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NOTES	  FROM	  PART	  I	  of	  retreat	  “How	  (Not)	  to	  Go	  to	  Confession”	  

Opening	  ReflecKon:	  	  
Luke	  18:11	  

O"en	  we	  confess	  in	  one	  of	  these	  ways,	  other	  like	  the	  Pharisee	  or	  like	  the	  tax	  collector…	  

Part	  1)	  Examine	  Your	  Conscience,	  Not	  Other	  People’s	  ;)	  	  

a)	  The	  Problem	  of	  ObjecKvity	  /	  b)	  Our	  Out	  of	  Character	  Sins	  &	  What	  it	  Reveals	  
We	  are	  naturally	  “good”	  at	  seeing	  others’	  sins	  or	  at	  seeing	  our	  “big”,	  out	  of	  character	  sins.	  Our	  out	  of	  character	  sins	  are	  
what	  “shock”	  us.	  However,	  	  we	  lack	  an	  objecCve	  perspecCve	  on	  ourselves	  in	  our	  common	  character	  sins;	  they	  are	  second	  
nature	  to	  us	  &	  so	  our	  consciences	  become	  dull	  to	  them;	  there	  is	  no	  “shock”,	  &	  o"en	  no	  recogniCon.	  

By	  understanding	  our	  personaliCes	  we	  can	  come	  to	  know	  &	  reconcile	  with	  our	  common/in	  character	  sins…	  

c)	  Recognizing	  In	  Character	  Sins	  via	  your	  personality	  
See	  the	  sheet	  lisCng	  temperaments.	  	  
Fr.	  James	  spent	  Cme	  explaining	  the	  four	  temperaments:	  Choleric,	  PhlegmaCc,	  Sanguine,	  Melancholic	  
For	  a	  more	  in	  depth	  look	  at	  these	  personaliCes,	  Fr.	  James	  recommends	  the	  book:	  	  
The	  Temperament	  God	  Gave	  You,	  by	  Art	  &	  Laraine	  Bennet	  

Pharisee	   Tax	  Collector	  

Says	  all	  of	  the	  good	  things	  he	  is	  doing.	   Very	  contrite	  in	  confessing,	  but	  then	  
goes	  back	  to	  his	  sinful	  ways.	  

Grow	  deeper…	  
Book	  recommendaGon	  by	  Fr.	  James	  :Frequent	  Confession:	  Its	  place	  in	  the	  Spiritual	  Life	  by:	  Benedict	  Baur	  



(1)  Examine Your Conscience, Not Other People’s;)

(a) The Problem of Objectivity

(b)  Out of Character Sins and What They Reveal

(c)   Recognizing In Character Sins via your Personality 

(2)  Make a Good Confession, Not Good Excuses;)

(a) The Difficulty of Going There

(b)  The Definition of Sin and What it Reveals

(c)  Finding Courage by Confessing the Virtue As Well

(3)  Amend Your Life, Not Your Expectations;)

(a)  The Issue of Getting Stuck

(b)  The Command to Forgive Others and What it Reveals

(c)   Seeing in Others A Way Beyond Your Sin

O God, I thank you that I am not like the rest 
of humanity—greedy, dishonest, adulterous 
—or even like this tax collector.  I fast twice 
a week, and I pay tithes on my whole 
income. - Luke 18:11

How (Not) to Go to Confession

Magnanimity: striving for excellence               Courage: striving to correct 

             Humility: avoiding superiority                             Meekness: avoiding injuring 
                                                                      
Pride: striving for superiority                  Anger: striving to injure 
            
   Choleric-Strong Personality (independent, decisive, goal oriented) 

Humility: avoiding superiority                  Meekness: avoiding injuring 

          Magnanimity: striving for excellence                  Courage: striving to correct 
                                                                      
Sloth: avoiding excellence                              Softness: avoiding correction  

 Phlegmatic-Compassionate Personality (relaxed, quiet, people oriented)
            

Joy: seeking enjoyment    Generosity: seeking service 

         Temperance: shunning indulgence                   Detachment: shunning veneration 
                                                                        
