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A Case Study of Scholasticism: Peter Abelard
and Peter Lombard on Penance

Lucas Briola

LRICH LEINSLE BEGINS his Introduction to Scholastic The-
ology with an attempt to define scholasticism over the
course of fifteen pages, only coming to conclude that “an
unequivocal definition of ‘Scholasticism’ does not seem
possible.”* This lack of clarity has a simple explanation. Though
sometimes seen as a smooth monolithic structure unaffected by the
confines of time, medieval scholasticism can be more appropriately
imaged as an ongoing debate spanning centuries, a debate that would
greatly affect the future of Christian theology. The increasing desire
to rationally articulate the faith alongside the ongoing development of
sacramental traditions meant that attempts to express theologies of the
sacraments provided some of the most heated and nuanced scholastic
debates. Penance was no exception, reaching a developmental turning-
point in the twelfth-century, particularly when considered by two of
the most prominent theologians and “pioneers of sacramental theology”
of the time—Peter Abelard and Peter Lombard. 2
Because an adequate theology of the sacrament was only beginning
to be formulated during this time, a study of this time period elucidates
some interesting and important points for an adequate notion of pen-
ance. Additionally, medieval scholastic theology cannot be under-
stood apart from its context, inarguably affected and conditioned by
other historical and cultural currents. Taking this broader theo-cultural
milieu into account, this essay deals with two key scholastic debates
over penance. First, | will locate Abelard and Lombard as contrition-
alists—those who assert that God’s forgiveness occurs at contrition
rather than confession—and consequently consider their respective
views on the necessity of confession. Second, since both acknowledge
that God’s forgiveness comes at contrition rather than confession, |
will examine how this position changes the role of priests for the two
thinkers, as priests are now considered judges or doctors who need to

L Ulrich G. Leinsle, Introduction to Scholastic Theology, trans. Michael J. Miller
(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2010), 16.

2 paul Anciaux, La théologie du sacrement de pénitence au XIF siécle (Louvain: E.
Nauwelaerts, 1949), vii.
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develop suitable tools for these roles. The guiding idea of both sections
is simple—Abelard and Lombard put forth theologies that overcome
any overly routinized understandings of penance, placing personal re-
sponsibility on both penitent and confessor.

THE TWELFTH CENTURY
INTERIORITY, CONTRITION, AND CONFESSION

The twelfth century marked an important but often unnoticed turn-
ing point in the history of Western Civilization, an incipient human-
istic turn towards the subject that would eventually blossom in the Re-
naissance. * Suddenly, interiority—whether motivations or emo-
tions—took on increased significance. Historical treatments of the
time have revealed this trend. Colin Morris wrote an entire book argu-
ing that the period from 1050-1200 “discovered the individual,” a time
which featured “a concern with self-discovery; an interest in the rela-
tions between people, and in the role of the individual within society;
and an assessment of people by their inner intentions rather than by
their external acts.™

Writers have rightly nuanced this historiographic approach away
from overly individualistic conceptions, however. Caroline Walker
Bynum has argued that rather than discovering the individual at the
expense of a wider community and external acts, the period “was char-
acterized by the discovery of the group and the ‘outer man’ as well as
by the discovery of the inner landscape and of the self.”® Discovering
the “self” provided a more holistic approach that had “a quite particu-
lar sense of the relationship between inner and outer, between motive
and model.”® Writers such as Philip of Harvengt and Hugh of St. Vic-

3 See M.-D. Chenu, “Nature and Man: The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century,” in
Nature, Man, and Society in the Twelfth Century: Essays on New Theological Per-
spectives in the Latin West, ed. and trans. Jerome Taylor and Lester K. Little (Chicago:
The University of Chicago Press, 1979), 1-48.

4 Colin Morris, The Discovery of the Individual 1050-1200 (London: SPCK, 1972),
158. See also Robert W. Hanning, The Individual in Twelfth-Century Romance (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1977), 1: “Recent research into various aspects of
twelfth century European culture convinces me that one of the central motivating
forces of the twelfth-century Renaissance was a new desire on the part of literate men
and women to understand themselves as single, unique persons—as what we would
call individuals. This impulse to understand operated in three distinguishable but not
totally distinct areas: the individual in relation to his own makeup and character, the
individual in relation to his social and institutional environment, and the individual in
relation to his God.”

