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The sacramental celebration and

almost

reception of reconciliation is
always exclusively conceived along the lines of personal

The aim of this modest essay is to propose the thesis that,
being a demonstration of personal piety, the goal of the

piety.

far from

sacrament of reconciliation is to

bring

about the reconciliation of

God, and of all with all, that is, the reconciliation of all
with Christ as Head.
all with

theological reflection on reconciliation involves many other
theological issues each of which will require a treatise in itself. If
we are to understand the nature of reconciliation a prior theological
reflection on sin is necessary. Furthermore, to come to grips with
the damage inflicted by sin, a theological reflection on the
harmony of creation is a prerequisite. Finally, having reflected on
these, an adequate theological reflection cannot fail to show us that
the ordinary way to this reconciliation necessarily passes through
the Church.
Hence, our theological reflection must include a
But

a

consideration of the nature of the

Church

as

sacrament

of

reconciliation.
The second Vatican Council invites us to broaden our notion of
reconciliation by the implicit ecclesiological reference it gives to
reconciliation. The reconciling nature and mission of the Church
find an articulation in the teaching of the council according to
which "the Church, in Christ, is in the nature of sacrament-a sign
and instrument, that is, of communion with God and of unity
(Lumen Gentium, n.1). There is therefore
among all men
need for consistency between theology of reconciliation and
"

....

theology of the Church
The prerequisites of a theology of reconciliation, which I have
just enumerated, inform the structure of this essay. The essay will
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be in two parts.

In the first part, I shall undertake

the transition from the

original harmony

a

reflection

on

of creation to the need for

reconciliation. Included in this reflection will be brief discussions
the nature, cause, and effects of sin. In the second part of the
essay, I shall attempt a discussion on reconciliation within the
on

framework of a reflection

on

the nature and mission of the Church

in the

light of the paschal event. Theology of reconciliation must
ecclesiological reference if we are to rediscover the social
dimension of the sacrament of reconciliation. Such a rediscovery
have

an

is needed to rise above

a

sacrament to a means of

notion of reconciliation that reduces the

dressing

the wounds inflicted

on

personal

piety.
From

Original Harmony

to the

Necessity

of Reconciliation

The book of Genesis contains two narratives of creation (Gen
1: 1-2;4a; Gen 2:4b-25). But neither of the two accounts represents

correspondent of a print or
things otherwise will lead to
degeneration into Biblical positivism. The Biblical accounts being
referred to here represent a myth bom.out of an etiological inquiry
embarked upon by the Hebrew people.
In the historical
consciousness of the Hebrew people, a historical consciousness
informed and formed by faith in and covenant with the one true
God, God created a beautiful world The refrain of the Priestly
narrator in the first chapter of the book of Genesis sums up this
.

eyewitness report given by

an

electronic media house.

To

the

see

..

faith- filled conviction: God
.

.

.

And God saw that it

was

said, "Let there be.

.

.

.

And there

was

.

good."!

fact that God brought creatures into being he
conferred goodness on them. St. Thomas Aquinas would seem to
be echoing this Biblical teaching when he wrote that "Goodness
and being are really the same, and differ only in idea.,,2 To be and

By the

mere

good are identical. The goodness of creation was in the order
and due proportion God put into it. Creation itself is the bringing
forth of order from the primeval chaos described at the beginning
of the book of Genesis. The Greek word kosmos signifies order.
As pointed out by John Scullion, "Creation is order; 'before

to be
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creation' is the

opposite of order; it is tohu wa bohu, a formless
waste or chaos.t" The creative word of God conferred existence,
beauty and harmony on the work of God. The beauty and harmony
of creatures consist in their subjection to human beings and in the
subjection of human beings to the Creator. Creation owes its origin
to a perfect agent, God, and its goodness consists in its orientation
to perfection in God, that is, in its return to God as its end. Just as
the goodness of a thing is contingent on its tending to its end, the
goodness in creatures is contingent on their tending to their end,
which is God.

Whatever is not ordered to God loses its internal

harmony. Contrary to the position Origen advances, to the effect
proceeds from divine punishment, and contrary to the
of
the
Gnostics that creation is the result of an error,
position
creatures proceed from God's goodness and perfection, and find
their own go.odness in tending to God's goodness.
Of all the creatures made by God, the Priestly narrator informs us
that the human being alone, not only in its maleness but also in its
femaleness, is created in the image and likeness of God. It is
endowed with an intellect which is capable of knowing truth, and
with a will which is capable of choosing good. Human beings, like
all creatures, desire their own goodness. But in addition to what
they have in common with other creatures, they tend to their
goodness through operations that are rational and deliberate.
Human beings find their goodness but not in isolation.
As
Bernard Lonergan puts it, individuals not only have capacities for
operating, their operating is co-operating. In theological terms,
the good that is the object of human operations is to be found in
God. The individual finds its goodness in tending to God. But this
goodness is not attained apart from being-with-others, and being
loved-and-loving-others. For the God to whom the individual must
tend to find his or her goodness is a God who is found in the
experience of loving and being loved. Whereas, like the Priestly
narrator, the Yahwist does not furnish us with a fact-by-fact
description of how man and woman were created, the theological
significance of his rather graphic "description" of creation of the
woman brings to our attention the divine intention of interpersonal
that creation

94
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harmony between the man and the woman. When the Yahwist
paints the portrait of a God who saw that it was nbt good for ha
adam to be alone (Gen 2:18), he was pointing out that the being
and the operation of human beings find their authenticity and
efficacy in. co-operation within modes of collectivity: family,
society, the state, community of worship. According to Scullion,
God's observatiort as reported in the Yahwist narrative, points out
the fact that the human being is created to live in community and
that the origin of all human community is to be traced to the
community of man and woman." In this regard, the Judeo
Christian tradition has a precedent and an ally in the Greek
philosopher, Aristotle, who, in his Nicomachean Ethics, postulates
that human beings cannot achieve their ultimate goal, which is
happiness, if they do not enter into friendship. For Aristotle,
happiness, is attained through virtue. Virtue, the mean between
excess and deficiency, is not in us by nature. Moreover, for him,
virtue is not infused. It is acquired in friendship.
In the Yahwist account, when God said, "It is not good for ha
adam to be alone", God was speaking of a natural yearning found
in every man and woman, an innate quest for communion in every
human being. Every animal has a natural habitat in which it was

conceived, in which it is nurtured, and in which it conceives and
nurtures.

