
EXAMINATION OF CONSCIENCE & 

SACRAMENTAL CONFESSION 

 

The examination of conscience. 

 

From earliest times, experts in the Christian life practiced and 

recommended the examination of conscience. It has been described in 

many ways, such as the review of life, returning within yourself, 

discernment of conscience, etc.. The point is to stop, to quieten the mind 

and heart and to take an honest look at yourself in the light of God. 

 

The examination of conscience is always a form of prayer because it is to 

ask to see yourself, not as others see you, but as the Lord does. It is vital 

to perform any such examination in the sight of God because only under 

the gaze of his love and his truth can we come to know, and love, 

ourselves in truth. 

 

The psychologist or a good friend can help us become aware of and name 

our emotions and feelings by asking us the question, “how are you feeling 

just now?” In a similar way, the Holy Spirit helps us to become aware of 

the deeper movements of the soul, both positive and negative, by making 

us ask the question, “what does the pattern of my thoughts and actions 

today, or over the past few days or weeks, tell me about the movements 

or influences of the good spirit or of the evil spirit in my deeper self?” 

 

For example, I may sense that there has been an underlying calm in how 

I have engaged with life and with others, shown in positive and loving 

words and deeds. Or I may sense an uneasiness or agitation which has 

shown itself in a sharpness of attitude or impatience with situations or 

people. Maybe I can trace the calm or agitation back to a particular 

moment or conversation or event. Why has that set me off in a 

constructive or destructive way of behaving? 

 

I turn to the Lord and very simply ask him to help me see and understand 

myself and to lead me either to give joyful thanks for the good or to 

resolve to change what is bad, as well as to work with grace and spiritual 

common sense to achieve that change. 



 

What can help us is to distinguish between, on the one hand, the more 

positive or negative states of mind or soul I detect over a period of time 

and, on the other hand, between the good or bad actions (or thoughts or 

words) I see during that same period. The good or bad single deeds 

usually come from a deeper state of mind and point back to it, much like 

a spark comes from a fire or fruit from a tree. 

 

A great help in this is to use a passage you know and like from the Gospel, 

e.g., the prodigal son, the good Samaritan, the meeting between Jesus and 

the woman at the well, etc.. The Word sheds its powerful light on our 

minds and hearts, and the Holy Spirit will prompt and move your heart to 

encourage you to see and accept your own truth and his own grace. 

 

To try this exercise once a week, even for ten minutes, helps keep us in 

touch with the Lord and with our true self. To do it before we receive 

sacramental confession is especially beneficial. 

 

“Going to confession” 

 

Just by coming for the sacrament, we have already opened our heart to 

God. It is a sign we want to be totally honest with him about ourselves 

and our relationship with him. It is a sign we trust him and have 

confidence in his mercy. It is a sign that we want the fullness of joy which 

his friendship brings. It is a sign our love for God is real and getting more 

real. 

 

There follow some pointers to help you uncover where you may have 

been unfaithful to your covenant of love with Christ. Sin wounds love, so 

only love can heal it. Christ’s love heals your wounds. Be in no doubt of 

that. Don’t worry if you can’t find the right words. The priest will help 

you. Confession is not a test of your speaking abilities; its heart is sorrow 

for failure and joy in being forgiven. Just the same, it is good if you can 

spell out all that’s wrong. It clears your mind and conscience – and chest. 

 

Remember that sin is only sin if it is a deliberate decision to do what you 

know to be wrong. If the thing in question is a “grave matter” (e.g. taking 



life, ruining a reputation, deliberately refusing Mass on Sunday, free and 

conscious use of the sexual faculty outside marriage, etc.), then the sin is 

mortal. If it is less serious, then it is venial. I can proceed as follows: 

 

I ask the Holy Spirit for light to see my heart and soul as he sees them 

(pause).  

 

I give praise to him for the good I see in me (pause). 

 

I allow the Spirit to lead me to where my heart and soul are darkened or 

wounded by sin (pause).  

 

I ask to see clearly what in me is not worthy of Jesus and of myself. I think 

of the commandments to help me: 

 

1. You shall have no god before me (all forms of idolatry, i.e. treating 

someone or something other than God as my god; pride); 

2. Keep my name holy (all forms of disrespect for God’s presence and 

action in my life; sacrilege; careless use of the name of God, Jesus, 

Christ); 

3. Keep the sabbath holy (Sunday Mass; spiritual sloth); 

4. Honour your parents (all forms of rebellion or disrespect for legitimate 

authority at home or in society); 

5. Do not kill (all forms of endangering my own life and that of others; 

anger, hatred, vengeance); 

6. Do not commit adultery (all forms of sexual sin; pornography; lust; all 

sins against marriage as established by God); 

7. Do not steal (things, time, reputation; greed); 

8. Do not lie (all forms of deceptive behaviour and words); 

9. Do not covet the goods of others (all forms of jealousy about things; 

gluttony); 

10.  Do not covet the persons close to or belonging to others (all forms of 

jealousy about people). 

 

When you go to the priest, you may find it helpful to begin, “Bless me, 

Father, for I have sinned, it has been … since I last confessed. Here are 

my sins.” Say them as simply and as clearly as you can. Don’t worry if 



your mind goes blank or you feel emotional. It’s OK. The priest will help 

you and wait for you. 

 

You might want to use this simple act of contrition when prompted by the 

priest: “O, my God, because you are so good, I am truly sorry that I have 

sinned against you and, with the help of your grace, I firmly resolve not 

to sin again.” 

 

After your penance, go home and celebrate! 

 

__________________________________ 

 

Biblical texts to help in the examination of conscience:  

Psalm 1; Psalm 35(36); Psalm 50(51); Psalm 62(63); Psalm 70(71); Psalm 

102(103); Psalm 138(139). 

Matthew 5:1-12; Matthew 5:20-48; Matthew 12:33-37; Matthew 13:4-9; 

Matthew 18:23-35; Matthew 25:14-30; Matthew 25:31-46; Matthew 26: 69-

75. 

Mark 8:34-38; Mark 12:28-34; Mark 14: 32-42 

Luke 5:1-11; Luke 6:27-38; Luke 7:36-50; Luke 10:29-37; Luke 12:13-32; 

Luke 14:25-35; Luke 15; Luke 18:9-14; 

John 4; John 8:1-11; John 14 & 15; John 21: 15-19. 

Any of the passion accounts: Matthew 26-27; Mark 14-15; Luke 22-23; John 

18-19 

1 Corinthians 13 

Galatians 5:13-26 

Ephesians 6:10-20  