5 Caroline Walker Bynum, “Did the Twelfth Century Discover the Individual?,” Jour-
nal of Ecclesiastical History 31, no. 1 (Jan. 1980): 3.

6 Bynum, “Did the Twelfth Century Discover the Individual?,” 5.
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tor evinced “that, in reform and moral improvement, exterior and in-
terior will and should go together.”” Self-change could likewise only
be brought on by others, whether in discovering suitable models to
imitate or through one’s communal surroundings.®

According to Jacques Le Goff, the interplay between these individ-
ual and communal elements would also play a significant theological
role in the surging importance of purgatory in the twelfth century.®
Though this increasingly central notion in the spiritual lives of Chris-
tians “strengthened family, corporate, and fraternal ties, Purgatory,
caught up in a personalization of spiritual life, actually fostered indi-
vidualism. It focused attention on individual death and the judgment
that followed.”° The moral self-improvement in the afterlife could
only mean an increased spiritual and moral probing of the self in this
life, albeit an examination that could not remain at interiority alone.
Unsurprisingly, because of the substantial overlap between the two,
shifts in purgatorial understandings would mean shifts in understand-
ing and performing penitential practices during the twelfth century.

Indeed, penance and confession gradually moved away from being
communal and public to being more individual and private in the Early
Middle Ages, and by the twelfth century, private confession had be-
come the norm rather than the exception. As scholastic theology began
to emerge, producing synthetic accounts of Christian doctrine and de-
veloping a more robust sacramental theology, questions arose over
these newer penitential developments. One major question concerned
the locus of forgiveness. While all accepted the tripartite division of
contrition, confession, and satisfaction, theologians debated over
when exactly God forgave sins. Two theological camps emerged.
Confessionalists—canonists like Gratian—contended that forgiveness
only occurred with the confession of sins and the absolution by a priest.
Others, like Peter Abelard and Peter Lombard, were considered con-
tritionalists.'! These theologians insisted that forgiveness occurred
early, at the penitent’s moment of sorrow. How and why Abelard and

7 Bynum, “Did the Twelfth Century Discover the Individual?,” 11. Also see 12: “That
is what a saint is: one in whom extraordinary life (without) reflects extraordinary vir-
tue and grace (within).”

8 Bynum, “Did the Twelfth Century Discover the Individual?,” 16.

9 Jacques Le Goff, The Birth of Purgatory, trans. Arthur Goldhammer (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1984), 3-6. Le Goff diligently traces the vestiges of pur-
gatory over time but places special emphasis on its eventual “spatialization” between
1150-1200, identifying this span as the time of purgatory’s birth. See 5: “Until the end
of the twelfth century the noun purgatorium did not exist: the Purgatory had not yet
been born.”

10 | e Goff, Purgatory, 233.

1 For a detailed and comprehensive overview of the contours of this debate see An-
ciaux, “Le probleme de la necessite de la confession,” in La theologie du sacrement
de pénitence au XIPF siecle: 164-274.
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Lombard argued these positions shows their underlying concerns for
authenticity as well as the strong ties between interior contrition and
exterior confession.*2

PETER ABELARD ON CONFESSION AND CONTRITION

Peter Abelard, living from 1079 to 1142, has captured the public
imagination more than any other twelfth-century figure. Indeed, Abe-
lard can be seen as an encapsulation of the age, and it is precisely his
paradigmatic representation of the century that ‘discovered the self’
which makes him so popular. Movies have depicted the romantic for-
ays of Abelard and Heloise, a spectacle referenced in literary works
from such writers as Alexander Pope to Mark Twain to Etienne Gilson
and even in music by Cole Porter. This intense interest in Abelard’s
controversial and turbulent personal life is not accidental, as the sem-
inal thinker provides a unique and fairly unprecedented glimpse into
his own life, both through his correspondence with Heloise and his
autobiographical Historia Calamitatum.

