
Six Ways to Examine Your Conscience for Confession 
by Tom Hoopes of The Gregorian Institute 
 

“The renewal of the Church in America depends on the renewal of the practice of penance,” Pope 
Benedict XVI at Nationals Stadium in Washington, D.C. 

“The reception of this sacrament ought to be prepared for by an examination of conscience made in the 
light of the word of God.” – Catechism of the Catholic Church, 1454. 

Here are examinations of conscience for beginners and those who are used to the sacrament. 
 
 

1. Look to the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
Says the Catechism: “The passages best suited to [the examination of conscience] can be found in the 

moral catechesis of the Gospels and the apostolic letters, such as the Sermon on the Mount and the apostolic 
teachings.” Here is how the Compendium of the Catechism summarizes this “moral catechesis.” 

 
The Two Commandments of Love: 
• You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your mind. 
• You shall love your neighbor as yourself. 
 
The Golden Rule (Matthew 7:12): 
• Do to others as you would have them do to you. 
 
The Beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12): 
• Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
• Blessed are they who mourn, for they will be comforted. 
• Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth. 
• Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be satisfied. 
• Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy. 
• Blessed are the pure of heart, for they will see God. 
• Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God. 
• Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
• Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely 

on my account. 
• Rejoice and be glad, for your reward will be great in heaven. 
 
The Five Precepts of the Church: 
1. You shall attend Mass on Sundays and on Holy Days of Obligation and remain free from work or 

activity that could impede the sanctification of such days. 
2. You shall confess your sins at least once a year. 
3. You shall receive the sacrament of the Eucharist at least during the Easter season. 
4. You shall observe the days of fasting and abstinence established by the Church. 
5. You shall help to provide for the needs of the Church. 
 
The Seven Capital Sins: 
1.  Pride 
2.  Covetousness 
3.  Lust 
4.  Anger 
5.  Gluttony 



6.  Envy 
7.  Sloth 
 
 
2. Look at Your Love 

Meditatively read 1Corinthians 13:4-7. Ask of each word, is this me? 
“Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, [love] is not pompous, it is not inflated, it is not rude, it 

does not seek its own interests, it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over injury, it does not rejoice 
over wrongdoing but rejoices with the truth. It bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures 
all things.” 

 
 

3. Look at Jesus Christ 
Read Colossians 3:1-10. Ask, “Do I indulge in these?” 
“If then you were raised with Christ, seek what is above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of 

God. … Put to death, then, the parts of you that are earthly: immorality, impurity, passion, evil desire, and 
the greed that is idolatry. Because of these the wrath of God is coming [upon the disobedient]. By these you 
too once conducted yourselves, when you lived in that way. But now you must put them all away: anger, 
fury, malice, slander, and obscene language out of your mouths. Stop lying to one another, since you have 
taken off the old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed, for knowledge, 
in the image of its creator.” 

 
 
4. Look at Your Relationships 

One recommended practice for examination of conscience is to ask: How is my relationship with God? 
With others? With myself? Questions that can get you started … 
 
1.  My Relationship with God 
• Am I generous in the way I live the Precepts of the Church? 
• Did I skip Sunday Mass? Did I try to make the most of it, even if distracted? Did I tune it out and not 

try to tune back in? 
• Did I sacrifice other things for the sake of Sabbath or Sunday, or did I, in effect, sacrifice the Sabbath 

for the sake of other things? 
• Have I been “saying” my prayers instead of “praying” them? 
• What have I done to increase my faith, hope and love? Do I pray for more faith, hope and love? 
 
2.  My Relationship with others 
• Did I put myself at the service of others, or have I used others for my sake? 
• Did I show my spouse (and parents and other family) love in words and actions? Did I respect my 

spouse (and other family) enough to be honest? 
• How am I with my children? Am I careful about the example I set? Do I try to build their character, or 

is my discipline reactive, based on what bugs me? 
• How am I with my friends? Do I always make things go my way? Do I go along with them, even in 

what is morally offensive? Do I initiate or participate in gossip? 
• How am I with my employer? Do I make the best use of my time? Do I behave with gratitude for my 

employment? 
 
3.  My Relationship with myself 
• Do I battle the capital sins in myself? 
• Am I another person when I am alone? Am I another person in my thoughts? Do I think things about 

others I could never say? Or do I strive to live the Golden Rule starting in my heart? 



• Do I live my Christian principles when no one is watching? Online? At work? In what I read? In what 
I watch? In what I listen to? In the car? 

• What have I done to improve my character? How have I fought against attachments that hold me back? 
• Did I send God away and block him out of certain areas of my life – social life, leisure life, work life, 

studies, etc.? 
 
 
5. Look at Your Sins of Omission 

The Last Judgment (sheep and goats), the Wise and Foolish Virgins, the Parable of the Talents: In the 
stories Jesus tells, he directs his greatest condemnation at sins of omission, the failure to do good. On the 
basis of Christ’s words, Archbishop Charles Chaput has said on several occasions, “If we do not help the 
poor, we will go to hell.” What have I failed to do? 

