PREPARING PENITENTIAL CELEBRATIONS

1 Penitential celebrations, mentioned in the Rite of Penance (nos. 36-7), are beneficial in fostering the spirit and virtue of penance among individuals and communities; they also help in preparing for a more fruitful celebration of the sacrament of penance. However, the faithful must be reminded of the difference between these celebrations and sacramental confession and absolution.

2 The particular conditions of life, the manner of speaking, and the educational level of the congregation or special group should be taken into consideration. Thus liturgical commissions and individual Christian communities preparing these celebrations should choose the texts and format most suited to the circumstances of each particular group. 

3 To this end, several examples of penitential celebrations are given below. These are models and should be adapted to the specific conditions and needs of each community. 

4 When the sacrament of penance is celebrated in these services, it follows the readings and homily, and the rite of reconciling several penitents with individual confession and absolution is used (nos. 54–9 Rite of Penance); when permitted by law, the rite for general confession and absolution is used (nos. 60-3, Rite of Penance).

PENITENTIAL CELEBRATIONS DURING LENT

5 Lent is the principal time of penance both for individual Christians and for the whole Church. It is therefore desirable to prepare the Christian community :for a fuller sharing in the paschal mystery by penitential celebrations during Lent.' 

6 Texts from the lectionary and sacramentary may be used in these penitential celebrations; the penitential nature of the liturgy of the word in the Masses for Lent should be considered. 

Outline of Penitential Service 

(emphasising Penance as leading to a strengthening of Baptismal grace.)

After an appropriate song and the greeting by the minister, the meaning of this celebration is explained to the people. It prepares the Christian community to recall their baptismal grace at the Easter Vigil and to reach newness of life in Christ through freedom from sins. 

Prayer

My brothers or sisters, 
we have neglected the gifts of our baptism 
and fallen into sin. 
Let us ask God to renew his grace within us 
as we turn to him in repentance.

Let us kneel or: Bow your heads before God.
All pray in silence for a brief period.

Let us stand or Raise your heads.

Lord Jesus,
you redeemed us by your passion
and raised us to new life in baptism.
Protect us with your unchanging love
and share with us the joy of your resurrection,
for you live and reign for ever and ever.

R/ Amen.

Readings

First Reading: 
1 Corinthians 10.1-13

Responsorial Psalm: 
Psalm 105: 6-10. 13-14 . 19-22. R/6

Gospel: 
Luke 15.4-17 or Luke 15.11-32

Homily

The celebrant may speak about:

· the need to fulfil the grace of baptism by living faithfully the Gospel of Christ (see 1 Corinthians 10: 1-13);

· the serious of sin committed after baptism (see Hebrews 6: 4-8);

· the unlimited mercy of our God and Father who continually welcomes those who turn back to him after having sinned (see Luke 15);

· Easter as the feast when the Church rejoices over the Christian initiation of catechumens and the reconciliation of penitents.

Examination of conscience

After the homily, the examination of conscience takes place; a sample text is given in Appendix III, p. 326-331. A period of silence should always be included so that each person may personally examine his conscience. In a special way the people should examine their conscience on the baptismal promises which will be renewed at the Easter Vigil.

Act of repentance

The deacon (or another minister, if there is no deacon) speaks to the assembly . 

My brothers and sisters, the hour of God's favour draws near, the day of his mercy and of our salvation, when death was destroyed and eternal life began. This is the season for planting new vines in God's vineyard, the time for pruning the vines to ensure a richer harvest. 

We all acknowledge that we are sinners. We are moved to penance, encouraged by the example and prayers of our brothers and sisters. We admit our guilt and say: 'Lord, I acknowledge my sins' my offences are always before me. Turn away your face, Lord, from my sins, and blot out all my wrong-doing. Give me back the joy of your salvation and give me a new and steadfast spirit.' 

We are sorry for having offended God by our sins. May he be merciful and hear us as we ask to be restored to his friendship and numbered among the living who share the joy of Christ's risen life. 

Then the priest sprinkles the congregation with holy water, while all sing (say): 

Cleanse us, Lord, from all our sins; 
Wash us, and we shall be whiter than snow. 

Then the priest says: 

Lord our God, 
you created us in love 
and redeemed us in mercy. 

While we were exiled from heaven 
by the jealousy of the evil one, 
you gave us your only Son, 
who shed his blood to save us. 
Send now your Holy Spirit 
to breathe new life into your children, 
for you do not want us to die 
but to live for you alone. 
You do not abandon those who abandon you; 
correct us as a Father 
and restore us to your family. 

Lord, 
your sons and daughters stand before you
in humility and trust. 
Look with compassion on us 
as we confess our sins. 
Heal our wounds; 
stretch out a hand of pity 
to save us and raise us up. 
Keep us free from harm 
as members of Christ's body, 
as sheep of your flock, 
as children of your family. 
Do not allow the enemy 
to triumph over us 
or death to claim us for ever, 
for you raised us to new life in baptism. 

Hear, Lord, the prayers we offer from contrite hearts. 
Have pity on us as we acknowledge our sins. 
Lead us back to the way of holiness. 
Protect us now and always 
from the wounds of sin. 
May we ever keep safe in, all its fullness 
the gift your love once gave us 
and your mercy now restores. 

We ask this through our Lord Jesus Christ, your Son,
who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, 
one God for ever and ever.
R/ Amen.

The celebration ends with an appropriate song and the dismissal of the people.
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