miss the point of his mission (Luke 5:32; 19:10; 1 Tim I:S).n
Besides, the setting of the first parable outlines the readiness of the shepherd to
leave the bigger group behind (Luke 15:4) and run after the lost shcep,71 pomting out

the efforts made in finding the lost one.”

h
’ E. LAVIERDIERE. Luke, 201.

.

' When speaking of Jesus, we ought to bear in mind that Jesus and the Father are so much
related that to speak of Jesus is also to speak of the Father, because Jesus who is the image of the
Father (Col 1:15: John 1:1-5,14: 14:10) has come to the world to bring about the work of salvation.
His work and mission ig the Father's will (John 4:34: 5:30). He so identifies himse!f with the Father
that the acceptance or rejection of his person and message is considered as acceptance or rejection of
the Father (Luke 4:18.43; %:48: 10:16; John 5:23.36.37). Jesus’ mission of reconciliation
(2 Cor 5:18-19) is the initialive of the Father who makes all things new in Christ. lesus’ work is the
work of God the Father. John Paul 1i speaking of this mystery of mercy says, [...] it becomes visible
in Christ and through Christ, through his actions and his words, and finally through his death on the
cross and his resurrection.™ JOIIN PaUL 1T, DM, 2.

7 E. LAVERDIERE, Like, 202.

B Fitzmyer commenting on Luke 15 develops the idea of God the Shepherd of Israel who in
Jesus fulfils the prophecy of leremiah 31:10-20. Therefore, Jesus™ ministry to the sinners is the
revelation of God's infinite mercy towards all. The love of God goes as far as looking for sinners.
Cf. LA, HUMHR The Gospel of Luke. 11, 1075.

fhe rhetorical question Jesus puts across expects a ‘no” for an answer. However, he uses
this example to demanstrate how great is God's love for those who went astray. Cf JA. FIIJMYER,
The Gaspel aecording to Luke. 11, 1076,
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3.2 Analysis of the Parable of the Prodigal Son

This parable that is unique to Luke combines the joy of the father who
recovers his son  with the attitude of the younger son who decides to return to his
father’s house. The father © who waits for his son’s return is an image of God who
never gives up the idea of the sinner’s repentance and conversion.  but at the same
time it shows that God’s mercy precedes the sinner’s act of contrition.” In fact, the
father is shown as the one who restores his son to the joy of his friendship before he
even opens his mouth to express his sorrow.” In the same way, through Jesus’
minislrywI God the Father shows sinpers his love and concern especially for those
most in need (Luke 19:1 0)."'

Therefore, looking at the parable of the ‘Lost Sheep’ as a key to the

understanding of the parable of the ‘Prodigal Son" it is possible to conclude that

. e s . . . k2
repentance cannol take place without the initiative of the God who is rich in mercy.

1

"
This joy is the most striking element of this parable. This is the gifl of the father to the son
who although he does not deserve il, receives the love generously poured forth by the father who
restores the lost dignity of his son. CE JOUNPAul 1L RP. 5.
o

~ Jesus and the Father are in this slory so much refated that Jesus' acceptance of the sinners
into his company {Luke 15:1-2) parallels the father’s joy in recovering the son that went astray
(Luke 15:20). CF. Joun PAUL 1, DAY, 5.

71

E. LAVERDIFRE, Lutke, 202: see also, JOHN PatiLL {E, DM, 6. 1D, RP, 5.10,

kL]

“The father’s kindness gave the son a greater realization of his former folly, and each new
kindness could not help but draw the son closer 1o the father [...]". B. HARING, Shalom. 76; see also,
JOUN Pauit 1, DAL 6.

T

9
Another example of this gratuitous love is the f.ucan passage of John 8:17 in which Jesus
fargives the woman's sins even without her request of forgiveness. CI. L.T. JOUNSON, The Gaspel of
Lutke, 241 see also, JOHUN PAUL I, R/, 13.

#0

The whole purpose of the life and mission of Jesus was that God's plan of salvation may

be carried out, that is to say sinners may attain salvation, Cf. H. CONZELMANN, The Thecnlogy of Saint
Luke. 152,

%l
C. Owczarek quoling D.A. Neale, Non but the Sinners, agrees lhat the 1ex1 of Luke 19:10
is the “policy statement’ of Jesus, the key to understanding his life and mission. Cf. C. OW( ZAREK,
Sons of the Most High. 166.

