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THE VATICAN

Pri&ts Told ^

To CutBack L
OnAbsolution

For Groups
By MELINDA HENNEBERG^^i
VATICAN CITY, May 2 —Thii

Vatican announced today that if Wds
cracking down on priests who had
become too free in granting grcni^
absolution to sinners or othe^l^
become lax confessors. "

Pope John Paul II called fop-fiS
changes in an apostolic letter, ^HKh
also said, "It is clear that penit<^h^
living in a habitual staite of sei^^
sin and who do not intend to ch^ge
theirsituation cannot validly r^elf^e
absolution."

The pope was reaffirming theTto-"
man Catholic teaching that i^nitehTB
can be absolved only they intendto
change their ways — to trjr, ^
priests say at the end of the confes-
siohalrite, to "Go and sin no mof^'

At a news conference, Vatican
cials were asked whether this'me^t
that gay or divorced and remarri^
Catholics could never be forgivra.
But thechurch teaches thatforgiv^
ness and redemption are always pos
sible.

Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, who
heads the Vatican's doctrinal office,
answered reporters by repeat^
what the pope had said. "When^
person is in a chronic state of sm,
with no intention of changing" th^e
can be no absolution, he said. Btit
"it's not right to say this is a punish
ment," or is intendedfor ^y specific
groups of people.

It was mostly the timing of the
letter demanding that priests cut
back on blanket absolutions that w^
a surprise, given the perception of
American Catholics coping with sex
ual abuse scandals involving priests
that it is church leaders who shqi^d
themselves be asking for forgiven^
now. , .\n

Just last week, the pope and other
top Vatican officieds met with Anieri-
can cardinals who came here to dis
cuss the scandals and how to deal
with them. The result was a fin^
communique that chiefly made clear
that American church leaders w<ere
still divided on how to proceed.. A
national meeting of American bi^
ops in Dallas this June will focus on
the response.

(n?c

..V^en Cardinal Ratzinger ^was
ask^ today whether, in light ot.the
scants, he thou^t American

• .ghurdi leaders slutuld m^e a public
act of penitence, the pope's s^esr

-{-man, Joaquin Navarro-Valls, inter
jected that, sexual abuse Invcrtving
priests was "not the theme today,'*

But Cardinal Ratzinger answered
that and other questions related to
the scandals anyway. • •:>"

"The American bishops have al
ready decided they will have a dayof
expiation, probably on the Feast-of
the Sacred Heart," on June 7, he said,
"which is traditionally a day of ^{lir
ation for our sins." '

"This will be an act of purification.
Such a public act forces us to focus
on our sins and is an invitation^to

think about sin and mercy." >•
He described the meetings ^th

American cardinals, which he^was
involved in, as "very opportune and
very fraternal, also for uhderstadd-
ing points of view that were very
diverse."

In saying this, he acknowledge
the chasm between the Vatican view,
which had tended to imderestimate
the scandals, and the American view
that the damage done could hardly
be overestimated.

"Now we understand better the
situation, the roots of the situation,
and the responses to give," Cardinal
Ratzinger said.

Asked whether canon law would
be changed to allow American bish
ops to eject priests guilty of abusing
minors more quickly, Msgr. Julian
Herranz, head of the Vatican's Pon
tifical Council for Legislative Texts,
said there was no need to change
church law because it already con
tained provisions for removing abu
sive priests.

The pope's apostolic letter was
suppos^ to address what Cardinal
Ratzinger called a crisis: Fewer and
fewer Catholics receive the sacra
ment ofpenance and increasingly, he
said, blur the distinction between
confession and psychotherapy.

"In psychotherapy, people take
upon theniselves the burden of deep
and often dangerous revelations
about their interior lives," Cardinal
Ratzinger said. "In the sacrament of
penance, one trusts God's merciful
goodness in the simple confession of
one's own guilt"

Cardinal Ratzinger and others
complained about the trend in some
countries toward group rather than
individual confession.

Communal penance services are
especially common in Australia,
Germany and Switzerland, though
there are some in the United States
as well.

The pope's letter said general ab- •
solutions were for use only in "grave
necessity," when an individual con
fession is not possible.

Cardinal Ratzinger said such serv
ices had contributed to the declining
number of Catholics who go to con
fession.


