
Some Practical Guidance on How to Practice Confession

"It is growth in the Noble One's Discipline when one sees one's transgressions as such and makes amends in accordance with the Dhamma by undertaking restraint for the future." Baddali Sutta

Four stages of confession: exploring feelings of remorse, making confession, exploring how to make amends and exploring how to prevent unskilfulness in the future.

This is a voluntary practice, and there is no pressure to take part. If you would like to take part, please undertake the practice in the most mutually respectful way possible.  Support each other to make the most of the opportunity. Please take part in making the group a respectful and loving space for confession.

The four stages of confession are outlined by the Buddha:

Remorse:
● The practice of confession starts with being sensitive to feelings of remorse, or hrī.
Only confess if you really do feel remorse for something you’ve done. You don’t need to feel under any pressure to confess.
Confess from the basis of your own remorse, not from a desire to tell others about other people’s unskilfulness.
Clarify which precept/s you’ve broken.
Take some time to explore whether you have actually acted unskillfully (or are just feeling irrational guilt, or have made a genuine mistake - your group or confession buddy can help with this).

Confession:
● Be specific about the action (of body, speech or mind) for which you feel remorse - don’t confess a general tendency. Use the precepts to base your confession on.
● We can confess to a shrine, either by writing it on paper and offering it, or speaking it aloud
● We can confess to other people - GFR group, confession buddy, etc - a more challenging practice when we confess to other people, but also more effective.
● Choose who you confess to carefully - needs to be someone who has committed themselves to practicing the same precepts as you and understands the practice of confession - probably an Order Member or mitra who’s asked for ordination.
● Be as honest and open as you can.
● Be wary of confessing to the person who has been, or could be, harmed by your action (eg. telling someone you’ve been feeling ill-will or sexual craving towards them). Instead, confess to a third party, and then apologize for your behavior to the person you’ve behaved unskillfully towards, if you think that would be helpful to you both.
‘Making amends in accordance with the Dhamma’:
● Explore whether you need to take any action to make amends for what you’ve done, (e.g. replace something you’ve taken, or apologize to someone you’ve spoken to harshly).

‘Undertaking restraint for the future’:
● Explore what conditions you need to put in place to help you avoid repeating the behavior you’ve confessed.
● Follow through on your resolve!

Some final points:
● You can confess to omitting to do something skillful (eg. not being generous when there was a clear opportunity to do so).
● Rejoicing in precepts you’ve kept, or progress you’ve made in a particular area, is as important as confessing where you’ve fallen short.
● If you’re aware of something you’ve done that you feel uncomfortable about, but don’t feel ready to take responsibility for it fully and do your best to change it in future, or aren’t yet clear exactly what you want to confess, it can help to acknowledge it to others and accept that it’s “work in progress”
● Once you've made your confession, going through the four stages outlined above, and had it accepted, let it go! Chanting Vajrasattva mantra can help with this.

Receiving someone else's confession:
● It's usually best just to listen to the person, saying the minimum yourself.
Sometimes they may need help to go through the four stages mentioned above, or to clarify which precept they've broken.
Avoid going off on a tangent - keep the focus on the person’s confession till everyone feels it is “complete”
● Avoid collusion, telling your story about how you did something similar, justifying their unskilful action or telling them it's not a big thing. You also don’t need to give your opinion on the weightiness of the action: telling them it’s an awful thing either! They will need to work out the weightiness of the action themselves.
● You may want to clarify that you've understood which precept they've broken, and how they’re going to make amends, etc, before you're ready to accept the confession.
● It can often be helpful to the person confessing if their confession is accepted ritually by all who hear it, eg: “I hear and accept your confession”. This can provide a sense of closure and enable the person to move on.
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