 
The Seven Corporal Works of Mercy: 
1.  Feed the hungry. 
2.  Give drink to the thirsty. 
3.  Clothe the naked. 
4.  Shelter the homeless. 
5.  Visit the sick. 
6.  Visit the imprisoned. 
7.  Bury the dead. 
 
The Seven Spiritual Works of Mercy: 
1.  Counsel the doubtful. 
2.  Instruct the ignorant. 
3.  Admonish sinners. 
4.  Comfort the afflicted. 
5.  Forgive offenses. 
6.  Bear wrongs patiently. 
7.  Pray for the living and the dead. 
 
 
6. Use the Ten Commandments. 

Here is a commonly used review of the Ten Commandments for confession; one that aims to be 
thorough. 

 
1. I am the Lord your God. You shall not have strange gods before me. 

Do I give God time every day in prayer? Do I seek to love Him with my whole heart? Have I been 
involved with superstitious practices or have I been involved with the occult? Do I seek to surrender myself 
to God’s word as taught by the Church? Have I ever received communion in the state of mortal sin? Have 
I ever deliberately told a lie in Confession or have I withheld a mortal sin from the priest in Confession? 
Are there other “gods” in my life? Money, Security, Power, People, etc.? 

 
2. You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain. 

Have I used God’s name in vain: lightly or carelessly? Have I been angry with God? Have I wished 
evil upon any other person? Have I insulted a sacred person or abused a sacred object? 
3. Remember to keep holy the Lord’s Day. 

Have I deliberately missed Mass on Sundays or Holy Days of Obligation? Have I tried to observe 
Sunday as a family day and a day of rest? Do I do needless work on Sunday? 
 
 



4. Honor your father and your mother. 
Do I honor and obey my parents? Have I neglected my duties to my spouse and children? Have I given 

my family good religious example? Do I try to bring peace into my home life? Do I care for my aged and 
infirm relatives? 
 
5. You shall not kill. 

Have I had an abortion or encouraged or helped anyone to have an abortion? Have I physically harmed 
anyone? Have I abused alcohol or drugs? Did I give scandal to anyone, thereby leading him or her into sin? 
Have I been angry or resentful? Have I harbored hatred in my heart? Have I mutilated myself through any 
form of sterilization? Have I encouraged or condoned sterilization? Have I engaged, in any way, in sins 
against human life such as artificial insemination or in vitro fertilization? Have I participated in or approved 
of euthanasia? 
 
6. You shall not commit adultery. 
     Have I been faithful to my marriage vows in thought and action? Have I engaged in any sexual activity 
outside of marriage? Have I used any method of contraception or artificial birth control in my marriage? 
Has each sexual act in my marriage been open to the transmission of new life? Have I been guilty of 
masturbation? Do I seek to control my thoughts and imaginations? Have I respected all members of the 
opposite sex, or have I thought of other people as mere objects? Have I been guilty of any homosexual 
activity? Do I seek to be chaste in my thoughts, words, actions? Am I careful to dress modestly? 
 
7. You shall not steal. 

Have I stolen what is not mine? Have I returned or made restitution for what I have stolen? Do I waste 
time at work, school, and home? Do I gamble excessively, thereby denying my family of their needs? Do I 
pay my debts promptly? Do I seek to share what I have with the poor? Have I cheated anyone out of what 
is justly theirs, for example creditors, insurance companies, big corporations? 
 
8. You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. 

Have I lied? Have I gossiped? Do I speak badly of others behind their back? Am I sincere in my dealings 
with others? Am I critical, negative or uncharitable in my thoughts of others? Do I keep secret what should 
be kept confidential? Have I injured the reputation of others by slanders? 
 
9. You shall not desire your neighbor’s wife. 

Have I consented to impure thoughts? Have I caused them by impure reading, movies, television, 
conversation or curiosity? Do I pray at once to banish impure thoughts and temptations? Have I behaved in 
an inappropriate way with members of the opposite sex: flirting, being superficial, etc.? 
 
10. You shall not desire your neighbor’s goods. 
     Am I jealous of what other people have? Do I envy the families or possessions of others? Am I greedy 
or selfish? Are material possessions the purpose of my life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Seven Reasons to Return to Confession 
by Tom Hoopes of The Gregorian Institute 
 

“The renewal of the Church in America depends on the renewal of the practice of penance,” Pope 
Benedict told us at Nationals Stadium in Washington. 

Pope John Paul II spent his last years on earth pleading with Catholics to return to Confession, including 
in an urgent motu proprio document about Confession and in his encyclical on the Eucharist. 

He called the crisis in the Church the crisis of Confession and wrote to priests: “I feel a pressing need 
to urge you, as I did last year, to rediscover for yourselves and help others to rediscover the beauty of the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation.” 

Why all of this angst over confession? Because when we skip Confession, we lose the sense of sin. The 
loss of the sense of sin is at the root of so many evils in our time, from child abuse to financial dishonesty, 
from abortion to atheism. 

So, how to promote Confession? Here are some talking points. Seven reasons to return to Confession, 
both natural and supernatural. 
 