This strong sense of interiority goes beyond mere self-description
though, affecting the entirety of his theological and philosophical
work, especially his ethics. Abelard constructs his ethical framework
in two works: his Dialogus inter Philosophum, Judaeum, et Christia-
num and Scito Te Ipsum, also known as his Ethica. The latter, the focus
of this study, is aptly named Know Thyself for two reasons. First, as
already discussed, the title corresponds well with the century’s zeit-
geist, turning toward the inner person. Second, in the work, Abelard
concerns himself with what Marilyn McCord Adams has termed the
“locus of imputability,” that is, where moral judgments are made.®
Unsurprisingly, Abelard offers a heavily internal and intentional ethics
focused on “consent.” This focus on interiority shapes Abelard’s un-
derstanding of penance, placing the locus of reconciliation at the level
of genuine contrition. Importantly though, Abelard still upholds the
necessity of confession. Abelard’s text merits closer attention.

Abelard begins his Ethics by offering his definition of sin: a “con-
sent to what is inappropriate.”4 He arrives at this conclusion in part
through a reductio argument, refusing to place sin in a bad will or an

12 See Bernhard Poschmann, Penance and the Anointing of the Sick, trans. Francis
Courtney (New York: Herder and Herder, 1964), 138-145, and James Dallen, The
Reconciling Community: The Rite of Penance (New York: Pueblo Publishing Com-
pany, 1986), 140-148.

13 Marilyn McCord Adams, introduction to Ethical Writings, by Peter Abelard, trans.
Paul V. Spade (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1995), xix.

14 peter Abelard, “Ethics” in Ethical Writings, trans. Paul V. Spade (Indianapolis:
Hackett Publishing Company, 1995), par. 7. Throughout the paper, | have used
Spade’s translation and his paragraph numbers. Latin references are taken from D.E.
Luscombe’s edition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971).
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act.’ He first dismantles the argument that sin is located in a bad
will.** More interestingly, however, in contrast to the penitential man-
uals before him, Abelard meticulously argues that sin is not in action,
which “doesn’t add anything to the merit, whether it springs from good
or bad willing.”*" He continues, “In fact, deeds. .. are equally common
to reprobates and to the elect, are in themselves all indifferent.”® Ab-
elard instead locates sin at one’s interior consent, “when we don’t
draw back from committing [the sin] and are wholly ready to carry it
out should the opportunity arise.”*® Interior consent to sin, rather than
exterior, ostensibly sinful actions, constitutes sin.

Similarly, the effect of intention on sin plays an important role in
the first half of Abelard’s Ethics. As he writes, “For God doesn’t think
about the things that are done but rather in what mind they are done.
The merit or praiseworthiness of the doer doesn’t consist in the deed
but the intention... [God] judges the mind itself in its intention’s pur-
pose, not in the result of the outward deed.”?° Regardless of the right-
ness or wrongness of an act, goodness or sinfulness resides at one’s
intentions. Abelard so vehemently defends this thesis that he takes it
to the furthest point he thinks possible. Concerning the persecutors of
Christ and the martyrs who felt that they were doing the will of God,
“we certainly can’t say they were sinning. No one’s ignorance is a
sin.”?! Abelard does not stop here, as these persecutors “would have
even sinned more seriously through fault if they had spared them con-
trary to conscience.”? Truly, acts are indifferent! In Abelard’s ethical
framework, interior conscience and intention take precedence even in
the most extreme cases. In short, interiority guides Abelard’s ethics.

This stress on interiority provides an important context for the sec-
ond half of his Ethics, which deals with penance. As mentioned earlier,
when exactly forgiveness occurred—whether in confession or contri-
tion—preoccupied the minds of many early medieval theologians and
Abelard was no exception.?® He begins the second half of his Ethics

15 Abelard, Ethics, 67.

16 See Abelard, Ethics, 9-15.

17 Abelard, Ethics, 25.

18 Abelard, Ethics, 90. Also see 6: “For whatever is common to good and bad people
equally is irrelevant to virtue or vice.”