82
LA FITZMYER, The Gospel according to Luke. 11, 1075; JGHN PauL 1, DA, 1.6.8; [,
RP.7.10.
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4. The Sinner’s Answer to God’s Love

Jesus® mission as envisaged by the first two parables can be understood as
God’s nitiative to restore the lost ones to his friendship.83 Thus, Jesus is the good
shepherd looking after the wandering sheep. The wholc of his ministry is the
continuous searching for the lost ones (Luke 5:32; 1 Tim 1:15).“

The returmn to God as mentioned above does not take place without God’s
personal intervention.” In Jesus. God the Father is the good shepherd who goes out
to meet thc sinners. Therefore the attitudes of many sinners like Zacchaeus
(Luke 19:8). the woman who washed Jesus® feet (Luke 7:38), and the crowds
following him are examiples of the sinners’ response to God’s merciful love.

FFor Luke the proclamation of the good news necessarily expects on the side
of the listener acceptance of God's love in faith, repentance and conversion. . Faith
in Jesus is but the first step in a sinner’s process of conversion.” Therefore, the best
answer to God’s love is, first of all, belief in his mercy, and then repentance and

conversion to start a new life helped by his grace (Luke 7':50).’]"i

5. Conclusion

Luke's Gospel 1s very rich in presenting God’s love for humanity. In fact,
chapter 15 contains the best examples of it. God 1s presented as the Good Shepherd
who s concerned with bringing back the lost sheep: he rejoices over the finding of

the lost one and shares this joy with all those around him.

™ JOUN PAUL L, RP, 10; iD.. DAM, 6.

M L.T. JOUNSON, *“The Book of Luke- Acts™, 418.
v See nole 73.

* LA FNZMYER, Luke the Theologian, 130.

¥ LA FNzZMYUR, Luke the Theolagian, 131,

* E. LAVERDIERE, Luke, 202
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The characteristics of this love and concern on the side of God can be
deseribed as follows: God takes the initiative in seeking the lost one, welcomes the
repentant sinner and restores his {riendship to all who have gone astray. In front of
God’s gratuitous lave is the sinner who is called to acknowledge and accept God's
gift of forgiveness. This love is what prompts the sinner o repentance and
COnversion.

God the Father is the one who takes this initiative and in Jesus Christ his
plan of salvation reaches all humanity. In the work of salvation the economic Trinity
is fully at work.

In summation. the gratuitous love of God reaches all. especially those who
have gone astray. an unmistakable sign of his faithfulness and unchanging love. The
sinner is expected to be open to God's love and accept his love and forgiveness and
thus repent.

Having stressed God’s initiative in searching for the sinper and having
underlined God’s joy when the sinner repents. now we move on to Chapter I to see
the similanties between God’s initiative as seen through the experience of 1Josea

and the stories Luke 15 in relation to the praxis of the Sacrament of Reconciliation.



Chapter 111

The Celebration of the Sacrament of Reconciliation in the
Light of Hosea and Luke 15

1. Introduction

This chapter deals with the Sacrament of Reconciliation from the point of
view of God's mercy that prompts the sinner to conversion. We do not intend to
study this sacrament from the systematic point of view: instead the aim of this
chapter is to look at the biblical foundations of its theology., namcly we wili combine
the basic ideas found in Chapters | and I1.

This sacrament is more than the mere confessing of one’s sins to the priest; it
is the laving encounter of God with sinful humanity. after having searched for them
far and wide. The mystery of grace and sin is briefly looked at in order to understand
how the person’s dialectical existence unfolds in the choices of everyday life.
Human beings who have been created to live in communion with their Creator often
turned away from him. denying his existence. Nevertheless, humanity is constantly

nvited to accept God's gracc and thus live in communion with him.
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The anthropomorphic image of God’s love for humanity is taken from two
biblical texts: Hosea (Chapter 1} and Luke 15 (Chapter IT); in the light of these two
texts. this mystery of love underlines one basic idea, God's faithful love ‘cannot
stand” to see humanity destroyed on account of its sins. God 1s interested n
humanity as St. [renaeus says. “[...]} the glory of God is a living man; and the life of
a man consists in beholding God."”