Immoderation: seeking indulgence     Vanity: seeking veneration 
            
        Sanguine-Joyful  Personality (enthusiastic, active, and social) 

Temperance: shunning indulgence  Detachment: shunning veneration 

            Joy: seeking enjoyment    Generosity: seeking service 
                                                                    
Dejection: shunning enjoyment    Selfish: shunning service 

Melancholic-Restrained Personality (analytical, deep thinker/feeler) 

 Guide for Examining, Confessing, and Amending Your Life
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While we’re here, remember that we’re in the presence of the 
Lord. So continue to bring these thoughts, especially if there 
are any insights, or if there are any negative things coming to 
you, make sure you include our Lord in those thoughts and 
feelings and you can work through them.  
 
So, the first section we covered, why it’s important to not 
examine other peoples’ consciouses before you examine yours 
yourself, and why it’s easier. And this next section we are 
going to cover the importance of when you go to confession 
making a good confession instead of making up good excuses. 
And we’ve all done it, and we do it in different ways.  “Yeah, 
you know I got angry but it was hard because this person…you 
know…” 
 
Sometimes it’s not of ignorance. I think examining your 
conscience is more an issue with ignorance, genuinely. You 
just don’t have that read on yourself. Hopefully the 
temperaments are a sort of mirror to be able to see yourself as 
others see you.  
 
But I think when it comes to the difficulty of making a good 
confession, which is going there, being honest, being candid, 
being unapologetic; “I did it, I’m sorry” -  is more of a struggle 
with humility & courage. We need humility to let the fact that 

you’re a sinner, without any excuses be out there, to say it in 
front of another person & the courage to do that too – to realize 
that it’s actually going to be a lot better if you say that, if you 
admit it. The first step is acknowledging there’s a problem; it’s 
the first step to every 12-step program.  
 
So there’s that difficulty. One of the things that’s so interesting 
is that if you go back to the old testament…what is sin? What’s 
the definition?  
 
Answers: Sin is disobedience to God; Something that takes us 
away from God’s graces; Breaking the commandments; 
missing the mark  
 
All of the above are right, but “missing the mark” is technically 
what the New Testament word means. 
 
Brief aside: Ancient Christianity and its preservation in 
Catholocism, and orthodoxy actually, has always had a great 
respect for Greek culture, and has adopted a lot of Greek things 
into our own theology and understanding of God & ourselves. 
The temperament theory is about 2500 years old….Hippoclitus 
I believe is the one who came up with it. His analysis was spot 
on & it’s been very revelatory for people that long.  
 
So the definition of sin actually comes from Aristotle, who was 
a Greek philosopher. And it’s eventually incorporated into a 
New Testament word, because the New Testament was written 
in Greek. And Aristotle’s definition of sin or vice is “missing 
the mark”. Does anyone know what “missing the mark literally 
means?” It’s an analogy drawn from Archery. How many ways 
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can you miss the bullseye? Many! The helpfulness of this 
definition of missing the mark, that Aristotle developed, he 
really had this great understanding of virtue & vice. The reason 
why the New Testament found it so helpful to adopt this 
definition, this word, was because it puts the emphasis not so 
much on the failure, but on what success looks like. Meaning 
yes, it’s helpful to know what your sins look like and be able to 
recount them, but eventually the goal is to hit the mark – to do 
good! To be a Saint, to be sinless, to be sanctified, to be perfect 
as your heavenly Father is perfect! This is what Heaven will be 
like - we’ll all be hitting the mark. And I think sometimes we 
can loose site of that because we’re just focusing on how we’re 
failing, how we’re missing the mark – and we can eventually 
forget about the bullseye.  
 
