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Dear Postulants and Professed members,  

This month’s letter continues where we left off in November, commenting on your 3rd Order SSPX 

rule.  

Fortnightly Obligation 

‘If possible, the sacrament of Penance or, if not, once a month’: The first word to be taken 

notice of here is ‘possible’. Although it should be obvious, there is a helpful principle which we should 

frequently return to: Nemo ad impossibile tenetur, which is Latin for ‘No one is held to the 

impossible’. Now some things are intrinsically impossible, like a square circle or an actually infinite 

number, things which not even the omnipotence of God Himself can bring about. But there are other 

things which are not absolutely impossible in themselves, and yet may be physically or morally 
impossible given the circumstances. We will come back to this principle. 

The principle above is a close cousin of another important little maxim, namely that Lex positiva non 

obligat cum gravi incommodo, meaning ‘A positive law does not oblige if serious inconvenience 

results’. What do we mean by a ‘positive’ law? Well, it certainly does not here refer to the positively 

worded ‘Honour thy father and thy mother’ in comparison with the negative ‘Thou shalt not 

dishonour thy father and thy mother’. Much less does it refer to obligations such as ‘Always greet 

your neighbour with a smile’. Rather, a ‘positive law’ imposes an obligation that arises not from the 

very nature of things (e.g. A triangle must have 3 sides, or ‘Thou shalt not murder an innocent’), but 

through some more or less arbitrary ‘positing’ by the lawmaker. For example, God obliged the Jews 

to ‘Remember that thou keep holy the Sabbath day’, which for the Jews was the 7th day of the week, 

Saturday. But while our duty to give some part of our time to God is not optional, it was optional for 

God to choose Saturday. That is, He posited that it should be specifically that day. Likewise, He did 

not and could not posit ‘Thou mayst kill’ (i.e. murder an innocent), since killing an innocent on one’s 

own creaturely authority is illicit by the very nature of things. But he law of driving on the left side of 

the road, or for priest’s to wear black, or to pay 37.5% income tax, are all ‘positive laws’, and could 

have been different. 

One such ‘positive’ law (for you 3rd Order members, anyway) is precisely that of fortnightly 

confession of our sins in the sacrament of Penance. Our saintly Archbishop could have made it 

weekly, or bi-annually. In fact, apart from your primary 3rd Order duty of prayer (which is not an 

option for creatures wanting to attain God1), all your 3rd Order obligations are ‘positive’ laws. I 

realize that all this may be a bit technical and abstract, but we Catholics should be conspicuous for 

our clear thinking, or at least preparedness to attempt it. 

Now, with the above principles in mind, it is easier to interpret the law for fortnightly Confession. 

Those for whom it is physically impossible to receive the sacrament of Penance are obviously not 
obliged to do so. This may be due to a broken back, a broken down car, or the absence of a priest2.  

                                                           
1 And even here the specification of Prime and Compline is the ‘positive’ element 

2 Unlike the sacraments of Baptism and Matrimony, without a priest it is impossible to receive this sacrament. It may be 

therapeutic in telling a layman your sins, but it could never be a sacrament. 

 



However, even if it be physically possible to go to confession, it may not be morally possible. The 

word ‘morally’ possible’ here does not refer to right and wrong human behaviour, and could be 

worded also as ‘reasonably possible’. A particular act is not ‘morally possible’ if to accomplish it the 

average person would be seriously inconvenienced in some way. For example, if the only priest 

available for confession is known to regularly give bad advice, or is merely someone with whom you 

feel very uncomfortable for some sound reason, then it may be ‘morally’ impossible for you to go to 

confess your sins to him. But a bout of spiritual dryness, for example, would not make the fulfilling of 
such a duty morally impossible, and so would involve fault on the part of the penitent. 

The wording of the Rule here makes it clear that once a fortnight represents the ideal and perfect 

fulfilment of the obligation. Nevertheless, it takes into account that you may attend a mission chapel 

where a priest only comes once a month. Usually the chaplain will not accept members who do not 
have at least this monthly access. 

Those of you who are faithful to this obligation know that confessing the same sins week in week out 

can feel like a frustrating and hopeless activity. Was it not more ‘exciting’ when you were striving to 

overcome your big mortal sins in the past?! Well, it is precisely now that your theological virtues, no 

longer supported by the crutches of emotion, can really start to dig down their roots. Use these 

tedious confessions to make fervent acts of Faith that you really are indeed receiving sacramental 

grace on each occasion to know your soul and see the increasingly hideous contrast between it and 

God. Make acts of Hope whereby you trust with childlike simplicity that God will indeed perfect your 

soul in His good time as only He knows best. Make acts of Charity whereby you choose to love Him 

both in Himself and in the slow and humbling manner He has chosen to sculpt your soul through this 
sacrament. 

Let us also take note of the word ‘Penance’, which is the classically preferred name for this 

sacrament. It is as superior to the title ‘Confession’ as the soul is superior to the body, as deeds are 

to words. Every penitent indeed ‘confesses’ their sins, but not every penitent has repentance, which 

must be at least of the imperfect kind for a valid absolution. In fact, precisely the purpose of the little 

crucifix and ‘Act of Contrition’ you see in the confessional is to invite and actuate our virtue of 

penance. This two-edged sword of penance (hatred of the past sin coupled with a firm purpose to 

avoid the future sin) is the one element which must always be present for the forgiveness of sins, in 

or out of the sacrament. Not even God Himself can forgive us for a sin we are not sorry for, any 

more than we can both approach and withdraw from someone at the same time (this is one of those 

‘absolutely impossible’ things). 

Lastly, note that this sacrament is now commonly called ‘Reconciliation’. Now the reconciliation of 

God and man is certainly something to strive for, and is the result of a good confession and God’s 

merciful forgiveness. However, the word smells of egalitarianism, of mere equals being brought 

together again, of compromise. The word hardly appears in classic Catholic literature, and is part of 

the novel terminology of the post-Vatican-II vocabulary. It lacks precision, and is a ‘diet’ or ‘lite’ term 

to which thinking Catholics should be habitually allergic. The word really could be applied to almost 

anything, like the reconciling of Herod Antipas and Pontius Pilate during Our Lord’s Passion. 
Moreover, it seems akin in the mind of many with ‘tolerance’, that supreme counterfeit of virtue. 

May our frequent and fervent reception of this sacrament hollow out our souls this Lent to enable the 

risen Christ to fill it with Himself. 

In the Sacred Heart of Jesus, through the Immaculate Heart of Mary, 

 

Fr Jordie Stephens 
Spiritual Director of the Third Order of SSPX for Australia 


