


The Confession

He called himself Willie the Shake. He was a pug-nosed street scoundrel happy in his skin, playful with heaven, and willing to test Christ’s mercy at every turn.
A jovial cheat, a clever fool, he kept his peace with God by taking advantage of a full and true confession every week.
His true confessor, Father Clement Pasco, was a humble priest intent on saving Willie’s soul. And at thirty-six years and running, a lifelong crusade it had turned out to be.
Rising at six am, Fr. Pasco’s day had started with his Morning Offering, saying the Our Father, a Hail Mary, followed by an act of personal contrition considering any sins he had committed during the preceding day. He kept the fast until he had said the Lauds at sunrise. Lastly, he ate oatmeal for breakfast and had a cup of black coffee. 
It was an early Wednesday morning in April, just two days before Good Friday; Fr. Pasco, both spiritually and physically cleansed, left the rectory and walked the short distance to St. Paul’s church, where he said Mass to a sparse congregation. After Mass, Fr. Pasco prepared himself to hear the confessions of the white-haired sinners wise enough to be cleansed before their rapidly approaching reckoning with Jesus Christ.
When Fr. Pasco entered the confessional. He noted that Willie was first of three penitents in line. As soon as Fr. Pasco turned on the red light indicating he was ready to receive, Willie entered the confessional.
“Forgive me, Father,” Willie began.
As always, the rascal’s tale would be sad, desperate, full of excuses, reasons why, and sorrow.
Father Pasco listened to Willie’s confession with one ear for what he could hear that he hadn’t heard before. With his other ear, Father prayed from the depths of his soul. He begged the Sacred Heart of Jesus to give him the words to change Willie.
He prayed to the Blessed Virgin, “Pray for me and intercede with your divine Son that I might find the words to save Willie, my brother.”
And to St. Michael the Archangel, “Protect me against the wiles and the wickedness of the devil!”
“Forgive me, for I am about to sin,” Willie continued. “It has been one week since my last confession.”
And then Fr. Pasco was smacked right upside the head as Willie continued.
“I’m going to commit murder. Not one, but three murders.”
Father bit his lip.
“I didn’t plan to do it, but it will happen.
Father Pasco was boggled and, looking to heaven, asked the eternal question.
“Why me, Lord?”
But he knew the answer before he asked. He knew that his prayer was being answered. After all the years of Willie’s mischief, this mortal sin might be the start of Willie’s conversion.
But it’s rarely as easy as that.
“And,” Willie continued. “I won’t be sad about it,” he said without remorse.
A gasp passed Father Pasco’s lips as he broke his silent pondering and blurted a stuttering order.
“Ge-gget be behind me, Sa-Satan!”
The silence that followed in the confessional was replaced by the gasps of those waiting in line. One parishioner even ran to the confessional and opened Father’s door.
“Father! Are you okay? Do you need help?”
Father Pasco, startled by the interruption, blurted a blasphemous remark that he would have to confess. Father’s expression was loud enough to cause the presumptuous parishioner to recognize that Father Pasco was, after all, a human.
Father Pasco pulled his door closed and took a deep breath. Then, resting his head in his hands, he spoke softly to Willie.
“Willie. You are here in the sight of Our Lord, Jesus Christ. He knows all that is in your heart and mind. Tell him why you will commit these mortal sins. Why are you planning to kill three people? How can you not see the eternal damnation that will swallow your soul? Why do you think there will be no remorse?”
Willie the Shake sat in silence for a full minute. His breathing was steady, and he felt more relaxed and comfortable in the confessional than ever before. He listened to Father Pasco’s rapid breathing and worried that the good pastor might faint.
“Father,” Willie said softly. “You mustn’t worry so. Everything will be all right. Believe me. I know how it will work out.”
Father Pasco didn’t answer immediately but opened the privacy window and turned toward Willie. The ruddy Irish priest’s face was ashen, and though his mouth was open, he didn’t speak for some time. Tears formed in his worried eyes, and he looked as if he’d aged several years. Willie recognized how weary Father was and spoke first.