19 Abelard, Ethics, 29.

20 Abelard, Ethics, 57 and 90.

2 Abelard, Ethics, 110.

22 Apelard, Ethics, 131.

2 peter Abelard, Sic et Non: A Critical Edition, ed. Blanche B. Boyer and Richard
McKeon (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1977), 510: “Quod sine confes-
sione non dimttantur peccata et contra.”
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by acknowledging its three movements: penitence (contrition), con-
fession, and satisfaction.?

Where, then, between these former two does reconciliation occur?
Unsurprisingly, considering that interiority guides Abelard’s thought,
the French thinker argues that the locus of forgiveness is contrition,
not confession. As he puts it:

Now sin—scorn for God or consent to evil—doesn’t persist together
with this groaning and contrition of heart (contritione cordis) we call
true penitence. For God’s charity, which inspires this groaning, is in-
compatible with any fault. In this groaning we are at once reconciled
with God and obtain forgiveness for the preceding sin.?®

True penance occurs in one’s inner life, contritione cordis.?® Not only
this, but contrition must be prompted by the right motivations. God’s
charity and love, not fear, should stir this inner sorrow, “moved to re-
morse not so much by fear of the penalties as by love for [God].”?’
Abelard sets high expectations for proper interior dispositions—sor-
row out of love, not guilt—for Christian contrition. Abelard’s stress
on the sincerity of interiority parallels his larger ethical project.

But what, then, is the role of confessing sins? Based on what has
been written thus far, it would seem that confession becomes super-
fluous for Abelard. He even writes, “There are people who think only
God should be confessed to.... But | don’t see what confession is
worth before a God who knows all things, or what allowance the
tongue gains for us.”?® Yet, instead of dismissing confession, Abelard
somehow maintains the need for this external action.

He lists three practical advantages of confession. Confessing sins
to confessors means more prayers from them. The humbling required
in telling sins to another serves as part of the satisfaction. Likewise, in
confessing sins, the confessor, and not the biased self, determines

2 Abelard, Ethics, 150. “Tria itaque sunt in reconciliatio peccatoris ad Deum, peni-
tentia scilicet, confessio, satisfactio.” (Luscombe ed., 32).

25 Abelard, Ethics, 165.

26 Abelard, Ethics, 151: “The mind’s sorrow over what it has failed in is properly
called penitence, namely when it troubles someone that he’s gone out of bounds in
some way.”

27 Abelard, Ethics, 164. Also see 168: “So wherever there is true penitence—that is
coming only from the love of God—there remains no scorn for God...”

This theme is also important in his Exposition of the Epistle to the Romans: “Where-
fore, our redemption through Christ’s suffering is that deeper affection in us which
not only frees us from slavery to sin, but also wins for us the true liberty of sons of
God, so that we do all things out of love rather than fear—love to him who has shown
us such grace that no greater can be found.” In A Scholastic Miscellany: Anselm to
Ockham, ed. Eugene R. Fairweather (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1970),
284,

28 Abelard, Ethics, 183.
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proper satisfaction, and accordingly penitents can rest more securely
that they are properly atoning for their sins.?

Abelard goes beyond mere usefulness though, as he posits that Sa-
tan himself makes penitents “embarrassed that the deed ... should be
known by humans.”® He writes “But if someone wants medication for
a wound, then no matter how disgusting the wound is, no matter how
much it stinks, it has to be disclosed to the doctor so that the appropri-
ate cure is used.”®! Confession, similarly, is mandatory.