The

is love in

a

same

is true of the human

being. Its natural habitat
truly human is to have

network of relationship. To be

been conceived in love, nurtured in love, and to conceive and
nurture in love, within a network of relationship constituted by
modes of

collectivity. Consequently, there can be no pursuit of
goodness in isolation. The man or woman who seeks his or
her own good outside the natural habitat that love is embarks on a
path of destruction, a destruction of the self and of others in self
real

victimisation and in the victimisation of other selves.

Human

relationship is the locus car itatis the privileged place where
human subjects encounter each other" love and are loved, and, in
this experience of loving human intersubjectivity God is found.
They are able to lov€ each other because God has loved them first.
of love, when it is not resisted,
And this divine impulse
,
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communicates to them the desire to love, a desire, which brings
together. God's love confers the capacity to love God and to

them

neighbour. The writer of the first letter of John wrote
down inspired words when he said: "God is love. He who abides
in love abides in God, and God in him" (I In 4:16). The harmony
between God and human beings necessarily finds expression in
harmony among human beings. The one who really loves God will
love the creatures of God. Where this obtains the goodness of
love: one's

creation is intact, where it does not there is sin, there is conflict and
the need for reconciliation.
That sin is conflict reflects in the type of disposition that sin is. It
a disposition in the sense of that which inclines a power to

is not

act,

as

is the

disposition

case

in the

with science and virtue.

sense

of that which
becomes like

disposes

Rather, it is
a

a

nature to the

second nature, as is the
disposition
case with sickness or health.
Hence, sin is a disposition in conflict
with human nature. The sin of origin "is an inordinate disposition,
extent that the

a

arising from the destruction of the harmony which was essential to
original justice, even as bodily sickness is an inordinate disposition
of the body, by reason of the destruction of that equilibrium which
is essential to health. Hence it is-that original sin is called languor
,,5
This inordinate disposition affects every dimension
of nature.
of human existence because, as St. Thomas. Aquinas says, it
"infects the different parts of the soul, in so far as they are the parts
of one whole, even as original justice held all the soul's parts
together in one" (Summa theol., I-II, 82.2, ad. 3).
Sin brought about corruption of the good of nature by
diminishing its beauty and power. The beauty conferred on human
creatureliness is lost when the human being turns away from the
beauty of divine light. For it is when the radiance of divine light
touches the human being that his or her beauty becomes manifest.
The human intellect is weakened by ignorance and prejudice which
occasion conflicts.

The will, in its inordinateness mistakes the
good. Its inclination to virtue-a

for the real

apparent good
prerequisite for common good-is diminished. (Summa theol., I-II�
85.1). But when the love and pursuit of common good is no longer

96
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the love and

concern

replaced by the

of

pursuit

interests become the order of the

competing

and

love of power.

All Conflicts Traceable to the Fall

A Fourfold Alienation:

-

The book of Genesis traces all conflicts to the Fall.

Fall, there
human

was a

four-fold

harmony

in

being and God, between the

the human

creation, that is, between the

and the woman, between
and within the human being.

being and the universe,
harmony was disrupted

read the book of Genesis
character. What

symbolic
beings

ceased to

its

Before the

man

This four-fold

Human

conflicting

Then the power to love is

day.

at the Fall.

Here

we

must

terms, that is, in terms of its
precipitated the Fall was a conversation.

on

own

converse

with God and entered into

a

fatal

conversation with the tempter. A conversation was opened. A
promise was made. And the promise was kept. The first couple
ate of the fruit of that tree.

We don't know what the fruit

was.

greed, pride, worship of the self? Whatever it was, it made
them feel good at first, then they later felt bad. F or to feel good is
Was it

good. They acquired the knowledge of good
promised them.
But what was special about this knowledge? Just what is the
knowledge of good ad evil? And why would God want to keep
them the first man and woman ignorant? Why would God not
want them to increase their knowledge?
Charles Williams, in his book, The Forgiveness of Sins, offers an
interesting explanation of this knowledge of good and evil.
not the

same as

and evil

as

to do

the tempter

merely to know more, but to know in another method.
primarily the advance (if it can be so called) from knowing
good to knowing good and evil; it is (secondarily) the knowing
'as gods'. A certain knowledge was, by its nature, confined to
divine beings. Its communication to man would be, by its

It is not
It is

nature, disastrous to man. The Adam had been created and was
existing in a state of knowledge of good and nothing but good.

They

knew that there

knew that the

was some

rejection

kind of alternative, and they
was part of their

of the alternative
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relation to the

part of the

Omnipotence that
good they enjoyed."
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created them. The relation

was

Continuing along the same lines as Williams, one can say that the
knowledge being referred to here is not merely and intellectual
It is an experience.
All along they had been
operation.
Now
human
beings would experience its
experiencing good.
alternative. The knowledge of good and evil is the experience of a
conflict; the conflict between good and evil. It is this conflict that
is at the origin of all conflicts: conflict within the human person,
conflict among human beings, conflict between the human person
and the cosmos, conflicts of gender, conflict between the races in
our world, conflicts of philosophies, of religion, of culture, and
conflicts of interests.
The four-fold

harmony

four- fold alienation.

the

same

time,
beings

that

was

in creation

of God. We find

an

gives

way to

a

And each dimension of the alienation

and symptom of other
are not at peace with God,

cause

when human

now

illustration in the

communion between God and human

is, at
dimensions., First,

they

become afraid

of the fall. When the

myth
beings

was

broken

by

the

disruption of cosmic order that human disobedience is, the man
and the woman hid from God upon hearing his sound (Gen 3:810).