Bishop Barron talks about how in Christianity we can do 
something that would never happen in the sports world. 
Mainly, although the rules are important, the point of the game 
is not to not break the rules. For example, the point of 
basketball is not to avoid traveling and double dribbling – you 
have to be able to avoid that for the point of the game, but the 
point of the game is to score & to win. Sometimes in 
Christianity, we get so focused on the sin, we forget the point 
of it all. Jesus said in the Gospel – Love God with all your 
heart, all your strength, all your mind, and your neighbor as 
yourself – that’s the target! And the reason that Jesus had to say 
that so many times in the New Testament is because people 
had forgotten the target, they lost it in the midst of all the ways 
you can sin and break the commandments and fall short.  
 
Talking about character virtues 

So returning to our guide here… there are lots of ways to fall 
shorts. And we’ve all got our favorites. But what I want to 
point you to now, is the very top of each temperament. You’ll 
see here what is called the character virtues. At the bottom are 
character sins, or character vices – the top is what it looks like 
when you are not missing the mark, but hitting it.  
 
I. Melancholic 
So, we’ll start with melancholic. A melancholic has a tendency 
to miss the mark of enjoying, rejoicing in life, being grateful 
for good things, focusing on that, being hopeful. Really, what 
they are supposed to be doing with that type of restraint is 
simply shunning the addictive, overindulgence of the thing. 
That’s the target – that’s what temperance is. Temperance is a 
beautiful virtue, because temperance keeps everything in line, 
in order. I do not love video games more than I love God. 
Temperance helps keep that thing in order, and although at the 
moment it can be fun to invert it and go “this is my favorite 
thing I’m going to dedicate everything to it”, overtime it’s very 
deflating. It can be destructive, even. This is where addictions 
come from. You’re trying to make a finite thing your first 
priority, which can only be filled by God. So temperance is a 
beautiful thing, but if it’s too extreme, it’s a shunning 
everything. The mark is this restraint, which is healthy. 
Another tendency of a melancholic is to be kind of closed off. 
For example, if there is a natural disaster, a melancholic is not 
the one to get on the plane and ride down there the next day – 
that’s a sanguine – we’ll see why that’s not necessarily virtuous 
though. What the melancholic is reluctant to do is to rush out to 
Hurricane Katrina because they want to be the hero. They want 
to avoid that. They know that’s dangerous because it brings 
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immediate pleasure, “wow, people like me”; but it’s a very 
fragile thing to live by the court of public opinion. So, a 
detachment, an ability to not feel the need to be admired, 
venerated, talked about is a good thing because it helps us to 
keep our motives straight. Melancholics are probably not going 
to do the right thing for the wrong reason, they are going to do 
the right things for the right reasons. That’s why they are 
usually slow to doing it, they want to scrutinize it, they want to 
make sure they are making the right decision and not just 
rushing out for whatever reason. Rather, they want to make 
sure they are doing something authentically and with purpose 
and that it makes sense with the rest of their life and 
responsibilities. That’s the mark.  
 
Sanguine 
Moving on to the Sanguines, they love affirmation – they 
probably love it too much. They may become overly reliant on 
it and it can do things it’s not supposed to do like create your 
self-image. But that desire to be affirmed is missing the mark 
of wanting to be helpful. They want to serve and ensure people 
are doing well. This is, again, why they go down to a natural 
disaster. There is quickness about a Sanguine that can be very 
beautiful. Sanguines are the people who give you the shirt of 
their back if you need it, you can call them at 3 in the morning 
and they come over. That’s a beautiful mark, because we’ve all 
needed that person who says “yes, I can come right away”. 
However, when it becomes more about the person than about 
the person they are helping, that is destructive. It is very 
dangerous to rely on other people’s opinions of you, because 
that fluctuates. Also, the trap is to start doing the right things 
for the wrong reasons. And you can begin to kind of get in the 