Despite this, Abelard goes to great lengths to show that confession
can still be omitted. He focuses on Peter’s denial of Jesus as one ex-
ample where confession was and should have been omitted since more
benefit than harm came from it. Once again, Abelard stresses proper
motivations behind Peter’s omission. It would not have been right if
done to maintain his reputation. Abelard notes that instead, Peter did
it not for his own sake but with foresight for the sake of the church—
had others known that its head was “so quick to deny and so faint-
hearted,” the church could have easily floundered in its infant stages.
Abelard broadens this Petrine prudence to all.*® Nevertheless, though
Peter did not have to confess sins, he could have confessed on account
of the prayer support that he would have received—again, Abelard re-
iterates the usefulness over necessity of confession.3* The thinker also
adds that confession can be omitted if the priest is incompetent, further
explored in the second half of this essay.

Abelard leaves his readers with a convoluted, if not contradictory,
picture of confession’s necessity, at least on the surface. Forgiveness
and reconciliation occur at the level of inner contrition. Confession is
at least useful, and eventually Abelard posits its necessity. At the same
time, Abelard asserts that there are times when confession can be omit-
ted. Does this all result in an incoherent treatment of confession? Mar-
cia Colish thinks so:

Despite the clarity and force of his contritionalist claims, Abelard
wants to argue that confession is still necessary, even though the pen-
itent’s sin has already been forgiven before he speaks to the priest....
Abelard is aware of the difficulties he imposes on himself in seeking

29 Apelard, Ethics, 184.

30 Abelard, Ethics, 185.

31 Abelard, Ethics, 185 (emphasis added). “[S]ed qui plagae querit medicamentum,
quantumcumgque ipsa sordeat, quantumcumque oleat, medico reuelanda est ut con-
petens adhibeatur curatio.” (Luscombe ed., 100).

32 Apelard, Ethics, 187.

33 Abelard, Ethics, 186-189. “By this kind of foresight many other people could also
delay confession or do completely without it without sin, if they believed it would be
more harmful than beneficial.”

34 Abelard, Ethics, 190.
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to make confession mandatory, and he makes heavy weather of his
argument here, jumping from one idea to another in a kind of scatter-
gun effort to distract the reader from the logical insufficiency of any
of the claims he makes.®

A more coherent picture, however, can be gleaned. Though admit-
tedly speculative, perhaps the distinction can be made in light of how
the confession is made. In this view, an arbitrary act of confession in
itself separated from contrition is not necessary. Genuine contrition, a
preoccupation of Abelard, is necessary, and this interior feeling most
frequently results in exterior acts like confession.® In this sense, con-
fession is necessary, confession arising from genuine contrition borne
out of a love for God that demands doing anything for God. Accord-
ingly, the penitent wants to reap all the benefits possible from the use-
ful features confession offers. If a person forgoes confession, then per-
haps contrition was not out of love for God, a false contrition Abelard
warns against.

Nevertheless, though unique, the Petrine exception remains. Wil-
lemien Otten offers a provocative and helpful reading of Abelard’s use
of St. Peter here.®” She appropriately situates Abelard in his monastic
setting and focuses her attention on Abelard’s citation of Ambrose re-
garding Peter:

I do not find what he said; | do find that he wept. | read about his
tears; | do not read about atonement. The tears wash away the misdeed
that it is a disgrace to confess out loud, and the weeping takes care of
the forgiveness and shame. The tears speak without terror about the
fault. They confess without detriment to the feeling of shame.®®

Peter’s tears, borne out of genuine sorrow, contrition, and love for
Christ, serve as his confession. Here, Peter’s contrition and external

35 Marcia L. Colish, Peter Lombard, vol. 2 (New York: E.J. Brill, 1994), 596.

3% Susan R. Kramer writes “But if Abelard delineates a secret and private part of the
self, he also makes clear in his theory of penance that this secret self must be exposed
in order to be judged and punished by others. Abelard’s contritionism was highly in-
fluential, but the criticisms and refinements of Abelard’s penitential theory betray not
only a new interest in the inner self and its relation to God, but also a new concern
with exposing that inner life to human judgment and control.” In ““We Speak to God
with our Thoughts’: Abelard and the Implications of Private Communication with
God,” Church History 69, no. 1 (March 2000): 39.

