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THE SHEPHERD'S STAFF

The Rev. Robert P. McGurn 658-0583

BONHOEFFER ON CONFESSION

Dear Brothers & Sisters in Christ,

I’ve been thinking a lot lately about private
confession: my own and everyone else’s. For that
reason I’'m breaking my usual rule and covering the
same topic two months in a row.

Last month I wrote some about my
experiences with private confession and the wonderful
benefits I found in it. This month I want to share with
you some insights from one of the Lutheran martyrs of
the last century. Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a Lutheran
pastor in German before and during World WarIl. He
was executed by the Nazi’s just a week or two before
the end of the war in Europe. He was killed for
standing up against the atrocities and idolatry that
Nazism perpetrated on the German people. In his
book, Life Together, he speaks of the issues,
struggles, hopes and joys of living together as
followers of Christ in a fallen world.

The book examines the dynamics of the church
and the challenges Christians have in becoming the
people we are called to be. He understood how hard
it is to stand against the tide of the culture around you
and remain faithful to Christ.

One of the most interesting things he does is
connect the idea of private confession with the
concept of community. To be sure, Bonhoeffer
believes that private confess must remain completely
confidential between the penitent and the confessor,
but he makes a wonderful observation about how that
completely private confession effects the life of the
community:

In confession the break-through to community
takes place. Sin demands to have a man by himself.
It withdraws him from community. The more isolated
a person is, the more destructive will be the power of
sin over him, and the more deeply he becomes
involved in it, the more disastrous is his isolation. Sin
wants to remain unknown. It shuns the light. In the
darkness of the unexpressed it poisons the whole
being of a person. This can happen even in the midst
of a pious community. In confession the light of the
Gospel breaks into the darkness and seclusion of the
heart. The sin must be brought into the light. The
unexpressed must be openly spoken [to the confessor]

and acknowledged. All that is secret and hidden is
made manifest. It is a hard struggle until the sin is
openly admitted. But God breaks gates of brass and
bars of iron. (pg 112).

Bonhoeffer was wise in recognizing that sin
not only separates us from God, but also from one
another. The burdens that we keep hidden shield us
from the openness and interpersonal connections that
Christian community requires. The sin and self-
defensiveness that fears confession are precisely the
forces that tear at the fabric of community. Private
confession disallows such lack of humility. The act of
confessing needs us to let go of our illusions about our
own goodness and self-sufficiency. In confession we
must confront our true nature and our need for
forgiveness.

To confess your sin to another requires and
openness and attitude of humility. Humility is an
essential character for those who would live as
brothers and sisters in Christ. Humility and realization
of our own flaws then become the perspective we
bring to dealing with the other broken and forgiven
sinners who comprise the Body of Christ. This
diminishes the competition and one-up-manship that
too often tarnishes our ability to be signs of Christ’s
love to each other.

It turns out that while private confession is
completely private, personal, and confidential, it has
implications for a much wider circle: the congregation.

As we move through the season of Lent, Christ
invites us into a deeper relationship with him and a
greater awareness of the gift of forgiveness he gives us
on his cross. May that deeper relationship and greater
awareness by yours.

God bless you.

Note from Pastor: Remember private confession is
available on Wednesdays or by appointment anytime.
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