way. I remember when I was assigned down in Brighton and 
Fr. Karl warned me of “helpful people”, meaning people who 
want to help you, but they want to help you this way. It’s not 
really about helping you, but it’s about doing this, about being 
helpful. The goal is not about being helpful, the goal is to help. 
When it’s hitting the mark it is very beautiful. The other 
character sin is immoderation. This is gluttony in the capital 
sins, but I have renamed it because Sanguines don’t necessarily 
struggle with food and drink. The mark that Sanguines are 
trying to hit is joy. What are the two most prominent sentences 
in the bible? The first one is “Do not be afraid” the second is 
“Rejoice”. We see this in Sanguines and that’s the beautiful 
mark. They are able to say, “It’s a beautiful day, the sun’s out, 
praise God”. You see here when we’re talking about virtues we 
can all see that we all have that in us, we all want that in us, we 
recognize the beauty. When you indulge in something, you’re 
trying to make it do something it’s really not made to do. 
Again we do this with addictions where we try to make a 
created thing function in a way that it can’t – that in only the 
Creator can function. We’re made for happiness in a way that 
transcends this world. So if you fix any object as the object of 
your happiness, then you are indulging in it. You cannot 
indulge in God – it’s impossible. You can’t enjoy Him too 
much – it’s impossible. But everything else you can. And so it 
takes what is a really good thing and it subverts it, so you are 
missing the mark.  
 
We’ll come back around to how this is going to help you be 
more honest in the confessional…. 
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Phlegmatic We talked a bit about sloth already; it’s avoiding 
excellence or applying yourself to your duties. This can be 
procrastinating or just keeping very busy with other things. 
What this vice is a corruption of is the virtue of avoiding 
superiority. This is the danger of any type of pursuit of 
excellence – you can begin to get a sense of pride, an ego (This 
is the danger of choleric which we will talk about). What the 
phlegmatic is trying to do is trying to say, “I’m not the center 
of the universe, I’m not overly great; I’m going to be in my 
place and I’m not going to desire to go beyond that”. That’s the 
mark. But when it becomes a false humility, that is not 
virtuous. It is missing humility and becoming sloth, things like 
“well I’m not really called to that, I’m not going to do this…” 
Next, softness – it’s about avoiding correction. It is trying to be 
meek. Jesus says, the meek will inherit the earth. And what 
meekness is is being very careful not to cause injury or 
damage. You don’t want to hurt somebody; you recognize 
people are very sensitive. This is the mark; to be cautious not 
to harm or discourage others. However, this mark can be 
missed by not ever saying anything challenging, by not 
reminding people of something you asked them to do but they 
didn’t do; and this applies just as much to other people as it 
does to holding yourself accountable.  
 
Choleric We begin with pride, which is the striving for, not 
excellence, but for superiority. It is not trying to be just very 
goal oriented and successful, but trying to be better than 
everyone else, and making them know it. This sin is missing 
the mark of the desire to be excellent, to desire to be very good 
at something, to take what God has given you and be a steward 
of it to the best of your ability. To give God the best return. 

This is something we should all strive to do. However, when it 
becomes doing these things for the wrong reason – for 
superiority, control – then that’s when we miss the mark. 
Finally, anger – which is striving to injure. It breaking things – 
maybe physical things, or verbally taking others down. What 
anger is is a desire to correct – to hold others accountable – but 
in the pursuit of getting there it sometimes can go into 
overdrive. And it becomes no longer about correcting, but 
about hurting.  
 
Question & Answers: 
 
Q: Are cholerics intending to cause damage or are they not 
noticing it?  
A: In general, most of these sins are being done second nature. 
You aren’t usually aware of it. Our temperaments are part of 
our character. However, if I am a phlegmatic but I hurt 
someone then it is intentional. I am aware of it and I feel 
immediately bad for it. Because it is not a character sin. Those 
are not the most dangerous sins – they feel that way, but they 
are not. It is the sins that we less intentionally do, the sins we 
are habituating which are more dangerous.  
 
So, let’s go back to the experience of the confessional. So, 
you’re about to say what you want to say but you kind of avoid 
it. One of the reasons we do that is not lack of humility and 
courage, but rather because we are not confessing the right 
thing. It’s not just about confessing how you missed, but it’s 
confessing which mark you missed. For example, with a 
choleric, they may say, I’ve been acting prideful and I’m really 
falling short of applying all that God has given me for His 
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glory instead of mine. That’s magnanimity. Another example 
would be anger: “I lash out and am angry instead of having the 
courage to challenge people with love”  
 
If you make it about what you’re aiming for, it’s a little easier 
to say, because you recognize that the ultimate orientation of 
our lives is towards the good. We’re falling short of something, 
but that implies we aren’t just doing a bunch of sins for the 
heck of it; sin is not an end in itself, it’s always and 
interruption of falling short of something good. So if we can 
focus on the good, not only does this help us after the 
confessional, but it’s going to help us to name these things 
more honestly. At the end of the day we know that God has 
given us these strengths and desires; nobody is completely 
corrupt and evil.  
 