Therefore, this last chapter combines the understanding of the Sacrament of
Reconciliation with the stories of Hosea and Luke 15 in order to underline God's
faithful love who in the person of Jesus takes the initiative in searching for sinners.
working out their conversion and welcoming them back into his friendship. the ideal
for the practice of the Sacrament of Reconciliation today.

2. Brief Understanding of the Sacrament of Reconciliation

God has created humanity in a state of communion with him (Gen 2:7-24;
Wis 2:23).” This communion was lost by means of sin’ as rejection of God's
grace.m In the Bible the promisc of salvation is proctaimed as the final victory over

sin (Gen 3:15). The history of the people of Israel witnesses to Yahweh’s continuous

89
IRENALUS, Adversus Haereses, [V.20.7, The Ante-Nicene Fathers. 1, 490. “[...] in man
there shines forth a reflection of God himself". Jonun Pat1 11, E°, 34,

o
As indicated before. the purpose of this chapter is to look at the biblical foundations of the
Sacrament of Reconciliation, according to the findings of Chapters | and I1,

" The biblical image of communion between God and man is made clear in the fact that
Giod after breathing life in man’s nostrils placed him in the garden, entrusting his creation to his care.
In so doing, God endowed man with intelligence and free will. This also manifests God's freedom in
creation, since God created man out of love, and not out of necessity. Cf. E. SC1a L BEECKX. Christ
the Sucranent, 10: K. RAINER, Theological Investigations. X1. 259; see also, S. FRIGATO, ed.. fn Lui
Ci ha scelti, 91-92; VATICAN L GS, 17 JoiN PAuL 1L EV, 35.

92
Sin as denial of God's existence is one of humanity decpest mysteries. Cf. VATICAN 11,
S, 13 JOIIN PALL HL EF, 34 N FOULIACCO, The God of Alf Consolation, 25.

This rejection ought Lo be understood not as something done against God. but this sin is to
be taken as exclusion of God from one’s own life, a denial of his existence. which makes of nature or
created things the new god, an idol. This is what John Paul I calls the ‘mystery of sin’. Cf. JOHN
Paul [I, RP, 14; N, FOGILIACCO, The God of ANl Consolation, 24; K. RAINGR, Theological
Investigations. X1. 256: M. SCHIMAUS, Dogma. 111, 79.
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care for his people and the need for the people to trust him and answer to his love in
freedom.””

God's faithfulness has reached its fullness in Christ who gave his life for the
salvation of all (2 Cor 5:]5).“ Therefore. the Church through the celcbration of the
Sacrament of Reconciliation keeps faithful to Christ's mission of salvation, " sign of
God's unfailing tove for humanity.”

Jesus® mission of healing and bringing sinners back to God (Luke 19:13) is
what reconciliation is all about.” However, in order to grasp the meaning and
efficacy of the sacratments we need to understand the meaning of this reality: “the
Church is the sacrament of Christ as Christ is the sacrament of the Father.™

In order to explain this concept wc need first to reflect on the mystery of

grace and sin, in order to focus. laler on. on the salvific mystery of Christ.

2.1 Grace and Sin

Larly on in the essay we said that God in creating human beings endowed

them with intelligence and frcedom." The status of communion with him is what

93
K. RAUNER, Thecological lmvestigations. X1, 261; 8. FRIGATO, cd., In Lui ¢i ha sceli,

96.100.103.

05
M. SCHMAUS, Dogma. 11, 68: M. KEHL - W. LOSER, ed., The von Baltasar Reader. 171
see also. N, FOGLIACCO. The God of Al Consalation, 67.

O
“[...1 the most decisive action in the sacrament of Penance is whal Christ does through the
power of the Holy Spirit”™, B, HARING. Shalom. 65,
97

C. O'NENL, AMeeting Christ in the Sacraments. 53, see also, M. K&ty W. LOSER, ed,,
The von Baliasar Reader. 199,

* By the sacrament of reconciliation we ought to understand 1the conlinuation of Jesus” work
of salvation. The calling of sinners lo conversion and healing people’s sickness (spiritual.
psychological and moral) is what we proclaim in the sacrament of reconciliation, which is no other
than the work of the Father who in Christ reconciles 1he world to himself. CT. M. SCHMAUS, Dogma.
{11, 80.