But

breaking

of communion with God is not

merely a, private

affair.

It has dire consequences for interpersonal relationship.
Which leads us to the second manifestation of the alienation. It is

the alienation within the human

family.
temple of humanity is tom asunder when human beings
disobey God. For it is difficult to recognise and respect human
rights when what is due to God is not given to God. One who
gives God his due loves God, and, for the sake of God whom he or
she loves, loves his or her 'neighbour. When human beings are in
The
conflict with God they are in conflict with one another.
God
comes
to
mind
here.
When
a
of
insight
Augustine's City of
society is fragmented and in turmoil one must inquire as to which
God or gods such a society worships. The first man, who, at the
first sight of the first woman exclaimed in joyous ecstasy: "This
The
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one

at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh!"

will

no

(Gen 2:23)
longer be at peac� with the woman. Instead, he will lord it
her. (Gen 3:16).
This takes us to the origin of gender

over

conflicts that have made victims of millions of
out the utter

Here I must
to

verse

point
justify male

illegitimacy

of

women

and

men.

this

using

domination and all forms of

inspired
injustice to

women.

The
and

verse

woman

does not

prescribe

should be.

what the

Rather, it tells

relationship
us

what it

between

ought

man

not to be

to the fact that the communion between

precisely by pointing
and woman having been

broken

by

the sin of the

woman, the consequence is male domination and all

man

man

and the

embarrassing

forms of gender conflicts. In other words, the verse is pointing out
that male domination is not something promoted by the book of
Genesis. Rather, it is a sin that is symptomatic of the wound

inflicted on nature by the sin of origin. To have overcome this sin
seeing and using the woman as inferior to man is to have had
one's gender bias healed by the grace of Christ in whom there is no
maleor female (Gal 3:28).
of

As

a

further indication that all is not well between the

man

and

the woman, while, before the fall, both. of them were naked but felt
no shame before each other, after the fall they felt the need to
clothe themselves.
was

They

felt

mutual trust between the

,no

shame because, before sin, there
and the woman. Neither was

man

afraid that the other would

exploit his or her vulnerability. Since,
already', the community of the man and the
woman is the origin of all human community, conflict within the
community of the man and the woman will turn out to be the origin
7
of conflict within the human family itself.
Thirdly, having been deprived of peace with God and with one
another, human beings can no longer live in harmony with the
cosmos.
Again, the words of the book of Genesis provide an
as

has been said

'

illustration:
Accursed be the soil because of you!
Painfully will you get your food from it
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long as you live.
yield you brambles and thistles,
you eat the produce of the land (Gen 3:17-18).

As

It will
As

Fourthly,

alienated

from God,

from the

community, and from the

being cannot be at peace within himself or
This loss of inner peace is, at the same time, cause and
symptom of the loss of peace with God, with the community and

cosmos, the human

herself.

with the
But

refleetion

man

on

and the woman

were

afraid of God.

experience interior peace. Aquinas'
the cause of sin is more explicit in the emphasis it

who fears God

can

lays
disequilibrium. For him, sin is an inordinate act
which, accordingly, "has a cause, in the same way as a negation or
privation can have a cause" (Summa theol., I-II, 75.1). In the
inordinateness of sin, that which naturally is and ought to be in
human nature is lacking. The will rebels against the direction of
on

.

The

cosmos.

no one

this inner

the rule of

reason

direction and

and of the divine law

right order,

and, in this absence of

it turns towards

mutable

a

mistakes what feels good for what is valuable.

good.

It

The fact that this

self-alienation is, at. the same time, cause and result of other
alienation is lucidly expressed in the teaching of the second
Vatican Council:

.The dichotomy affecting the modem world is, in fact,
symptom of the deeper dichotomy that is in

man

a

himself. He is

of many conflicting forces. In his condition
he is subject to a thousand shortcomings, but

the

meeting. point
created being
feels untrammelled

in

form of life.

by

as a

Tom

his. inclinations
a

and destined for

welter of anxieties he is

higher
compelled to
a

choose between them. and. repudiate some among them. Worse
still, feeble and sinful as he is, he often does the very thing he
hates and does not do what he wants. And so he feels himself
divided, and the result is a host of discords in social life

(Gaudium

et

Spes, 10).

.
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The four-fold alienation I have been

from the

knowledge

of

good

Williams, the knowledge of good and
of schisms, the experience of "what
contradiction

trying to describe comes
Again, to quote Charles
evil is knowledge of the pain
the good would be like if a

and evil.

introduced into it.

were

schisms in the universe. It

was a

Man desired to know

to God;
knowled�e reserved
But the tempter

had been warned that he could not bear it"
to

suggest that there

tell the first

man

was

and

nothing

woman

evil in

that there

conflicts in the universe. Human

came

to

experiencing

have

always

had to battle

beings

the

the utilisation of what is

to say,

Be

evil in

to

evil, that is

it.

acquiring

was no

with the

temptation
acquisition, and

man

came

.

conceive the best way

to live as the

good

in

a

desire,

way that is

apart from the Creator of all that is good.

Succumbing
temptation not only affects the relationship of
the human subject with God, it affects interpersonal relationship
inasmuch as it manifests itself in a disregard for the image of God
in other human beings which is a sign of disrespect towards God
to this

himself.
The devil
world

created

was

a

able to convince the first

world, human beings,
beauty and, by so doing, set in motion

reactions. One

man

continues to echo

hostility

that

living

in the

Hence, after God
persuaded by the tempter,

beautiful

distorted its

is

man

be mote beautiful without God.

can

a

chain of evil

struck the cord of hostility towards

throughout

the whole universe.

God, and it

Hostility

to God

to life. And the consequence of hostility to life is death.

