The Orthodox Medicine
In our society one of the most discussed political issues is Health Care benefits.  Within that debate the covering of prescriptions and medicine expenses is at the forefront.  The cost of medicine continues to increase and so doesn’t the demand for proper medicine to cure aliments.  With this in mind, to be prescribed the proper medicine is that much more vital in order not to waste money, and avoid any harmful side effects.  The correct medicine needs to be given in order to encourage healthy recovery.  This not only applies to our physical ailments but also our spiritual sicknesses.  If spiritually we are diseased through depression, anxiety, obsessiveness, mistrust, paranoia, anger, fear or despair, then we need to seek the proper remedy for effective healing to take place.  In Orthodoxy, the medicine that has been prescribed for the past 2 millenniums is Holy Confession.  Through this ancient practice all Christians have been given the opportunity to be healed from their physical and spiritual ailments by confessing their sins.  So let us historically and caringly embrace the reality of this most appropriate Christ given medicine.


In the Bible we see Christ connecting physical healing to the forgiveness of sin in the healing of the paralytic. (Matt. 9:2)  Sin is that which separates us from God and since He is the one who gives us life and is the one who is our life, being separated from Him leads to our ultimate death both spiritually and physically.  In the Gospel of Matthew, Christ proclaimed His authority to forgive and release us from sin. (Matthew 9:6)  Christ also gave this same authority to His disciples. (John 20:23, Matt. 18:18)  Therefore we have the opportunity to be released from sin but this process needs to be bi-lateral, Christ granting forgiveness, and the sinner admitting to his/her sins.  To have a proper relationship with God we must confess our sinfulness, as the tax-collector did in the parable of the Publican and the Pharisee. (Luke 18:13)  In the early Church it was practiced to confess one’s sins publicly so that wrong doings could be dealt with appropriately.  We see this in the Acts of the Apostles (Acts 19:18), in the letter of St. James (James 5:16), in the early writings of the 1st century Christians (Didache 4:14 ) and by St. Leo the Great in the 5th century (Letter VII. 1) to just name a few.  This exposure of ones sins was to protect the community from danger and to appoint the appropriate penance as retribution for the offense caused to the Lord.  As Christianity became wider spread the practice of public confession fell out of use and the emphasis was placed on private medicinal confession in the presence of ordained clergy, as seen in the 52nd Canon of the Council of Trullo in the 7th century.  Therefore it is clear that the practice of confessing ones sins is truly a Christian practice which was established by Christ and maintained by the Orthodox Church through the centuries.  Despite this obvious fact many Orthodox Christians fail to embrace this essential sacrament.  People claim the Orthodox faith as the one and true faith but hesitate to embrace it’s healing Traditions.  To help us with these hesitations let us reflect on some of the misconception of Holy Confession and clarify the need for frequent embracement of this sacrament.

The wide spread Christian practice of openly confessing our errors is evident but what if you think your sins are not that “big”.  Maybe you say that “I have not tried to murder anyone or rob a bank what do I have to confess?”  We need to be very weary of making assumptions of our sinfulness or purity.  Confession is not just to proclaim our sins to the Lord and receive forgiveness but also to search for guidance to ensure that we are not living in delusion.  Delusion is like “when a man stays in a closed room for a long time, and he gets used to the bad air in it and does not feel how unpleasant it is.”
  That is what we want to avoid.  St. John of Kronstadt said that it “is truly a gift of God – to be able to see your sins in their multitude and in all their loathsomeness” and we do this in the sacrament of confession with the consultation of our priest.

Another stumbling block for Christ’s faithful is thinking our sins are too grievous to be forgiven by God.  Shame is used here in a negative sense and because of the gravity of our errors we fear God will reject us, therefore we try to hide them by not mentioning them at all.  If we don’t expose the sinful mistakes of our past and embrace true repentance to change our ways, our ability to overcome the temptation of that sin will be severely debilitated.  We see this in the lives of recovering alcoholics who attend meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous.  At every meeting before any one of the members address their peers they state their first name and say “and I am an alcoholic”.  They do this to clearly reveal their weakness and sin and to avoid any type of delusion so that they can have more strength against the disease of alcoholism.  As Orthodox Christians we need to follow the wisdom of the historical church and confess our sins and embrace the lifting of those sins by Christ through His ordained bishops or priests.  

So it is clear that as Christians and especially as Orthodox Christians we should embrace the sacrament of confession but the question arises of “when should we confession or sins?”  Obviously we should turn to the Lord in the sacrament of confession when we blatantly offend Him by hurting others or ourselves through stealing, lying, or physically abuse.  But let us say that you think that your life is not that “sinful”.  Well then maybe you are thinking once a year or maybe just before you die in your old age you can go to confession.  Well first of all we do not know when we will die and secondly if we embrace confession in a medicinal manner then we should not wait until we are full of anger and rage to start confessing.  It is like as if you have a diseased heart.  It is not wise to do nothing to strengthen yourself until you are struck by a heart attack.  Rather you should fill your life with healthy eating and exercise over a long period of time.  The same is with the sacrament of confession.  We need to embrace it on a regular basis, at least during the 4 fasting periods of the church year, in order to responsibly live a Christian life overcoming the passions that plague us.  We need to be as strong as possible in order to freely embrace Christ’s love and see the blessings that surround our lives.  So Christ challenges all of us and also I challenge you as your pastor, this Lenten period take the medicine that we all need and embrace the sacrament of confession which can truly heal our souls.
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