Sometimes we think the goal of the confessional is to be as 
mean to myself as possible – this is called Irish complex… 
atoning for your sins by being really sad about them instead of 
changing your life (haha). We all know that one of the reasons 
that we make excuses is that we’re trying to get some sort of 
sense of I’m not just some evil malevolent person trying to do 
harm, I’m actually trying to do good, but I’m intentionally not 
applying myself and breaking laws. But I’m ordered towards 
good, and I want to get better, I want to love God and I want to 
put the virtues he’s given me to His glory, and not mine. These 
things are all true. If we confess our sins in light of the virtue 
then I think you’ll find it’s a little easier to say those sins. For 
example, “I’ve been overindulging in this.. I’ve been taking a 
good thing and making it what it’s not, and I want to be free of 
that. I want God to be my God, not this thing”.  

 
So you can do this with any sin. For example, “I lied. And I 
should have told the truth. I should have said this to that person 
instead of not doing it”. Not only is it helpful for you to think 
of what you should have done, but again it’s going to help you 
to say, “I did this and I should not have”.  
 
This all takes practice. We’re not used to confessing our sins in 
light of our virtues we should be striving for, but try it out! I 
think you’ll find it’s a much more positive way and you’ll 
amend your life…which we’ll talk about.  
 
So this brings us to our last part of “Amending your Life, Not 
your Expectations”.  This happens with a lot of us where we go 
to confession a lot – which is great – nothing changes – which 
is good to persevere through – but we slowly lower the bar. We 
know we’re doing the sins, and we wish we weren’t but we’ve 
come to expect it because they continue to repeat. Has anyone 
ever told a Priest, “Father, I just keep saying the same 
things…” There’s a sense in which that’s ok, right? It’s better 
than going out and getting new sins. And it’s good to 
persevere! But amendment of life means that there should be 
indication of progress over time. One fo the things that I’ve 
been meditating on, it’s come up in the Gospels at Mass lately, 
is the commandment to forgive others. It’s really interesting, I 
was just reading through the catechism, I read the whole thing 
on confession – and it never brings this up one time. Which is 
astonishing! Jesus makes it very clear, if you don’t forgive 
there is not forgiveness for you. Those are the literal words, if 
you don’t forgive your brother from your heart, neither will 
your Heavenly Father. We pray it in the Our Father, forgive us 
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our trespasses as we hold grudges against other people – no! 
As we forgive. There’s that story of the guy who’s forgiven this 
great debt and then a lesser servant comes to him, and all the 
greater punishment. And it’s easy to look at that guy, and like 
the Pharisees say, oh that guy is terrible. But we don’t see that 
we do the same thing all the time.  
 
The reason why Christ has tied forgiveness of others to our 
own experience of reconciliation is obviously to avoid the 
double standard of hypocrisy, but it also has a lot to do with 
growth. Throughout the calendar year we often have feast days 
to particular saints. And what we don’t do well, on these feast 
days, is recognize the community out of which they came. 
Most of these saints are religious. And why are religious so 
often able to attain great heights of sanctity? Well they are 
praying a lot, right? But probably the more underrated and 
significant factor  is that they are surrounded by people all the 
time, and they can’t escape. Their life is tied up with them and 
they can’t escape. If you’ve ever read Therese of Liseux’s 
story, it’s the other people who both inspire her, and agitate 
her. And in that agitation, they tell her a lot about herself. The 
reason that Jesus has tied forgiveness so much to the people is 
that the people that we are least likely to forgive, are the people 
who teach us the most about ourselves. There is a tendency to 
look down on those who are not like us; though those people 
often have the exact thing that we need.  
 