The many iniquities of the history of our world, our own iniquities
and the iniquities of others; the many forms of alienation and

hostility

that the human

witness;

the times

we

has witnessed and continues to

race

have been victims and the times

we

have

been perpetrators of evil deeds: all can be traced to an act of
disobedience.
Ever since human beings succumbed to the

tempter's attractive but deadly proposition to construct a universe
without God, ever since the decision to put God on the sidelines,
the original cosmic equilibrium has been disturbed.
The existence of

describing

is

an

a

four-fold alienation which I have been

indication that

a

privatised

notion of sin does not

_
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grips with the effects of sin in our lives. It is a wrong
diagnosis which can only lead to a bad therapy. One must go
beyond this privati sed notion in other to move beyond the
privati sed notion of reconciliation that it begets.
come to

Theology

of Reconciliation in the Framework of

Ecclesiology

The four-fold alienation that disobedience to the will of God

engenders necessitates

a

four-fold reconciliation: reconciliation

with God, reconciliation with others, reconciliation with the
cosmos, and reconciliation with the self. It is my contention that
the

ordinary way to true reconciliation, which is

a

four

dimensional reconciliation, necessarily passes through the Church.
My aim inthis part of the essay is to present this four-dimensional
reconciliation

as

that which is attainable in the Church. For,

have said, theology of reconciliation must have
reference point.
The Paschal

Mystery:

ecclesiology

as

I

as

Three Moments in One Event of

Reconciliation
A succinct statement of the

theology of reconciliation

can

be

found in the words of the prayer of absolution in the current
Catholic Rite of Penance. According to the words of this prayer:
.

God, the Father of mercies, through the death and resurrection
of his Son has reconciled the world to himself, and sent the
Holy Spirit among us for the remission of sins. Through the
of the Church may God give you pardon and peace.
And I absolve you from your sins; In the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

ministry

The link between three themes of capital

importance

in Christian

visibly expressed in the words of this prayer.
presented in its indissoluble relationship with the
death and resurrection of Christ, with the gift of the Holy. Spirit,
and with the ministry of the Church. God chose to accomplish the
work of reconciliation through the instrumentality of the death and

theology

is

Reconciliation is
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resurrection of his Son.
the mission of the

Remission of sins

Holy Spirit.

was

effected

through

And the work of reconciliation is

brought into the here and now of our existence through the
ministry of the Church.. A careful celebration of the Church's
Easter liturgy serves as an invaluable pointer to the fact that the
death and resurrection of Christ, and the mission of the Holy Spirit
_

at Pentecost are not three events as such but one Easter event

which took

place

place

in three moments. In this respect, it is not out of
event, the

to recall that in the J ohannine account of the Easter

death, resurrection, and ascension of Christ, and the emission of

Holy Spirit on the disciples all took place on the same day.
The following provide indices to buttress our position,
First, the repeated reference to the "hour" of Jesus by the author
of the fourth Gospel directs his audience to the fact that the hour of
Jesus' passion is also the hour of his exaltation. As Jesus became
conscious of the imminence of the hour of his death, he recognised
the same hour as the hour of his glorification. "Now the hour has
come for the Son of man to be glorified" (In 12:23).
Yet, the
approach of this hour troubled him (In 12:27).
Secondly, when Jesus appeared to Mary of Magdala as she stood
weeping by the empty tomb, Jesus told her: "Do not cling to me,

the

because I have not yet ascended to the Father. But go and find my
brothers and tell them: I am ascending to my Father and your
Father

"
....

(In 20: 17).

Thirdly, the same Jesus would later appear to the disciples, "in
the evening of that same day", according to Johannine paschal
chronology, to offer them peace, and to emit the Spirit on them in
view of their mission to forgive sins (In 20: 19-23).With these Johannine indices, there are grounds to affirm that the
summary statement of theology of reconciliation in the prayer of
absolution finds its inspiration in the Johannine chronology of
Easter. Reconciliation is the gift of God the Father of mercies to
his Church through his Son, the risen Christ's emission of theHoly
Spirit on the disciples who not only receive this gift, but are to
continue to dispense it to the world.
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The Culmination of the Paschal

Defining Moment

Holy Spirit

instituted

paschal mystery in the
defining moment.

the Church's

mission of the Church
was

at Pentecost

by

as

the

of the Church.

The culmination of the
was

Mystery

103

were

Christ

defined

as a

when,

at

prolongation

in

mission of the

The nature and

Easter, the Church
_

history

of his

own

ministry of reconciliation: "As the Father sent me, so am I sending
you" (In 20:21). And, to empower the Church to carry out this
ministry of reconciliation, he breathed the Spirit into the disciples:
"Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone's sins, they are
forgiven; if you retain anyone's sins, they are retained" (In 20:2223). Earlier, than these, the author of the fourth Gospel had
alluded to the reconciling potentials of the paschal mystery when
he reported Jesus' response to the request of some Greeks to see
him: "when I am lifted up from the earth, I shall draw all people to
myself' (In 12:32).
The linkage between the" paschal event, the Church, and
reconciliation is not restricted to Johannine theology. It has a
precedent in the Lucan theology of the Acts of the Apostles. In
spite of the divergence of paschal chronology between Luke and
John, the Pentecost narrative in the second chapter of the Acts of
the Apostles suggests the linkage, and, by so doing, provides a
point of convergence with Johannine theologies of Church and
reconciliation. To highlight this linkage, three recurrent features of
patristic exegesis of the Lucan Pentecost narrative should retain
'

"our

attention here: the contemporaneousness of Pentecost and the
Church, the interpretation of the phenomenon of

birth of the
.

speaking

in tongues

as

negation of the linguistic diastasis of Babel,
of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost and

and the parallel between the

the

�ift

gift of the Torah at Sinai.
Concerning the first, Irenaeus of Lyons testifies
David asked for in the psalms was the same Spirit
by Christ to the Church" on the day of Pentecost.
It is this

Spirit

"And establish

that the
that

was

Spirit
given

that David asked for the human race, saying,
with your governing Spirit." It- is also this

me
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reported as having descended on the day
of Pentecost upon the disciples after the Lord's ascension,
having power to admit all nations to the entrance of life, and to
the opening of the new covenant; from whence also, with one
accord in all languages, they uttered praise to God; the Spirit
bringing distant tribes to unity, and offering to the Father the
first-fruits of all nations. Wherefore also the Lord promised to
send the Comforter, who should join us to God.
For as a
compacted lump of dough cannot be formed of dry wheat
without fluid matter, nor can a loaf possess unity, so, in like
manner, neither could we, being many, be made one in Christ
same

Spirit

that Luke

Jesus without the water from' heaven

....

