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HOSE WHO SUBMIT TO THE LORD with 
simple heart will run the good race. 
If they keep their minds on leash 
they will not draw the wickedness of 
demons onto themselves. 

Above all let us make our confession to our 
good judge, and to him alone, though to all if he 
so commands. Wounds shown in public will not 
grow worse, but will be healed. 

In a monastery I once saw a judgment that 
was truly awe inspiring. It was made by a 
superior who was good as a man and as a 
shepherd, and it happened while I was staying 
there. A robber sought admission to the monastic 
life, and that excellent superior, that man of 
healing, ordered him to take seven days of 
complete rest so that he 
might get to know the kind 
of life in the place. After a 
week the superior sent for 
him and asked him privately 
if he would like to live there 
among them. When the other 
man showed genuine 
enthusiasm for this, he asked 
him what wrong he had 
done in the world, and on 
observing the ready 
admission of everything, he 
tested him further. “I want 
you to tell this to the 
brethren,” he said. Since the 
other man had really come to 
hate his wrongdoing and 
was not troubled by shame, 
he promptly agreed. “I will 
confess in the middle of 
Alexandria itself, if you 
wish,” he said. 

And so the superior 
gathered his flock into the church. There were 
230 of them, and when the holy service was in 
progress, and the Gospel had been read—for it 
was Sunday—this irreproachable convict was led 
out by some of the brethren who hit him, but 
lightly. He had his hands tied behind his back, he 
was wearing a hair shirt, and ashes had been 
sprinkled on his head. Everyone was amazed, 
and there were some shouts, for it was not clear 

what was 
happening. But 
when the robber 
appeared at the 
doors of the 
church, that very 
charitable superior 
said loudly to him: 
“Stop! You are not worthy to come in here.”  

The robber was astounded by the voice of 
the superior coming from the sanctuary. (He 
swore afterwards that he thought he heard 
thunder and not a human voice.) At once he fell 
on his face and he trembled and shook with fear. 
While he lay on the ground, moistening the floor 
with his tears, the marvelous healer turned to 

him, trying everything so as 
to save him and to give 
everyone else an example of 
salvation and true humility. 
Before all, he exhorted him to 
describe in detail everything 
he had done. Terrified, the 
robber confessed all, sins of 
the flesh, natural and 
unnatural, . . . poisonings, 
murders, and many other 
deeds too awful to hear or to 
set down on paper. Everyone 
was horrified. But when he 
had finished his confession, 
the superior allowed him to 
be given the habit at once and 
to be included in the ranks of 
the brethren. 

I was amazed by the 
wisdom of that holy man, and 
when we were alone I asked 
him why he had contrived 
such an extraordinary 

spectacle. “For two reasons,” this true healer 
replied. “First, so that this man, having confessed 
now in shame, might in the future be spared 
fresh remorse for these deeds, which is what 
happened. He did not rise up from the floor, 
Brother John, until he had been granted 
forgiveness of all his sins. Have no doubt about 
this. Indeed one of the brethren who was present 
told me he saw a terrible figure holding a book 



and a pen and crossing off each sin as it was 
confessed. Now this is quite probable if you bear 
in mind the words, “I shall confess my 
wrongdoing to the Lord and You have taken 
away the wickedness of my heart” (Ps. 31:5). But 
there was a second reason. There are some 
among the brethren who have not confessed 
their sins and I want to encourage them to make 
their confession, for without this no one will be 
pardoned.”… 

There was a brother there, the bursar of the 
monastery, who had this to say to me in 
confidence: “When I was young, I had a very bad 
spiritual failure, but since it was never my 
custom to conceal a snake in the hiding place of 
my heart I grabbed it forthwith by the tail—
meaning that I ended the matter—and I revealed 
it at once to the healer.  He gave me a light blow 
on the chin, smiled, and said to me, ‘All right, 
child, go back to your job and do not be in the 
slightest way afraid.’  With heart on fire I did as I 
was told, and within a few days I knew I was 
cured; and so, with a mixture of joy and fear, I 
carried on.”… 

Son, obedient servant of the Lord, do not be 
so fooled by the spirit of conceit that you confess 
your sins to your director as though they were 
someone else’s. Lay bare your wound to the 
healer.  Only through shame can you be freed 
from shame.  Tell him, and do not be ashamed: 
“This is my wound, Father; this is my injury. It 
happened because of my negligence and not 
from any other cause. No one is to blame for this, 
no man, spirit or body or anything else. It is all 
through my negligence.” (Very often demons 
manage to persuade us either, to omit confession 
or else to confess as though the sins were 
committed by someone else or else to blame 
others as responsible for our own sins.)…  

You must not imagine that prostrating 
yourself in confession to your helper, as if he 
were God Himself, is in any way wrong. 
Condemned criminals, by their sorry looks, by 
earnest confession and pleadings, have softened 
the harshness of a judge and turned his rage to 
mercy. I have seen it happen. That is why John 
the Baptist demanded of those who came to him 

that they make their confession before baptism, 
not because he wanted to know their sins, but in 
order to bring about their salvation. 	 

 
The Wisdom of the Church Fathers 

 
“The confession of evil works is the first beginning 
of good works”—St. Augustine (354-430). 
 
“He who confesses his sins freely receives pardon 
from the priest by virtue of the grace of Christ”—St. 
Athanasius (297-373). 
 
“Each one should confess his own sin, while he who 
has sinned is still in this world, while his confession 
may be received, while the satisfaction and the 
remission made by the priests are pleasing to the 
Lord”—St. Cyprian of Carthage (d. 258). 
 
“Confession heals, confession justifies, confession 
grants pardon of sin. All hope consists in 
confession. In confession there is a chance for 
mercy. Believe it firmly, do not doubt, do not 
hesitate, never despair of the mercy of God”—St. 
Isidore of Seville (560-636). 
 
“On the Lord's Day, gather together to break bread 
and offer thanks. But confess your sins first, so that 
your sacrifice may be pure”—Anonymous 1st 
Century (Teaching of the Twelve Apostles). 
 
“Those who become filthy after the grace of baptism 
may once more be cleansed”—St. Cyprian of 
Carthage (d. 258). 
 
“Confess what you have done in word or deed, by 
night or day. Confess in an acceptable time, and in 
the day of salvation receive the heavenly 
treasure”—St. Cyril of Jerusalem (315-386). 
 
“It is not enough to remove the arrow from the body; 
we also have to heal the wound caused by the 
arrow. It is the same with the soul. After we have 
received forgiveness for our sins, we have to heal 
the wound that remains through penance”—St. 
John Chrysostom (347-407). 
 
“What is the confession of sin but a sort of opening 
up of one’s wounds?  Sin’s poison, which when kept 
under cover contaminates the soul, is laid open in 
confession.  For if wounds on the skin serve to draw 
the fetid poison to the surface, what else do we do 
by confessing our sins but lay open the evil which 
lies hidden within us?”—St. Gregory the Great (540-
604). 