4

Q9
R.P. MCBRI-N, Catholicisnr, 1122: VATICAN I, LG, 48; see also, K. RAIINER. The Church
and the Sacraments, 11, E. SCHILLEBEECKX, Christ the Sacranrent, A8;

1w .
VATICAN T, G5, 12.
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dogma calls grarce.ml The loss of this original communion with God is known as

original sin."™ Thus. human beings were created in a dialectical situation. Prior to

the fall grace and sin laid bare before them, neverthcless humanity chose to five
. . 1

without their creator.

The rcjection of God is thereforc the source of all evils (Gen 3:1-24).”4
However. the loss of this friendship with God in no way did away with God’s plan
(Rom 5:20)." Yahweh out of his merciful love (Exod 34:6: Neh 9:17) did not
abandon humanity to the power of evil,™ instead he sought for ways {o restore this

. - 107
communion with them.
2.2 The Sacrament of Reconciliation

The Sacrament of Reconciliation' — as it is today is the final product of
centurics of Christian life. Through the centuries. but especially from the thirteenth

century onwards, the Church has based the understanding and practice of the

[14]3
K. RAHNFER, Theological Investigations. X1, 255, see also, M. KEHL  W_ LOSER, ed., The

von Baltusar Reader, 197-198,
10
“The absence of holiness which is an existential modality imparted by God's own

holiness prior to the concrete condition of individual existence, inasimuch as this was intended to be
mediated through human descent but in facl is not so, is rightly called original sin™. K. RAUNER,
Theological Investigations, X1, 256; see also, M. KEHI. - W, LOSER, ed.. The von Baltasar Reader,
198.

10

M. SCHMAUS, Dogma. 111, 79: K. RAHNER, Theological Investigations. X1, 256-257.
104

Once the communion with God is disrupted the communion with nature, fellow human
beings and oneself is also lost, for the rejection of God's grace (the source of communion) is the

origin of all divisions. Cf. JOHNPAUL ). RP. 15,
105
For God can draw good from evil. as St. Paul says where there abounded sin, grace

abounded all the more (Rom 5:20). However, this should not be taken as occasion to remain in sin.

106
M. KEIN. - W LOSER, ed., The von Baeltasar Reader, 199; JOHN PAUL 1L, RP. 10,
W7

Comimenting on 1 John 3:20. John Paul 1l says that God is greater ihan our sins and thus
the mysterinm piefatis {mystery of God's mercy) is what at the end will overpower the nysteritm
inignitatis (mystery of iniquity). Cf. Joun Pawi fl, RP, 7. 7[...] it is not our movement toward God,
but God’s movement to us. [t is heaven irrupting into our world.” M. KiiL - W. LOSER. ed.. The von
Boltasar Reader, 114.

Surely, there are many aspecis of the Catholic doctrine regarding the truths of ihis
sacrament that have becn left out, such as matter, form, minister, recipient, intention. Besides, this is
not a thorough study on the sacrament but only a brief presentation of some fundamentals of
reconciliation.
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Sacrament of Reconciliation on Jesus™ mandate to bind and loose (Matt 16:}9).”0

following Jesus’ examp}e.m

Humanity’s option for sin disrupted God's original plan for them.
Therefore, sins are to be understood as obstacles to man’s salvation. The Church’s
dogma teachcs that God's grace is lost by means of mortal sin.

Mortal sins are forgiven through the confession of sins. while venial sins
by means of contrition, prayer and reception of Holy Communion. However, this
does not mean God is tied to the performance of this sacrament and that he cannot
forgive sins other than through the Sacrament of Reconciliation:  instead. God
wishes to grant his grace by means of the Church." This sacrament actualizes Jesus’
ministry of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:18) prolonged in time through the action of the
Church."

In brief. in the words of K. Rahner we can say that.

" The history of this sacrament shows how there has been a major shift from the
understanding of absolution as the ending of penance (Early Christians) 1o absolution as the action by
which God forgives the sinners’ guilt through the action of the Church (Middle Ages). Another major
shift is the differentiation hetween matter and form of the sacrament, of which the schelastics were
very fand. Cf. K RAHNER, Theological Investigations. 11, 154; In., “Sacramento della Penitenza™,
314-326.