For

our

bodies have

unity among themselves by means of that laver which
leads to incorruption; but our souls, by means of the Spirit.

received

This

Spirit, again,
sending throughout

upon the Church,
all the world the Comforter from heaven.

lie

.[Jesus] did confer
.

,,10

light of this and other patristic interpretations of the
second chapter of the Acts of the Apostles, one can understand the
assertion of Jean-Marie Tillard that the mission of the Holy Spirit
in the Pentecost event progressively shaped the Christian
consciousness of the origin, manifestation and nature of the
Church. The Church is seen as the "immediate result of the gift of
11
the Holy Spirit".
Concerning the second, that is, the reversal of Babel at Pentecost,
Jerome, in his Letter 120 addressed to Hedibia, while attempting to
reconcile the chronologies of John and Luke vis-a-vis the sending
of the Holy Spirit, points out that the power of the Holy Spirit
facilitated the preaching of the Gospel to the nations because it
provided theraoy for the tongues which were to preach Christ.
In the

,

When the

Gospel begins

the Church is filled with the

Spirit

so

that, by his grace and favour,' all believers would be washed of
their sins, and that, by the fire of the Holy Spirit which the Lord
have said he would send, the tongue which
would be healed. U

was

to

preach

Christ
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writer(s) of the book of Genesis, prior to Babel, the
13
mythical unilingual character of humanity symbolised its unity.
However, while Babel is a symbolic representation of the
destruction of this pristine unity of humanity, Pentecost is a
symbolic representation of the reconciliation of linguistic diversity
in the common comprehension of the Apostolic preaching.
In
other words, divided humanity rediscovers its unity in Christ's
Gospel of reconciliation preached by the apostles on the day of
Pentecost.
And, since the birth of the Church is traced to
For the

Pentecost, Pentecost itself becomes the
excellence
reconciled.

event of reconciliation par

the assembly of the
birth to the Church
_fiving
the
of
the
culmination
Through
paschal victory of
as

1

Christ at Pentecost, God

was

healing humanity
confusion.

racial divisions and

of its wounds of

The birth of the Church

linguistic
coming into existence of the basic cell of a renewed
humanity, a humanity renewed by reconciliation.
Concerning the parallel between the gift of the Spirit at Pentecost
and the gift of the Torah on Mount Sinai, just as the book of
Deuteronomy paints the picture of an assembly (qahal) of the
People of God on the day of the promulgation of the Torah (Deut
9:10; 10:4; 18:16), the Acts of the Apostles also paints the picture
of an assembly: "they were all united together" (Acts 2: 1). This
Sinai-Pentecost parallel will be the object of a deeper reflection by
Augustine:
is the

The fiftieth
in the

day is also recommended in the Scriptures, not only
Gospel which announces the coming of the Holy Spirit,

There, in fact, after the
Passover celebrated by immolation of the lamb, fifty days are
counted up to the day when, on mount Sinai, Moses, servant of
God, received the law written with the finger of God: but the
but also in the old sacred books.

Gospel
Spirit.

teaches
One

us

that the

evangelist

finger

of God

had it said

by

signifies

the

the Saviour: "I

Holy
expel

by the finger of God", and another expresses thus the
The
thought: "I expel demons by the Spirit of God."
is immolated, the Passover is celebrated, and fifty days

demons
same

lamb

....

106 On the Social Dimension of the Sacrament of Reconciliation

fear, written with the fin_ger
of God. Christ is put to. death, like a sheep led to. the slaughter,
according to. the words of Isaiah: the true Passover is celebrated,
and, fifty days later, the Holy Spirit Is given on account of love,
the Spirit which is the finger of God, and contrary to. men
seeking their interests, weighed do.wn because of that by a
later, the law is given

on

account of

.

.

difficult

yoke

and

a

heavy weight, and

not

finding

rest for their

Read
souls, for charity does no.t seek its own interests
Exodus, and see how many days after the celebration of
....

Passover the law

given. G0.9 spoke to. Moses in the desert
of Sinai on the first day of the third month. Mark therefore one
day since the beginning of this third month, and see what the
Lord said among other things: "Descend, speak to. the people,
purify and sanctify them to.day and tomorrow; let them wash
their clothing and be ready fo.r the third day, for in three days
the Lord will descend on mount Sinai before all the people."
Thus, the law was given on the third day of the third month,
Now, count from the fourteenth day of the first month, when the
Passover was celebrated, until the third day of the third month,
and' you will find seventeen days from the first, thirty from the
15
second, three from the third, which amounts to. fifty days.
Sinai

was

marked

by the theophany of the old covenant,
Pentecost was the theophany of the new covenant. Each of the two
theophanies was witnessed by an assembly: the qahal at Sinai, and
the ekklesia at Pentecost, In both cases, Go.d gathered a people to
witness the conclusion of a covenant whereby humanity, hitherto
divided.iis renewed and reconstituted.l'' As Tillard points o.ut on
the basis of the words of Deut 5:21, the. law whose promulgation
Just

was

as

was

celebrated at Sinai represents

a

radical criticism of

a

world

founded OQ mjustice, rivalry and greed, three contributing factors
to. division in our world.
The prescriptions of the Code of the
Covenant touch

on

contexts Of a world

the social, economic, cultural and political
separated from God, Customary modes of

The
inter-human relationships are being called to. question.
is
the
of
that
the
Torah
of
reconciliation
challenge
poses
challenge
a divided humanity through an option for the common good of the
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Yahve

qahal

and above the

over

sectional interests

triggered by

pursuit

of

narrow
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personal

or

the disobedience of Adam and Eve.