37 Willemien Otten, “In Conscience’s Court: Abelard’s Ethics as a Science of the
Self,” in Virtue and Ethics in the Twelfth Century, ed. Istvan P. Bejczy and Richard
G. Newhauser (Boston: Brill Academic Publishing, 2005), 53-74.

38 Abelard, Ethics, 186.
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tears serve as one continuous, quasi-sacramental act, much like exter-
nal confession should follow from contrition.*® However, in Peter’s
case, “By artificially isolating guilt from love, formalized confession
would somehow stand in the way of the soul who, by humbling him-
self, is trying to make satisfaction to God directly.”*® Abelard, a monk,
would have been familiar with the monastic officium flendi.** As a mo-
nastic reformer, the genuineness of Peter’s tears help Abelard’s larger
project: “While he thereby seems to reinvigorate the concept of mo-
nastic life, including the office of weeping, he wants to dispense at the
same time with the wear of its ritualized quality. In this regard Abe-
lard’s interest in the tears of Peter betraying Christ is quite reveal-
ing.”*2 Just like above, where an arbitrary confession is not necessary,
genuine weeping out of sorrow is more valuable than formalized acts
of sorrow that can easily become trite and inauthentic.

Thus, Abelard’s projects, whether in monastic reform or writing on
penance, are inseparable—proper and authentic interior motivations
trump formalized and ritualized external actions that have the potential
of becoming mere routine. These types of actions are not necessary,
particularly since the locus of reconciliation occurs at contrition for
Abelard. Nevertheless, it is the authenticity of this contrition that so
often produces exterior acts such as confession, resulting in one con-
tinuous movement between contrition and confession. In this sense,
confession is necessary. Instead of forwarding an inconsistent theol-
ogy of penance, Abelard provides a nuanced approach that emphasizes
interior authenticity.

PETER LOMBARD ON CONTRITION AND CONFESSION

Peter Lombard, living from approximately 1105 to 1164, likewise
was a key figure of the twelfth century, though for different reasons.
While lacking the intrigue and escapades of Abelard, Lombard instead
made his mark by producing the most influential theological textbook

39 Otten, “In Conscience’s Court,” 65: “In this position the sacramental dimension,
the depth of moral insight, and the attention for individual conscience and conduct all
play their part...I have chosen to label this view a kind of poetico-monastic exempla-
rism.” For the role of tears in medieval penance, see David N. Power, “Contrition with
Tears: Motivation for Repentance,” in Church and Theology: Essays in Memory of
Carl J. Peter, ed. Peter C. Phan (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University Press, 1995),
215-40.

40 Otten, “In Conscience’s Court,” 66-7.

41 “Meanwhile it may be worth remembering that being tormented by a divided self
was part of the monastic profession just as it was the monk’s duty to lament the sinful
state of the human condition regardless of the specifics of his own sinful behavior: the
so-called officium flendi, the office of weeping.” M.B. Pranger, “Bernard of Clair-
vaux: Work and Self,” in The Cambridge Companion to The Cistercian Order, ed.
Mette Birkedal Bruun (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013), 190.

42 Otten, “In Conscience’s Court,” 72.
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for the medieval period, his masterpiece Sententiarum Quatuor Libri,
the Sentences. Synthesizing and resolving disputes between conflict-
ing historical authorities on a broad scope of topics, Lombard’s work
proved to be indispensable for the ongoing development of scholastic
theology. Beyond this impact though, arguably Lombard’s greatest
legacy comes from the sacramental theology he bequeathed, particu-
larly in response to the gradual growth of Catharism. Unsurprisingly,
the “Master of the Sentences” tackled the contrition-confession ques-
tion, reaching similar conclusions as Abelard although in a slightly
different way. If authentic interiority producing authentic acts can be
said to guide Abelard’s treatment of the contrition-confession question,
then sacramentality can be said to guide Lombard’s analysis of the
same question.