1. Sin aggravates you. 
A therapist tells the story about a patient who had been in a terrible cycle of depression and self-disgust 

ever since high school. Nothing seemed to help. One day, the therapist met the patient in front of a Catholic 
church. They ducked inside when it began raining, and witnessed people going to confession. 

“Should I go too?” asked the patient, who had received the sacrament as a child. “No!” said the 
counselor. The patient went anyway, and emerged from the Confessional with her first smile in years, and 
kept improving in the weeks to come. The therapist studied more about Confession, eventually became 
Catholic and now counsels regular Confession for all her Catholic patients. 

Sin leads to depression because it isn’t just an arbitrary violation of rules: It’s a violation of the purpose 
built into our being by God. Confession lifts the guilt and anxiety caused by sin and heals you. 

 
2. Sin makes you aggravating. 
In the movie 3:10 to Yuma, the villain Ben Wade says, “I don’t mess around with doing anything good, 

Dan. Do one good deed for somebody – I imagine it’s habit forming.” He is right. As Aristotle said, “We 
are what we repeatedly do.” As the Catechism puts it: “Sin creates a proclivity to sin.” People don’t just 
lie; they become liars. We don’t just steal; we become thieves. Making a clean break from sin redefines 
you, allows you to start new habits of virtue. 

“God is determined to deliver his children from slavery to lead them to freedom,” said Pope Benedict 
XVI. “And the worst and most profound slavery is that of sin.” 

 
3. We need to say it. 
If you break a favorite item belonging to a friend, you would never be satisfied just feeling regret. You 

would feel compelled to explain what you did, express your sorrow, and do whatever is necessary set things 
right. 
It is the same when we break something in our relationship with God. We need to say we’re sorry, and try 
to fix it. 

Pope Benedict XVI points out that we should feel the need to confess even if we aren’t guilty of serious 
sin. “We clean our homes, our rooms, at least once a week, even if the dirt is always the same; in order to 
live in cleanliness, in order to start again,” he said.  “Something similar can be said about the soul.” 

 
4. Confessing helps you know yourself. 
We get ourselves all wrong. Our self-opinion is like a series of funhouse mirrors. Sometimes we see a 

strong and wonderful awe-inspiring version of ourselves. Sometimes we see a grotesque and twisted hateful 
version of ourselves. 



Confession forces us to look at our lives objectively, separate the real sins from the bad feelings and 
see ourselves as we really are. 

As Pope Benedict XVI put it: “Confession helps us to make our consciences more alert, more open and 
hence, it also helps us to mature spiritually and as human persons.” 

 
5. Confession helps children. 
Children need to go to confession, too. Some writers have stressed the negative aspects of childhood 

confession — being lined up in their Catholic schools and “forced to think of things to feel guilty about.” 
It needn’t be like that. 
Catholic Digest editor Danielle Bean once explained about how her brothers and sisters would tear up 

their confession lists after confession and drop them down the gutter by the church. “What a liberation!” 
she wrote “Returning my sins to the dark underworld from whence they had come felt wholly appropriate. 
‘Hit my sister six times’ and ‘talked back to my mother four times’ were no longer my burden to bear.” 

Confession can give children a place to unburden themselves without fear, and a place to get kindly 
adult advice when they are worried about speaking to their parents. A good examination of conscience can 
guide children toward appropriate things to confess. Many families make confession an outing, followed 
up with ice cream. 

 
6. Confessing mortal sin is required. 
As the Catechism puts it, mortal sin, unconfessed “causes exclusion from Christ’s Kingdom and the 

eternal death of hell, for our freedom has the power to make choices forever, with no turning back.” 
Over and over again in the 21st century, the Church has reminded us that Catholics guilty of committing 

a mortal sin can’t go to Communion without Confession. 
“One commits a mortal sin when there are simultaneously present: grave matter, full knowledge and 

deliberate consent,” says the Catechism. 
The U.S. bishops reminded Catholics about common sins that constitute grave matter in the 2006 

document “Happy Are Those Who Are Called to His Supper.” Those sins include: missing Mass on a 
Sunday or holy day of obligation, abortion and euthanasia, any extramarital sexual activity, theft, 
pornography, slander, hatred and envy. 

 
7. Confession is a personal encounter with Christ. 
In confession, it’s Christ who heals and forgives us, through the ministry of the priest. We have a 

personal encounter with Christ in the confessional. Just like the shepherds and Magi at the crèche, we find 
awe and humility. And just like the saints at the crucifixion, we find gratitude, repentance and peace. 

There is no greater accomplishment in life than helping another person return to confession. 
We should be willing to talk about Confession like we talk about every other significant event in our 

lives. The offhand comment, “I won’t be able to make it until later, because I need to get to confession,” 
can be more convicting than a theological discourse. And since Confession is a significant event in our 
lives, it’s an appropriate answer to the question “What are you doing this weekend?” Many of us also have 
funny or interesting Confession stories — tell them. 

Help make Confession normal again. Let as many people as possible discover the beauty of this freeing 
sacrament. 

 
 
 

These two articles are from The Gregorian Institute at Benedictine College website. 