The birth of the ekklesia at Pentecost marked the fulfilment of

what took

place

at

designed to

create

a new

Sinai, the conclusion of

a

new

world. Little wonder that in her

Covenant

liturgical

celebration of Pentecost, the Church makes her own the words of
the Psalmist: "Send forth your Spirit, 0 Lord, and renew the face

of the earth."

humanity

The

Spirit received at Pentecost is God's
long desired reconciliation. One

of a much and

offer to
can say

with tillard that:

Spirit of the Lord has the power to deliver [the world] froni
injustice, of rivalry, of greed which mortally
wounds humanity because he knows how to break down the
walls of the prison in which individuals and groups have locked
The

the network of

themselves

humanity
what

The

as

introduce

them

becomes its true self

only

into

communion.

in communion.

And
This is

Thus, the Church is, by the fact of her birth,
involved in the problems of the world."

saves

actively

so

Church,

it.

we

can

deduce,

was

constituted and

empowered

at

culmination of the new Passover by the Spirit of Pentecost to
be the sacrament of the reconciliation of a new humanity. The

the

author of the letter to the

Ephesians, in a passage marked with a
remarkably strong emphasis on reconciliation of Gentiles and Jews
through the blood of Christ, was keenly aware of the connection
between the birth of the Church in the paschal mystery and God's
universal offer of reconciliation. Hence, he went to a great length
to remind the recipients of his letter:
forget, then, that there was a time when you who were
gentiles by physical descent, termed the uncircumcised by those
who speak of themselves as the circumcised by reason of a
physical operation, do not forget, I say, that you were at that
time separate from Christ and excluded from membership of
Do not

Israel, aliens with

no

part in the

covenants of the

Promise,
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limited to this world, without hope and without God. But now
in Christ Jesus, you that used to be so far off have been brought

close, by the blood of Christ. For he is the peace between
and has made the two into
barrier which used to

keep

us,

entity and broken down the
apart, by destroying in his own

one

them

person the hostility, that is, the Law of commandments and its
decrees. His purpose in this was, by restoring peace, to create a

single

New Man out of the two of them, and

to reconcile them both to

God in

he killed the

came

hostility.

He

through

the cross,

Body; in his own person
bring the good news of peace

one

to

to you who were far off and peaee to those who were near.

Through him, then,

we

both in the

one

Spirit have

free

access

to

the Father.
So you are no longer aliens or foreign visitors; you are fellow
citizens with the holy people of God and part of God's

household.

are built upon the foundations of the apostles
and Christ Jesus himself is the cornerstone.

You

and

prophets,
Every structure knit together

in him grows into a holy
in
and
him, are being built into a
Lord;
you too,
place of God in the Spirit (Eph 2:11-22).

the

temple in
dwelling

of the birth, identity and mission of the
as to the vital role of the paschal
mystery in the reconciliation of all with God and of all with all.
The hostility that pervaded humanity has been killed in the person
of the crucified Christ. From the time this hatred and hostility
This

graphic expression

Church leaves

killed Christ

no one

on

the

in doubt

cross

it became

born at the time of reconciliation.

a

spent force. The Church is

Her

identity

and mission

can

only be defined in terms of God's irrevocable offer of
reconciliation in the paschal event. Into this Church all are invited,
and in the

one

Spirit they have the

status of fellow-citizens.

The Sacrament of Reconciliation: A

Christ

the

Re-incorporation

of the Reconciled

Into

Assembly
Through
large segment of this essay has been devoted to making
statements on ecclesiology, it is because of the earlier expressed
If

a
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contention that we cannot understand the nature of the sacrament
of reconciliation without an adequate understanding of the nature
of the Church. The Church, we have seen, is a communion of the
reconciled

brought into existence by
reconciliation in question is not merely
It is

a

reconciliation with

an

the
a

paschal event.
private affair with

The
God.

ecclesial-communal dimension. If sin

equilibrium then true reconciliation must deal with
disequilibrium. Hence the social implications of reconciliation.
The Church as communion of the reconciled is a place where the
wounds that sin, hatred and division have inflicted on humanity are
healed.
Augustine's allegorical exegesis of the parable of the
Good Samaritan is to be recalled here.18 According to Augustine,
the man who fell into the hands of robbers signifies Adam,
representative of humanity. He fell from the heavenly city,
signified by Jerusalem. He was on his way to Jericho, signifying
his descent into mortality. The robbers, into whose hands he fell,
were the devil and his angels.
The near death situation in which
left
him
the
wounds
inflicted on the human condition
they
signified
by sin. The priest and the levite who did not stop to assist him but
went by signified the shortcomings of the official representatives
of the old covenant. The Good Samaritan signified Christ. The
inn into which he took the wounded man signifies the Church.
Christ has brought us into the inn that the Church is through the
sacrament of baptism. Baptism washes away the sin of origin and
incorporates the Christian into Christ and his body, the Church.
Again, as Augustine would say in another version of the allegorical
exegesis of the same parable of the Good Samaritan, through
baptism, iniquity was blotted out but infirmity was not brought to
disturbs social

this

an

end.