Lombard’s fourth book of the Sentences, De Doctrina Signorum,
deals with sacraments. In the very first question, he defines a sacra-
ment as “a sign of the grace of God and the form of invisible grace,
inasmuch as it bears the likeness of the grace and is its cause. Thus,
the sacraments were instituted for the sake not only of signifying but
of sanctifying.”*® Crucial here is the relationship between the sacra-
mentum tantum (rite only) and the inner reality, res (thing). Beyond
merely signifying or resembling inner grace, the external rite itself
“contain[s] and convey[s] that inner reality.”** In other words, the
two—res and sacramentum, interior and exterior—are distinct but ul-
timately inseparable, forming one reality. Externals convey internals.
This understanding is crucial for fully grasping Lombard’s theology
of penance.

In his first distinction regarding penance, Peter hints at the contri-
tion-confession question. Already he acknowledges the difference be-
tween inner and outer penance:

[B]ut penance is called both a sacrament and a virtue of the mind. For
there is an inner penance, and an outward one. The exterior one is the
sacrament; the interior one is the virtue of the mind and each of these
is a cause of justification and salvation. But whether every outward
penance is a sacrament and, if not everyone, then which is to be rec-
ognized by this name, we shall investigate later.*®

43 peter Lombard, The Sentences, trans. Giulio Silano (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of
Medieval Studies, 2010), IV, d. 1, c. 4, a.2.

4 Thomas M. Finn, “The Sacramental World in the Sentences of Peter Lombard,”
Theological Studies 69 (2008): 568. See also Damien van den Eynde, Les définitions
des sacrements pendant la premiere période de la théologie scolastique (1050-1240)
(Rome: Antonianum, 1950), 40-46.

4 Lombard, Sent. IV, d. 14, ¢. 1, a.1.
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Shortly thereafter, Lombard offers a definition of penance similar
to Abelard’s, emphasizing interior contrition. Penance is “a virtue by
which we bewail and hate, with purpose of amendment, the evils we
have committed, and we will not to commit again the things we have
bewailed. And so true penance is to sorrow in one’s soul and to hate
vices.”*¢ Rather than deriving from an external act, this penance
comes from sorrow, compunction, and a resolve not to sin again—in
other words, contrition.

Yet, Lombard only explicitly explores the question in Distinctions
XVI1 and XVII. Referencing John Chrysostom and Augustine, he de-
lineates the three traditional components of penance: “compunction of
heart, confession of the mouth, satisfaction in deed (compunctio cordis,
confessio oris, satisfactio operis).”*’ Soon after, he considers whether
sin can be forgiven through only contrition without satisfaction and
confession and from this whether at times one can confess to God
without a priest and whether confession can be made to another lay-
person.®® Lombard is well aware of the difficulties of these questions,
“For in these matters even the learned are found to answer differently,
because the doctors appear to have transmitted views regarding them
which are various and almost contradictory.”*

After considering some of these opinions, like Abelard, Lombard
places the locus of reconciliation at contrition, asserting:

Surely... sins are blotted out by contrition and humility of heart, even
without confession by the mouth and payment of outward punishment.
For from the moment when one proposes, with compunction of mind,
that one will confess, God remits; because there is present confession
of the heart, although not of the mouth, by which the soul is cleansed
inwardly from the spot and contagion of the sin committed, and the
debt of eternal death is released.>

At this point, Marcia Colish, who earlier criticized Abelard’s unwill-
ingness to take his contritionism further, lauds Lombard as “a staunch
contritionist, and as the only supporter of that side of the debate in the
mid-twelfth century who refuses to shrink from the logic of its claims,
who goes on to develop a coherent and non-contradictory theory of
the relations between contrition and the other two traditional elements

46 | ombard, Sent. IV, d. 14, c. 3, a.1.
47 Lombard, Sent. 1V, d. 16, c. 1, a.1.
48 | ombard, Sent. 1V, d. 17, c. 1, a.1.
49 | ombard, Sent. IV, d. 17, ¢c. 1, a.2.
50 |_ombard, Sent. IV, d. 17, c. 1, a.11.

