
 

 
Msgr. Bill’s Weekly Letter... 

Dear Parishioners, 
 
     A question came to me about the Seal of Confession and whether a priest in some circumstances could             
reveal to another (police, parents, etc.). The following is taken from an article from Catholic News Agency. 
www.catholicnewsagency.com/images/Card_piac3.jpg?w=670&h=447. 
 
    The Catholic Church declares that every priest who hears confessions is obliged, under the severest legal 
(canonical) penalties, to keep absolute secrecy concerning everything learned in the context of sacramental      
confession.  
 
    To learn more about the seal of confession, ACI Stampa, CNA’s Italian partner agency, spoke to Cardinal   
Mauro Piacenza, the head of the Vatican’s Apostolic Penitentiary, a tribunal of mercy, responsible for issues 
relating to the forgiveness of sins. It is not a jail. 

 
    ACI Stampa: Why is the seal of confession so important? What is it and where does the law come from?  
    MP: The nature of the Sacrament of Reconciliation consists in the personal encounter of the sinner with the Merciful 
Father. The object of the sacrament is the forgiveness of sins, reconciliation with God and with the Church, and the         
restoration of filial dignity by virtue of the redemption wrought by Jesus Christ.  
    The Church’s teaching on confession is briefly presented in paragraph 1422 of the Catechism of the Catholic Church.  
    It is essential to emphasize that the Sacrament of Reconciliation, being an act of worship, cannot and must not be                   
confused with a psychological session or a form of counseling. As a sacramental act, this sacrament must be protected 
in the name of religious freedom and any interference must be considered illegitimate and harmful to the rights of              
conscience. 
    So the priest hearing confessions must keep the seal, but at the same time, shouldn't he help report crimes to 
the ecclesial and civil authorities? How can he do that? 
    Everything said in confession from the moment in which this act of worship begins with the sign of the cross to the      
moment in which it ends, either with absolution or with absolution denied, is under absolutely inviolable seal. All                   
information referred to in confession is “sealed” because it is given to God alone, so it is not usable by the priest           
confessor (cf. canons 983-984 CIC; 733-734 CCEO). 
    Even in the specific case in which, for example, during confession a minor reveals that he has been abused, the                       
conversation must, by its nature, always and in every situation, remain sealed. This does not prevent the confessor from 
strongly recommending that the minor himself report the abuse to his parents, educators, and the police. 
    In the case that someone confesses to having committed abuse, if the confessor has no doubt about the penitent                       
disposition of the person asking for absolution it cannot be denied or postponed (cf. canon 980). There is certainly a 
duty to make amends for a perpetrated injustice and to sincerely commit to preventing the abuse from happening again, 
resorting, if necessary, to competent help, but these serious duties linked to the path of conversion do not involve                  
self-denunciation. The confessor must in any case invite the penitent to a deeper reflection and to evaluate the                       
consequences of his actions, especially when another person has been suspected or unjustly condemned. 
    How can we respond to bishops who are tempted, even if for a just cause, to concede a part of the obligation of 
secrecy in confession? How does the seal of confession differ from professional secrecy or confidentiality? 
    Comparing the sacramental seal to the professional secrecy which, for example, doctors, pharmacists, lawyers, etc. 
are required to keep, must be absolutely avoided. 
The secret of confession, on the other hand, is not an obligation imposed from outside, but an intrinsic requirement of 
the sacrament, and as such cannot be dissolved even by the penitent himself (cf. canon 1550, §2, n.2 CIC; canon 1231, 
§2, n.2 CCEO). 
 

    I decided to put this information in my weekly notes because some states have toyed with the idea, other               
countries are passing laws to require clergy to report certain sins to the authorities. We will not comply with any 
such law. 
 
    The seal is never to be broken. I do not think this will happen in our state or nation, but the past two years 
have seen several people roll over some religious practices. Know this, the priests I know will never break the 
seal.  
 
pace-bene,  
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