19

We

are

still weak and sinful.

already argued that sin not only affects the human being's
relationship with God, it also affects relationship with others, with
the cosmos, and with oneself. To be more specific, the communal
I have

dimension of sin which shows itself in the strained

relationship

with others includes

with the ecclesia.

the Church. In

Sin affects

fact,

one

cannot

or

broken

strained
broken relationship
relationship with Christ and with
speak of the communal dimension

our

a

or
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speaking of its ecclesial dimension. Sin inflicts
body of Christ. The Church that is instituted for the
reconciliation of the world experiences sin and division among its
members.
The sacrament of reconciliation re-incorporates the
into
Christ, the one Mediator, through the ministry of the
penitent
Church, the assembly of the reconciled, This re-incorporation into
Christ is not a private affair. For in Christ, there is reconciliation
not just with God but also with others. If our sins wound others
they wound Christ. In the same way, if we make peace with others
of sin without

wounds

on

the

make peace with Christ. There can be no person without
community, and what affects the persons affects the community,

we

what the person does affects the community,
The reconciliation effected in the ecclesial

community is a
imperatives of a four-fold
responds
reconciliation. I shall buttress this argument with three points
which shall be emphasised in italics.
First, reconciliation with the Church represented by the priest
fulfils the social or communal dimension of reconciliation insofar
reconciliation that

as

the

to

reconciliation with the Church is

humanity renewed in communion,
The restoration of our
God.

our

re-insertion

reconciled

into

a

willed

humanity
by
relationship with the ecclesial
koinonia is our re-entry into the assembly beautifully described by
the author of the letter to the Ephesians, one in which the cord of
hatred and hostility is broken, and walls of division crumble. In
the first part of this essay, I had used the imagery of the natural
habitat. Love, the natural habitat of human beings is destroyed by
sin. To this imagery I shall now add the allegorised reading of the
parable of the Good Samaritan by St. Augustine. In the Church,
a

the inn in which the wound of human nature is healed, our hitherto
destroyed natural habitat is, rehabilitated and transformed into a

supernatural

habitat where reconciliation in and with

re-establishes
Church

a new

fulfils

reconciliation is

the
a

demands

point

be further clarified.

that is

community

How this reconciliation with the

humanity.

so

of

the

important

social

dimension

to grasp that it

of

should
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As

III

communion, the Church is God's offer of reconciliation of all

things

in Christ

prolonged

in

history.

The Church is not just God's

offer to Christians. She is God's offer to the whole world. If she
is to

live

according

her

to

identity and mission

as

God's

irrevocable offer of reconciliation-in-Christ prolonged in

history,
required of her to open up to embrace our separated brethren
as well as adherents of other religions.
The Church becomes a
truly reconciling Church when she undertakes ecumenical dialogue
In other words, the
as well as dialogue with other religions.i"
Church lives up to the Spirit of Vatican II· when she enters into
dialogue and collaboration with all men and women of goodwill.
it is

In this respect, one who is reconciled with the Church in Christ
through the sacrament of reconciliation is transformed by the grace

of this

sacrament' into

peacemaker

a

in

a

world tom apart

innumerable latent and open conflicts.
Secondly, this reconciliation with the Church is
in

since the

Christ,

Church,

communion in Christ

another in Christ.
which

as

has been said

a

reconciliation

repeatedly,

is the

of all those reconciled with God and. with

According

'by

one

to the fundamental intuition of Paul

inspired Tillard, reconciliation with the Church and

reconciliation with Christ

mysterious
is

inseparable

insofar

identification between the eucharistic

and his ecclesial

theology

are

a

communities.

body,

the Church.

reflection of the
One is saved

common

as

there is

body

a

of Christ

This aspect of Pauline
faith of the early apostolic
in Christ and in his

Spirit,
by being member of his body in solidarity with
other members of the same body. Reconciliation is the restoration
of this solidarity, and the Christian existence, which ecclesiallife
is, is the absolute negation of all forms of self-sufficiency. Living
in Christ is inseparable from relationship with othersr"
The
and

one

by being

is in Christ

reconciliation in Christ that salvation is, is reconciliation of all

with God and of all with all. F or as the Christological canticle of
the letter to the Ephesians teaches: "God wanted all fullness to be
found in him and

him to reconcile all

things to him,
everything in heaven and on earth, by making peace through .his
death on the cross" (Col 1:19-20).
God made peace with the
through

.
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world in his Son's death

the cross, and the peace dividend is
into the here and now of our existence through the

brought

on

sacraments, in this specific instance, through the

sacrament of

Thirdly,

since alienation from God and from others

necessarily

was

at the

demands and manifests

the resolution of conflicts with one's fellow human

beings.

It is to

have dealt with alienation with the self and alienation with the
For one who is at peace with God will live in
with the rest of creation and with himself or herself.
cosmos.

harmony

The Obedience That Made the Difference

Since this four-dimensional reconciliation has been

brought about

the cross, since our peace dividend flows
by
from the death of Christ, it is important, before this essay is
broughtto a conclusion, to recognise what was it in the death Of
the death of Christ

Christ

on

the

cross

on

that

brought about this

reconciliation.

When the death of Christ is considered from the
of

point
drawing

purely

human

view, it is almost inevitable, perhaps impossible to avoid
the conclusion that it was a tragedy. But the paradox of

the Christian faith is that this event is

proclaimed

as

offering

the

possibility of reconciliation to the whole universe. But this
paradox of the Christian faith IS predicated on the fact that the God
Christianity proclaims is not a God who is handicapped by evil in
the course of realisation of his plan of salvation for our universe.
This God becamehuman like us in all things but sin. According to
Irenaeus' doctrine of recapitulation, he recapitulated in his life all
the stages of Adam's life and, by so doing, identified himself with
every stage of human existence from birth to death. But unlike
Adam, in this recapitulation, he did everything right because he did
not

sin.

He

:��

described in the first part of this

essay, it follows that to have dealt with alienation from God is to
have dealt with alienation at its roots. Consequently, to have really

dealt with alienation from God

l�r

JI

reconciliation.
root of the four-fold alienation

1�

summed up all things but broke the cycle of
by the first disobedience; his death put an

disobedience initiated

end to the rebellion to God that manifests itself in social conflicts

J
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and'

Following

cruelty,

St.

Paul, Irenaeus

113

sees

a

mystical

Like Adam, who
identification between Adam and Christ.
contained all his descendants in himself, Christ sums up in himself

all the divided

peoples

now?2
It

was

of the universe from the time of Adam until
.

Christ's obedience unto death that made the difference.

inspired him to accept the death of an innocent on the cross
making it possible for the cycle of disobedience to be broken.
This cycle of disobedience to God's will was the obstacle standing
God.

thus

in the way of reconciliation of all with God and of all with all. His
love for the Father and for us made him to accept an unjust death.
He knew it

was an

unjust

death.