So looking back at the temperament sheet, at the bottom of 
each profile is the character sin and the top is the character 
virtue – the mark. The way you achieve the mark is through the 
opposing temperament virtue. For example, with the choleric, 

what they need to be able to do is recognize the virtue of the 
phlegmatically disposed person. Even if it is not fully virtuous, 
there is a real humility there. If I am going to be able to 
overcome my pride, I’m going to have to have that humility 
that they have. Likewise, with anger for choleric, it’s the 
meekness of the phlegmatic, which is the corrective. Looking 
from the other perspective, softness will never transcend to 
meekness in the phlegmatic unless you realize you need to 
have courage and just step in and do it, the virtue of the 
choleric. And to the bottom half of the paper - The very thing 
Sanguines need to transcend their indulgence is the restraint of 
the melancholic. And the exact thing they need to transcend 
their desire to be recognized is the detachment of the 
melancholic; that opposing virtue is exactly what they need. 
And the melancholics need the Sanguines; these temperaments 
are oil and water but they need each other. Melancholics need 
to not look down on sanguines, they need to recognize that they 
have a perspective on life that is needed.  
 
Negative experiences are like Velcro in the mind, they just 
attach immediately. Good experiences are like Teflon, they 
wash out. You get 100 e-mails in week and the one that was 
really negative keeps you up at night all week, when really you 
should be grateful for the 99 others.  The Sanguines are able to 
go “hey, there are good things going on here, let’s be thankful 
for that”. Likewise with selfishness, that detachment of the 
melancholic is so helpful as a mark because it keeps us from 
doing the right thing for the wrong reason. However, it can 
become overly reserved and methodical. Imagine how 
unproductive that would have been for Mother Theresa – 
instead she said “we have to go out, we have to do it, we have 
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to help these people”. There’s lots of need around us all the 
time, and melancholics often can do it for the right reason but 
they need sanguine to help them see they need to stop making 
excuses and get outside themselves and love the other.  
 
To relate this all back to forgiveness – it’s often our un-
forgiveness of people of opposing temperaments that holds us 
back. And it’s in God’s design that we are all of different 
temperaments to learn from one another, but that cannot 
happen where there is un-forgiveness, suspicion, looking down 
on each other.  
 
We are not surrounded by saints, we are surrounded by sinners. 
And we all have different ways of doing it. This is why 
forgiveness is so important, to be able to amend your life in 
aspiring to be like other people around you and learning from 
them. If we do this, two things are going to happen. One is that 
we are going to grow virtuously but not in an egotistical way. 
The other point is that the project of sanctity is the project of 
the church. God made us this way with all these different 
personalities and gifts so that it would be more about us 
together becoming what we are called to be. On the negative 
this is a good thing, because if we are not all growing, bad 
things can happen in this world. Because we are necessarily a 
communal people, we are all linked. Another truth is that this is 
very beautiful; this is the way it’s supposed to be. The 
multiplicity of all the Saints, radiating  - in different ways - 
God’s goodness and glory, is something that hopefully you can 
begin to see in the other people around you. Even if it’s 
radiating imperfectly.  
 

This is how God sees You. He’s not noticing all your faults and 
concentrating all of His thoughts on that. The reason he wants 
you to get over your faults is because He knows how good you 
are. It is a vision of love and love is a response to something 
good. God loves us because there is great goodness. Can you 
see it in others? Can you see it in yourself?  
 
My advice to you is that this is all mainly about reflecting. We 
often don’t spend enough time doing this before we go into the 
confessional. Take these things and begin to apply them. Take 
the character sins that are particular to you and begin to write 
about them. Get good at being able to name it. After you’ve 
made that step, then think about where that vice is, where you 
are falling short. This will take some time. This will be hard. 
But if you can do this, you will grow. So, one step at a time. 
Examine yourself and know what virtues you are trying to 
strive for and then begin to see in others the opposite virtue, 
which we need to correct us.  
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