) 1
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in the penitential rite... [offering] arguments that are relatively ex-
treme in their defense.”! Colish ultimately concludes that given Lom-
bard’s contritionalist position, confession, while useful, is no longer
necessary, “willing to regard confession and satisfaction as op-
tional.”%2

Against this, however, while maintaining that forgiveness and rec-
onciliation do occur at contrition for Lombard, Phillip Rosemann di-
rectly challenges Colish’s position that confession no longer becomes
necessary for the medieval thinker. This challenge arises from what
Rosemann correctly identifies as a centerpiece of Lombard’s under-
standing of penance; namely, that exterior acts arise from true interior
contrition. As he writes:

It seems to me that Professor Colish is exaggerating the decisiveness
of the Lombard’s stance on these matters, indeed to the point of mis-
representing his position. For Colish downplays a crucial aspect of
Peter’s theory: the penitent’s intention or desire (votum) to complete
his or her contrition, or inner penance, with the requisite outer acts,
and to do so as soon as possible.5

51 Colish, Lombard, 602-3. On 603, she writes: “Can sins be remitted without confes-
sion and without satisfaction? Can one confess just to God, purely by one’s contrition
of heart, without a priest as accessory? Can one confess to a lay person? Peter plans
to answer each of these questions with a resounding ‘yes’.”

52 Colish, Lombard, 603-4: “Peter’s own chosen solution is that the remission of sin
is a gift of God that is given in the contrition stage of penance...If the penitent has
time, he should also confess to a priest, although the sin has already been remitted.
Peter presents this issue as if penitents are people with such busy schedules that, for
perfectly legitimate reasons, they may be unable to go to confession.... In any event,
Peter emphasizes, while it is a good idea, confession is not necessary, ‘since the sin
has already been forgiven in contrition’.”

She continues on 608: “Of all the masters on the contritionalist side of the debate, the
Lombard is the only one who is truly and wholly faithful to the logic of that position,
to the point of being willing to regard confession and satisfaction as optional, to
abridge dramatically the power of the keys in penance, and to exempt penitents, whose
spiritual welfare comes first, for this is the reason why the sacrament was instituted,
from having to subject themselves to the ministrations of indiscreet priests, encourag-
ing them instead to seek the counsel they need wherever they may find it....Peter’s
systematic and consistent defense of contritionism, along with the corollaries of that
stance, which he does not hesitate to draw, put Peter in a rather more exposed position.
It was one that lay well within the orthodox consensus of his own day, to be sure, but
it came close to locating itself on the radical fringe just inside the limits of that ortho-
dox consensus. Peter Lombard is the only contemporary contritionist able to offer as
strong, as well-reasoned, and as well-documented a case on behalf of its cause as
Gratian was able to offer on behalf of confessionism.”

53 Philipp W. Rosemann, Peter Lombard (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004),
163.
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A few texts from the Sentences confirm this interpretation that authen-
tic interior sorrow produces corresponding exterior acts of contri-
tion—confession. Hence, confession is necessary.

Still, as a pastor, Lombard does offer flexibility when one is unable
to confess but still has a desire to do so0.>* These exceptions, however,
do not make confession on a whole optional, as Colish asserts. For
Lombard, just the opposite is true; confession is necessary precisely
because the contrite want to confess: “For just as inward penance is
enjoined upon us, so also are outward satisfaction and confession by
the mouth, if they are possible and so he is not truly penitent, who does
not have the intention to confess.”*® Much like Abelard, Lombard
views confession as useful—as a humbling satisfaction and as a way
to receive penance from another. He writes:

And so, if it is asked for what is confession necessary, since the sin is
already blotted out in contrition, we say: because it is a kind of pun-
ishment for the sin, as is satisfaction in deed. Also, through confession
the priest understands what judgment he is to give as to the crime.
Through it, too, the sinner is made humbler and more careful.®

Here, Lombard unequivocally states the necessity of confession.
Though the locus of reconciliation is still interior contrition, for Lom-
bard, true contrition wants to reap the benefits and humbling of con-
fession, and “true penance includes the intention to submit oneself to
each divine rule.”” Understood this way, confession becomes neces-
sary.

Perhaps the best way to articulate the role of confession in Lom-
bard’s 