But his Father willed that he

accept this unjust death and he freely consented. The union of his
human will with the divine will during the course of his life, and in

particular, at this decisive point that his passion and death was
changed the course of history for good. This obedience in the
union of his human will to the divine will

negation

of the Adamic rebellion which

was

the absolute

triggered

the four-fold

alienation I have talked about.
Adam made a difference by
Christ made a difference by becoming
pretending to be God.

obedient to God to the
the cord of

point

of death.

While the first

man

struck

hostility, Christ, by his obedience unto death, has
by striking the cord of forgiveness. Hence,
while sin is knowing good as evil, desiring good as evil, acquiring
good as evil, and using good as evil, forgiveness is knowing evil as
occasion for good. That forgiveness is knowing evil as occasion
for good is what Christ proclaimed on the cross when he prayed:
"Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do." Plunged
into the darkness of conflicts, Christ obediently and lovingly
entered into the darkness of death using this power to bring us out
of the kingdom of darkness into the kingdom of his wonderful
light. It was an obedience and love that turned an occasion of evil
into an occasion for good. Hence we speak of Good Friday and
not Bad Friday.
By virtue of the theory of recapitulation according to which
Christ saved us by summing up in himself all men and women of
neutralised its effect
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place and race, the efficacity of the redemptive work
accomplished in the paschal event is not restricted by any
boundary of race, nation, gender, religion, language or culture.
The work of recapitulation is the work of God in and thro.ugh his
Christ. Being the work of God in person, it is the work of one who
is omnipotent, and who, in his omnipotence, is not restricted by
any boundary. In God's providence, care of the universal and care
of the particular are neither in tension nor in opposition. The
every age,

,

sacrament of reconciliation is the actualisation in space and time of

the

reconciling effects of the
what took place 2, 000 years

death

on

the

cross.

In other

words,

ago can be felt through the grace of
the sacrament of reconciliation in which Christ's forgiving love is

merely present

not

in

symbol

but

While this

really present.

sacrament, and indeed all other sacraments, remain the ordinary
way of actualising the effects of Christ's redemptive achievement,
all that has been said

extraordinary
On
mean

means

so

far in

no

way denies that God

can

chose

ot actualising his reconciling love.23

final note, it has to be stressed that reconciliation does not
business can continue as usual. A truly contrite heart avoids

a

occasions of sin and is

community
That is why

ready

to make amends.

In

fact, the

right
expect certain things of the person.
ministers of the sacrament of reconciliation must take

has the

to

into account the communal-social-ecclesial dimension of sin and
In concrete terms, in that sacred moment in the
reception of the sacrament when penance is given
by the penitent, the rights of the community must be

reconciliation.

celebration and
and

accepted

well considered, not just the individual's gesture of
rectify his or her relationship with God.

1

willingness

Cf. Gen 1:10,13,19,22,25,31. The climactic rendition of this refrain in
saw all he had made, and indeed it was very good."

v.

to

31

is instructive: "God
2

See Thomas

Aquinas I, � 1.
Scullion, Genesis: A Commentary for Students, Teachers,
(Collegeville, MN: Michael Glazier/ Liturgical Press, 1992) 15.
4
John Scullion, Genesis, 37'.
3

John

v

and Preachers
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5
6
7

Cf. Summa theol., I-II, 82.1; Augustine, In Ps. Cxviii,
Charles Williams, The Forgiveness of Sins, 122.

Pope John Paul

II

consistently teaches

serm.

that the health of the
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iii.

society

is

the health of the institution of marriage. We cannot build' a

dependent
society if the marital community itself is turned into a locus of
dehumanising and depersonalising experience.
S
Charles Williams, The Forgiveness ofSins, 123.
9
My guide in highlighting this linkage is Jean-Marie-Roger Tillard's work,
Eglise d'Eglise. L 'ecclesiologie de communion (Paris:Cerf, 1987). The English
on

humane

translation of the work in this essay is mine.
10
Irenaeus of Lyons, Adv. Haer., III, 17; 2-3. In this and other

patristic texts

cited in this essay, I have relied on but modified the translation found in Ante
Nicene Fathers (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1995).
11

12

Cf. J.-M.-R. Tillard, Eglise d'Eglise, 14-21.
Quoted by J.-M.-R. Tillard, Eglise d'Eglise, 76. Text

can

be found in French

in J. Labourt's Saint Jerome, Lettres, vol. VI (Paris, 1958) 146.
13
This does not contradict what has been said earlier in this essay to the effect

that the disobedience of Adam and Eve
Babel should be
with God which
14

was the origin of all conflicts. Instead"
symbolic expression of the break of communion
occurred in the first disobedience in the garden of Eden.
seen as

the

See the lucid remarks of J.-M.-R. Tillard,

IS

Eglise d'Eglise, 21-24.

Augustine, Answers to the question 0/January II, 29, quoted in J-M.-R.
Tillard, Eglise d'Eglise, 105-106.
16
Cf. J-M.-R. Tillard, Eglise d'Eglise, 24-25.
17
J-M.-R. Tillard, Eglise d'Eglise, 26-25 at 25.
18
Cf. St. Augustine, Quaest. Evang., 2, 19.
19
Cf. St. Augustine, Serm lxxxi, 6.
20
The problems and prospects of ecumenical initiatives in Nigeria in particular
will take this essay beyond its focus. However, it is the subject of another essay
I am working on.
21
Read his Chair de l'Eglise, chair du Christ. Aux' sources de l'ecclesiologie de
communion, (Paris:Cerf, 1992). For patristic witnesses to this mysterious
identification consult the second chapter of the book.
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Irenaeus, Adv. Haer., 3, 21, 10.
An

explanation of the conceptual possibility

of such

extraordinary means

of

reconciliation demands a theological reflection on Christ and other religions.
Like the issue of ecumenical initiative, this will take us beyond the scope of this
modest essay.

