
ear Father Kerper: In your response a few months 
ago about receiving Holy Communion without 
having confessed mortal sins, the Act of Contrition 

came up in the question and your answer. I’m embarrassed to 
say that I have no idea what the “Act of Contrition” is. Can you 
provide a copy and explain what it is?

Please don’t be embarrassed by asking. 
Your great question reminds me that at 
times priests use specialized terms and 
assume that everyone knows what they 
mean. So thank you for leading me to be 
clearer in these responses.

As to providing a copy of the Act of 
Contrition, you’ll find three versions 
in the sidebar. The first is perhaps the 
best known traditional form; the second 
was composed in the early 1970s and 
appears in the Rite of Penance; and the 
third, which is extremely brief, comes 
directly from Sacred Scripture. Many 
other forms exist, and a person can 
even compose his or her own version 
provided it contains the Act’s essential 
elements. I suggest that you memorize 
one form of the Act of Contrition so that 
this important prayer can rise from your 
heart and lips very often, not just when 
going to Confession.

So what is the Act of Contrition? 
On one level, it’s a formal vocal prayer 
recited during Confession, usually 
right before the priest says, “I absolve 
you from your sins, in the name of 
the Father, and of the Son, and of the 
Holy Spirit.” In some settings, it may 
be prayed before or after Confession. 
And it can also be prayed apart from 
Confession, especially before going to 
bed.

However, please understand that 
the Act of Contrition is not primarily a 
magical formula rattled off thoughtlessly 
to guarantee instant forgiveness. Rather, 

it expresses in words a deeply personal 
“act” that engages a person’s affections 
and will. The words, no matter how 
accurately recited they may be, do 
nothing without the “act.”

This “act” has three essential steps. We 
discover these by taking apart the most 
traditional form.

Step 1: True Sorrow for Sin
Contrition comes from the Latin 

verb contristare, which means “to be 
with sadness.” And so we begin the 
prayer by saying, “Oh my God, I am 
heartily sorry for having offended you.” 
Here we express to God our “feeling” 
of sadness that flows from our honest 
acknowledgement of sin. This sorrow, 
which is an emotion rooted in the heart, 
is the first step toward forgiveness. 
Indeed, without this emotional response 
to offending God, we would never 
bother to confess our sins at all.

Notice that the prayer mentions 
two types of sorrow. This first is based 
on fear: We say, “Because of your just 
punishments.” The second arises from 
genuine love of the Lord. We say, 
“Because (my sins) offend you my God, 
whom I should love above all things.” 
Classical Catholic theology called the 
first type “imperfect contrition” and the 
second type “perfect contrition.”

Though we should always try to stir 
up genuine sorrow motivated solely 
by our love of God, the sadness that 
comes from fear of punishment and 
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recognition of the foolishness of sin is 
sufficient to turn us to the Lord who 
longs to forgive us.

Step 2: Renunciation of Sin
After expressing our sorrow, we then 

turn against sin itself by saying, “And I 
detest all my sins.” This hatred of sin is 
absolutely necessary because the love of 
God cannot coexist with any lingering 
“love” of sin, even the slightest. In 
other words, no one can strike a cozy 
compromise between God and sin, 
trying to keep both as part of one’s life. 
This, of course, doesn’t mean that all sin 
will disappear instantly. It won’t. Rather, 
though sin may persist, we must always 
disdain and resist it. This bring us to the 
most difficult step.

Step 3: Firm Purpose  
of Amendment

Every authentic Act of Contrition must 
include a solemn promise to stop sinning. 
The traditional form has these words: “I 
firmly resolve with the help of your grace 
to sin no more and to avoid the near 
occasions of sin.” Many people, of course, 
balk at this promise, pleading, “I am only 
human and will inevitably sin again.
Should I still make such a promise?” Yes. 