" The Church by the power invested from Christ fulfils her mission of healing by means of
separating the Christian who had sinned from the community in order to help them to understand that
histher ways are wrong and needs wholeheartedly to ask for God’s forgiveness and do penance in
order to amend his/her life and be readmitted in the community, Cf. K. RAUNER. The Church and the

Sacramenis, 93; see also, 1., Theological Investigations. H, 138.
[RY]

K. RAUNER. Theological Investigations. 111, 179-181.
112

M. SCHMAUS, Dogma. 111, 79; see also, K. RAUNER, Thealogical Investigations. X1, 259,
B. HARING, Shalam, 67.

113
The confession of sins is a condition for salvation, for those who have fallen away from
God after baptism. This sacrament s based of the power given by Jesus to the apostles to bind and
loose (Matt 16:19). Cf. K. RAHNER, “'Sacramento della Penitenza™, 306.

K RANNER, Theolagical Investigations. X1, 265.
s

K. RAHNER, Theaoingical frvestigations. 11, 138,164-1635.

1l
C. (NFILL. 266; K. RAHNER, The Chorch and the Sacraments. 95; see also, S. FREGATI,

In Las i ha seelti, 94.
17
G. O'COLLINS, “Love™, 608-609.
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[...] in the sacrament of penance God forgives us our guilt by the grace of Christ
13

and through the word of the Church [.. ].

In addition, on the side of the penitent true repentance, confession of sins and
ehange of life is necded."”
3. Similarities between Hosca’s Expericnce and the Stories of Luke 15

The purpose of Chapter I was to point out the following ideas: God’s
election of Israel, his freedom in entering into a covenant with Isracl, Israel’s
unfaithfulness to this covenant, God’s intervention in front of Israel’s sin, and
Israel’s response to God's action.

In the Chapter 11. we have worked upon the following ideas: God’s freedom
in sending his Son to heal his people, God’s love for his chosen people (Tit 3:4)
came to its climax with Jesus’ ministry of reconciliation (Rom 5:11).]m Jesus’
mission and the call to conversion.” and the people’s answer to Jesus® call to
conversion.

Yahweh out of his mereiful love did not leave his people to perish in this
moral and material corruption; instead he has continuously sent messengers
(prophets) to cali them back to the covenant (Hos 14:1; Jer 2:13).I22 At the plenitude

of time, God has sent his only Son for the salvation of all (1 John 4:9; Rom 8:3-4;

tig

K. RAHNER, Theological Investigations. 11, 136.

"‘J . - .
Conversion, from the Hebrew 2w and the Greek petavoie is the tuming towards

something. moving away from something else. In this regard, the sacrainent of reconciliation requires
of the penilent the acceptance of God's primacy in one’s own life and also a change of life, turning to
God. moving away from sin, passing from death to life. Cf. A. Dui LES, “Conversion™, 191-192: C.
O’NEILL, 266: see also J. FEULLENBACTL, “Kingdom of God™, 590.

| 25
The images of the shepherd and 1he woman who swiftly look for that which was lost

express the mystery of God's love for his peaple. Yahweh is the faithful God who in the person of
Jesus Christ takes the initiative in looking for the lost ones.

121
M. KEIT  W.LOSER, ed.. The von Baltasar Reader, 170.
taz
M. KEIL  W.LOSER, ed., The von Baltasor Reader, 356 see also. JOHN Pauln. 1L, £V, 49.



29

2 Cor 5:18)." and with the death of Jesus on the cross God has shown his love for
humanity to be credible (John 3:1 6)."

The experience of Hosea shows God’s unfailing love for his chosen people
(3:1-2). God’s fove is in no way defeated by his people’s unfaithfulness
(Hos 11:1.9-10). He does not abandon his people io the power of death and
destruction but calls them to conversion and expeets the beloved 1o acknowledge his
love (Hos 6:6).

Luke’s stories in chapter 15 recall to mind the same ideas. However. in them
Luke goes a step further and shows how God loves the lost ones (Luke 15:2.31-32)
so much” that he goes looking for them uniil he finds them and celebrates” the
finding (Luke 15:5-6.9.23). God's love for his people is so deep that even when they
have gone astray and have been disfigured by sin (Luke 15:24),” he is still able to
recognize them at a distance and run to embrace them with love, restoring them to

his friendship. love and dignity (Luke 15:20)." In these two biblical passages what
is al stake mosi of all is Gods love for his people (Hos 3:1; 11:1; Luke 15:4-32).