“Have you sinned today, Father?” Willie quietly asked.
Father Pasco closed his eyes. When he spoke, his voice was raspy and dry. Willie couldn’t understand the words, but the tears that came to the priest’s eyes were enough.
“I know I can’t help you,” Willie said, “but we all sin, don’t we?”
Father Pasco slowly nodded. “Yes, of course, but you must know that I need a priest to hear my confession.”
Willie answered the distressed priest with a shrug.
“Sure, I know that. It’s just that if you wanted to talk about it, I’ll listen.”
“It’s nothing, my son. The bishop will be here tomorrow. It can wait. It’s you I’m worried about. Tell me about these murders that you’re planning.”
“People are waiting in line.”
“Tell me, my son. Let me help you.”
“I will,” Willie replied while searching the priest’s eyes as if trying to read his mind. “Is it true what they say about you, father?”
“Is what true?”
“That you forget everything that is confessed.”
Father Pasco nodded. “I do my best to forget. I must keep the Sacramental Seal intact. Some confessions cannot be forgotten. I beg you in the name of Jesus Christ to reject your plan to kill three people.”
Willie the Shake gazed at Father Pasco with a tender expression as he rejected his plea. “You are a good man, Father. The congregation needs your tender heart, and God has called me to protect you. The time has come.”
“The time for what?” Father Pasco whispered.
“The time of my salvation,” Willie replied.
A thunderous pounding on the confessional doors startled Father Pasco so much that he jumped out of his seat and smacked his head against the low ceiling.
Someone yanked the confessional doors open, and the man who had asked if Father Pasco needed help grabbed him by the collar.
Willie jumped up and darted out of his door only to be knocked down by a right fist to his chin.
Looking up, Willie saw another man behind his assailant. This third man was yanking on his partner and Father Pasco. Willie managed to stagger to his feet as all three of the men finally yanked Father Pasco out of the confessional and surrounded him.
Willie was astonished. Father’s bloodless face was reacting to the surprise attack, but his eyes were calm and peaceful, as if embracing his fear and surrendering to God’s will.
“No!” Willie cried out as he rose to his feet.
The man who knocked Willie down turned on him. Snarling, he took a step towards Willie, but suddenly stopped his attack.
“You’re the first,” Willie yelled above the scuffling. “Number One,” and squeezed the trigger of the revolver he had just drawn.
The man marked as number one fell backward into the devilish scrum his partners were in. The two remaining hoodlums released Father Pasco and turned on Willie.
“Come on, Number Two. It’s your turn.”
This time, Willie didn’t wait but sent two slugs to Number Two’s chest and one to his forehead.
Seeing his two friends dead, Number Three released Father Pasco and attempted to retreat.
“Goodbye, Number Three,” Willie yelled, his crazed cry echoing with the gunshots.
Willie lined up his sights. Number Three tucked and rolled to his left, pulling a pistol from a concealed holster as he fell.
Three shots were fired. Two men fell. Number Three was dead. Willie was mortally wounded.
Father Pasco, in shock, crawled to Willie’s side. He held Willie’s head up with one hand, administering supreme unction. “Why did you do this, Willie? How did you know what was going to happen?
Willie’s breath was labored, yet a peaceful smile brightened his face.
“Word was out on the street that you gave up a drug kingpin’s confession to the cops. He was their brother.”
Willie gasped. “But I know you weren’t no rat, Father. You told me you didn’t do it when I made my confession. That’s when I knew what I had to do. Now it’s done.”
Father Pasco placed his hand on Willie’s chest. Willie had martyred himself for him. Without forethought, the passage in John 15:13: “Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends,” escaped his lips. Tears rolled down Father Pasco’s cheeks, for here in his arms was the living reality of his believe, the one that was the least of them dying for an unworthy servant of the Lord.
Willie the Shake slowly closed his eyes, saying with a smile, “Father, forgive me, for I have greatly sinned. It has been ten minutes since my last confession.”


The End