This promise sets one’s will firmly 
against sin. As such, it represents a free 
and conscious turning away from sin and 
toward God. This reaffirmation of one’s 
basic commitment to God is absolutely 
essential. Without it, a person forever 
straddles the fence between God and 
sin. Even worse, confessing a sin while 
actually planning to commit it again 
blocks God’s forgiveness. This reduces 
the Sacrament of Penance to a “license 
to sin.” Some people, unfortunately, 
ensnare themselves in a pattern of serious 
sin followed by Confession, then they 
repeat the sin, go to Confession yet 
again and so on. This usually means 
that the “firm purpose of amendment” is 
lacking and that the sinner has seriously 
misunderstood how the Sacrament of 
Penance actually works.

Now, please note the phrase “to avoid 
the near occasions of sin.” This is crucial 
for any strategy to keep the promise to 
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stop sinning. The term “occasions of sin” refers to people, 
places, and things that we know result in sin. Examples 
abound: Someone with a drinking problem should not go 
to cocktail parties. Someone who gets furious about current 
affairs should not listen to radio talk shows. Someone who 
has trouble with chastity should not have easy access to the 
Internet. Someone who slanders other people should not sit 
with people who enjoy gossip.

As you can now see, the Act of Contrition is much more 
than a set prayer. In a true sense, it stands at the very center 
of Christian life, which began on the day of our Baptism. At 
that time our parents and godparents formally renounced 
sin on our behalf. In effect, they declared that sin and God’s 
grace are completely incompatible. 
Whenever we say the Act of 
Contrition, we reaffirm that 
essential truth, express our 
sorrow for past sins, and declare 
our hope that God’s grace will 
surely triumph within us.

 Father Michael Kerper 
is the pastor of Saint Patrick 
Parish in Nashua, NH. 
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Ireland/Scotland: Sep 6-18,  
Sep 13-25, Sep 20-Oct 2

Spain: Sep 6-18, Sep 13-25,  
Sep 20-Oct 2

Italy/Switzerland: Sep 11-23,  
Sep 18-30, Sep 25-Oct 7, Oct 9-21, 
Oct 16-28, Oct 23-Nov 4

Italy: Sep 6-14, Sep 13-21,  
Sep 20-28, Sep 27-Oct 5, Oct 4-12,  
Oct 11-19, Oct 18-26,  
Oct 25-Nov. 2, Nov 01-09

Holy Land: Sep 1-11, Sep 10-20, 
Sep 15-25, Sep 22-Oct 2,  
Sep 29-Oct 9, Oct 6-16, Oct 13-23, 
Oct 20-30, Oct 29-Nov 8

Holy Land/Italy: Sep 1-14,  
Sep 8-21, Sep 15-28, Sep 22-Oct 5,  
Sep 29-Oct 12, Oct 6-19,  
Oct 13-26, Oct 20-Nov 2

Poland: Sep 6-17, Sep13-24,  
Sep 20-Oct 1

Lourdes/Fatima: Sep 4-12,  
Sep 11-19, Sep 18-26

THREE VERSIONS OF  
THE ACT OF CONTRITION

Traditional Form: Oh my God! I am heartily sorry 
for having offended Thee, and I detest all of my 
sins, because of Thy just punishments, but most all 
because they offend Thee, my God, who are all good 
and deserving of all my love. I firmly resolve with the 
help of Thy grace to sin no more and to avoid the near 
occasions of sin. Amen.

Form in the Rite of Penance (2010 edition): My God, 
I am sorry for my sins with all my heart. In choosing to 
do wrong and failing to do good, I have sinned against 
you whom I should love above all things. I firmly 
intend, with your help, to do penance, to sin no more, 
and to avoid whatever leads me to sin. Our Savior 
Jesus Christ suffered and died for us. In his name, my 
God, have mercy.

Scriptural Version: Father, I have sinned against you. 
I no longer deserve to be called your son/daughter. Be 
merciful to me a sinner. (cf. Luke 15:18; 18:13)
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