God's initiative of seeking. healing and restoring his beloved is wonderfully shown

121 . .
God's work of redemption has shown ils best and deepest meaning in Christ, After letting

humanity depart from him. God, in the Son, continues to care for them. he is looking after them,
waiting like the father of the prodigal son welcoming the sinner, restering him to his {riendship and
love. On the cross God’s love for humanity shows itself credible. CF. G. (’COLLINS, “Love™, 607, see
also, R. FisticHeLL A, “Hans Urs von Balthasar™, 73-74.

2
M.KEI. W.LOSER. ed., The van Bultasar Reader. 199,
25 . . N
God does not love them because they are sinners and have rejected him, but as Luke

pictures it. God is like the good physician who cares for the sick and wounded to heal them and
reslore them to life. Cf. B. HARING, Shafom, 42-43.

The element of foy is unique. Luke ponrays God as exulting of joy for having found the
sheep that had gone astray or because he has found the coin that was iost. In the text of Hosea there is
no mention of God's rejoicing for 1srael conversion. instead in Luke this is very clear (Luke 15:4).

27
N. FOGTIACCO, The Gad of all Consolation, 29; see also, VATICAN I, GiS, 13-14,
128

M. Krif.- W, LOSER, ed.. The von Baltasar Reader, 65.
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best in the parable of the “Prodigal son”. God's implieit request that he fove him.

. 129
namely to answer freely to his grace.

4. Parallel between the Two Biblical Passages and the Sacrament of
Reconciliation

In the Bible, creation. election and salvation arc key coneepts that are

intertwined." The purpose of studying Hosea was to underline God’s aetion on

.'IZ‘I!

behalf of his people. He has chosen them. and despite their unfaithfulness (4:7), " he
never ceased to visit his people prompting them to eonversion (]4:])."12

Luke also works upon these eoncepts of eleetion and salvation. Moreover, he
gives another more pregnant characteristic of God: his joy as fruit of people’s
conversion (Luke 15:23.32),

In our own lives we experience the presence of sin. both at the personat and
social levels, Nevertheless. God is still at work: through his Son and the Spirit he
continues to reach out to his people. especially in restoring them to his love and
friendship in the Chureh. In the same way he had visited his people Israel in the
person of Hosea, and searched for his people like the ‘good shepherd’. today

through the Sacrament of Reeonciliation God is working out our salvation by means

of the ministry of reconciliation as exercised by the Church.”™

129
S. FREGATO, Inn Lui ci ha scelti. 96.116.
110
M. KItHL  W.LOSER, ed., The von Baltasar Reader, 66.

1?1
In front of God's love in creation, man answers with the rejection of God, cutting himself
off from the community, disrupiing all the possible relationships. This is the mystery of evil. Cf. B.
HARING, Shalow, 28-29.33.
132
This conversion “[...] stems from apprecialion of the goodness of God who is all
merciful and has shown his love in Jesus Christ™. B. HARING, Shalom, 67.

7 JONN PAUL TL RP. 13.

134
B. HARING, Shalom, 40:; see also, M. Ketin - W. LOSER, ed., The vorr Baltasar
Reader, 356-357.
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God forgives his pcople’s sins out of his merciful love but requires the
conversion of their hearts to him and neighbour (Hos 12:6; Luke 10:27). God who is
rich in mercy (Eph 2:4) loves his people with an unfailing love" and welcomes the
lost son full of tender love, filled with joy.m Nevertheless. despite God's
faithfulness to humanity, human naturc bears the inclination to sin (Jer 17:9-10), and
thus easily human beings tum away from him.”” The story of Israel reflects this
drama, but also our lives in a way are witness of this continuous process of God
loving us. and we moving away from him. Reconciliation is the witness of this
process of rise and fall as we journey towards ihe final encounter with God."™

God’s gratuitousness in salvation is also proclaimed in the Sacrament of
Reconciliation. Though sin is always crouching in the human heart to spoil God’s
ptan. God unceasingly visits his people in different ways. In the Bible there are
innumerable examples of his interventions, and today he is also accompanying his
people in the sacraments. especially through reconciliation.

In the Saecrament of Reconciliation, God is continually visiting his people to
offer them salvation. As he did in the time of Hosea, also today God is commanding
his ministers to go and show his unfailing love for the sinners. God, the father of the

prodigal son. is anxiously waiting for his son’s return: and therefore, in the words of

3%
JOHN PAUTL I, DA, 25 1D, RP. 10,

16
The Father never closes his heart to those who have sinned against him by means of
rejection of his love. He continuously gives them a new opportunity o start over again
(Lukc 1‘3 22 24); see also. E. LAVFRDILRE, Luke, 202,

J()]IN PavuL It EV, 49.

1‘ . . . .
“The subject-matter, origin and content of the message received and proclaimed by the
Christian community is [...] the frec act of the faithfulness of God who [...] in Jesus Christ manifests
his own glory to the world™, C. GREEN. ed., Aarl Bart, 205.

119 - . . . N . .
God’s love is constantly knocking al the sinner’s heart prompting him/her to conversion,

so mueh so that any act of repentance is the product of God’s mercy at work in us. Cf. K. RAHNER,
Theofogical Investigations. |1, 164.165.
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absolution he is continuously welcoming the lost son to his house. restoring him to

life (Luke 15:20.22)."

S. Importance of Stressing God’s Initiative in Celebrating the Sacrament of
Reconciliation

The Church [...} cannot forget thal at the source of her gift and mission of

reconciliation is the initiative, full of compassionate fove and mercy, of that God
. - . i1
who is love and who out of love created human beings [...].

By way of summary we can say that regarding the Sacrament of
Reconciliation there are few essentials to remember. First, God's grace anticipates
the sinner. Second, the action of the priest in absolving the penitent is only a channel
of God’s grace. " Third. the acts of the penitent reflect the human response to God’s
merciful love, and not so much the penitent’s act of self-justification. Fourth, God's
grace is unmerited because it is not due to the acts of the penitent but. as it is shown
in Hosea's expericence and the stories of Luke 15. it 1s God who visits his people
even as they are sinners. Fifth, God's grace requires a completely free answer on the
penitent’s side, love in return of love (Hos 6:6). Finally. an element totally unique to
Luke 1s the Father’sjoy”1 when the sinner repents.

.- . . . 144

In Africa unlike Europe and the Amcricas, the sense of God is not yet lost,
however. the sense of sin is no longer felt, especially among youngsters who due to
lack of an adequate formation of conscience, no tonger consider sinful many of their

normal practices, such is the case of pre-marital relationships. theft, witcheraft and

|40
‘ Jonn Paul I, RP, 5.6: see also. R.P. MUBRIEN, Catholicisn:, 782,
4t
JOHN PAUL 1L, RP, 10,

a2
“He has 1he privilege of proclaiming, in the name of 1he Church, the wonders of God’s
mercy [.. ]as an instrument of God”. B. HARING, Shalom, 45.

The word *joy’ occurs 10 times in the gospel of Luke. 1t is used twice in chapter 15 and
these are the only two instances in which they are applied to God or 1he heavenly realm.

44
VATICAN 11, (S 20: N. FOGLIACCO, The God of alf Consolation, 30.
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the like."" In a context like this. the example of Hosea and the stories of Luke |5 can
help the ministers of the Sacrament of Reconciliation devise new waysm to help
young people and society to recover the sense of sin as absence of God in one’s life.

The minister of the Sacrament of Reconciliation as alfer Christus" is called
to exercise this ministry of reconciliation under the example of the shepherd of Luke
15. with the tenderness and care of the father of the prodigal son., optimistic of the
future because the future is God himself.

Therefore, stressing God’s primacy and initiative in salvation can help us
rejuvenate the practice of the Sacrament ol Reconciliation, becoming aware that
God’s grace is ever at work in human life. and most of all. becoming aware that each
one of us as future priests is invited to share in God's joy for the return of the sinner

- . 148
to God’s communion.

6. Conclusion

The mercy and love of God is greater than anyone’s sin (1 John 3:20). This
love which God has bestowed on humanity from the beginning is ever at work. God
never ceases to look for the sinmer. In Jesus Christ, God the Father has given us the
proof of his unfathomable love for us.

It turn. Jesus has given to the Church the authority of reconcile humanity
with God by the ‘Power of the Keys™. In foHowing his example the Church works
tirelessly in administering God's forgiveness, but she still can do more in order to

overcome the crisis which the Sacrament of Reconciliation faces now.

145
N. FOGLIACCO, The Gad of all Consofation, 17-18.

(E 4]
JOHN PAUL LT, RP, 26.
147

The main goal of the sacrament of reconciliation is 1he encounter with God. Ministers of
the sacrament of reconciliation are called to work in the person of Christ and following his example.
Cf. B. HARING, Shalom, 45.

148
* JOUN PAULIT, R, 29: sec also. B. HARING. Shalons, 37-47,
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The story of the prophet Hosea has given us a human image of God’s love
for his people, even though they are sinners. Likewise Luke has shown how deep is
God’s love for us so deep that he 1s portrayed as the loving father who waits with
anxiety for his son’s return, an anxiety that later on turns into joy.

These two biblical passages, in stressing God’s initiative, can help ministers
of the Sacrament of Reconciliation {ind new strength to live and administer God’s

grace in the Church.,



CONCLUSION

God’s merciful love for humanity that has been shown through the stories of
Hosea and Luke chapter 15 show the faithfulness and tenderness of Yahweh who.,
having created humanity out of fove, did not leave it to thc powers of sin and death.

God’s faithfulness to the covenant has been made manifest in his industrious
sending of prophets who constantly reminded people of their dutics to the covenant.
In Hosea we have seen how God's mercy came to rescue lsrael from her state of sin.
Israel overcame the crisis in the long run onty because God intervencd in her
history. Her conversion to the Lord had to be manifested in truc works of justice and
love.

At the appointed time, God the Father sent his Son (Gal 4:4) to show us how
much he loves us (John 3:16). The life and ministry of Jesus of Nazarcth gave us an
idca about the depth of God's mercy. He came to call sinners to conversion, showing
how much God loves them. Jesus’ ministry is now mediated and prolonged in time
through the action the Church. The Church kceps faithful to the Lord by
administering this sacrament following the command to ‘bind and loose’.

The importance of the Sacrament of Reconciliation lies on the fact that God
wills humanity to be saved. The mystery of God’s merciful tove as expressed in the

parable of the ‘Prodigal Son™ gives us a hint of how much God loves human beings
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to the extent that he cannot stand their destruction. He is constantly calling sinners to
conversion offering them the means to come back to him, The act of conversion is
already fruit of God’s grace working in the heart of the sinners who acknowledgc
that there is a merciful Father waiting their return.

The Sacrament of Reconciliation. thercfore, is the mystery of the encounter
between God the merciful Father and humanity in the person of Jesus Christ through
the action of the Church. God who is rich in mercy (Eph 2:4) has shown us the
depths of his love in Jesus’™ ministry of reeonciliation and especially through his
death and resurrection for the salvation of all (John 3:17; Acts 16:31). The love of
God the Father has been made manifest in Jesus who gave his life for us sinners.

God’s initiative in searching out the sinncrs is wonderfully presented in the
story of Hosea and Jesus' ministry. In today’s celebration of the Sacrament of
Reconciliation there is an urgent need to rediscover God's presence in the person of
the priest who in the name of the Church welcomes sinners back to the Father's
house. Moreover, priests are also invited to discover God's grace at work in the
person of the sinner who, touched by God's kindness. returns 10 the Father seeking
compassion and strength to live a meaningfut lifc.

The ‘joy’ of the Father who welcomes the lost son is also an important
element in the celebration of the Sacrament of Reconciliation, because if priests
understand that they are ministers of the graces of God. then their ninistry will show
people that in them the merciful Father is waiting for their return (conversion).

Finally, T have discovered that one of the most important consequences of
stressing God's primacy and initiative in the Sacrament of Reconciliation is that of

becoming aware of being God's messengers to his pcople: we need to look for new
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ways to show people how much God loves them. This is so important nowadays
because if we keep waiting for people to come to our confessional boxes much of
God’s love for humanity will not be felt in the lives of many people who have never
heard of God's mercy and compassion. Thus. the example of Jesus going out to meet
sinners like Zacchaeus in their own milieu is the best example of this ministry of
love and compassion that God has entrusted to the priests for the salvation of all.

especially for those people who have gone far away {rom the Father’s house.
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