
VIRTUAL REALITY AND THE SACRAMENTS: 
THE VALUE OF PERSONAL ENCOUNTER  

Zoom? Never had heard of it. Facebook? Nope, not interested. Facetime calls? Only as a mistaken pocket dial. 
While admittedly slow to the tech world, neither have I been a staunch critic of those who use it wisely. While 
pre-arranging the altar before Holy Thursday Mass, I received yet another lesson in being “out of it” in such 
matters. Due to Covid-19 protocols, each of us had his own chalice and paten and I attempted to arrange the 
eight items most efficiently, so as to avoid potentially impeding the Roman Missal. Spotted arranging and then 
rearranging, two others joked that it looked like I was playing a game of Tetris. To which I replied, “What’s 
that?” The look of incredulity was stunning. Yes, I was showing my age, but then again, so were they! 

Video games weren’t a staple of my childhood, although they existed, albeit in primitive forms. Pong briefly 
intrigued me in the mid-1970’s, but it was bare bones. Pac-Man was clearly a “step up” and made its debut 
during my Junior year in High School. But that too couldn't hold my interest. I never once longed–ever! –for 
an Atari Game console. Foosball was my game of choice. Admittedly, I have always been “behind the curve” 
in all things technological, such that it has almost became of point of pride to be retro. But that too has its 
limits, and the Covid-19 pandemic has taught me that we must be willing and able to adapt to circumstances 
in the Church. The Facebook livestreaming and daily website updates are but two examples. Not surprisingly, 
I received several Holy Week requests for confession via phone or technology. But it’s forbidden by Church 
Law. Why?  

On Divine Mercy Sunday, could one legitimately ask whether we are limiting God’s grace by forbidding online 
confessions or other forms of confession? The reasons for the prohibition are both practical and theological. 
Practically speaking, a telephone conversation could be intercepted or recorded surreptitiously. Yes, one could 
theoretically record a confession while behind a screen, though that would constitute a serious canonical 
offense. In 1988, then Cardinal Ratzinger in his capacity as Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith (CDF) signed a decree stating: “anyone who by means of any technical device makes a recording of what 
the priest or the penitent says in a Sacramental Confession…or who divulges it through the means of social 
communication, incurs excommunication latae sententiae.” Ouch! 

The Sacrament of Penance (Reconciliation) is a personal encounter and making use of phones or computers, 
however well-intentioned, detracts from its personal and ecclesial nature. Sacramental theology teaches that 
it is the action of Christ performed “through the ministry of the Church” with the priest as minister acting in 
the person of Christ. This demands a communion (being one with) of persons and physical proximity. But you 
may ask, “how personal is the encounter when one is behind a screen?” It is still personal in that there is 
proximity of space and the conversation is ecclesial in that it occurs within a Church setting. We priests don’t 
hang up a confession shingle at the Mall of America. Privacy is also a concern. How could a penitent be 
anonymous online? It is imperative for the penitent to have a reasonable opportunity to confess 
anonymously. Face-to-face confession is an option, not a requirement. 

In the 17th century, some posited that sacramental confession by letter was valid. Some key Jesuits felt it was 
an open question. The Vatican disagreed. The Holy Office (precursor to the CDF) answered on June 29, 1602, 
condemning as “false, rash and scandalous” the proposition “that it is lawful through letters or through a 
messenger to confess sins sacramentally to an absent confessor, and to receive absolution from that same absent 
confessor.” The question is actually much older. In the 6th century, the situation of a serious battlefield injury 
had led some to question whether someone should be denied absolution if he expressed sorrow for sins, yet by 
the time a priest arrived, was unable to confess verbally. It is imperative to understand the value of making a 
perfect act of contrition, if physical confession is impossible. 

In short, “getting into the weeds” is hardly a 21st century phenomenon. Some would argue that a priest is very 
present when conducting a Zoom meeting. Sorry, but I just can’t agree. “Virtual sacraments” create far more 
problems than they would solve. Archbishop Leonard Blair, chair of the USCCB committee on Liturgy stated: 
“Current threats against the seal of confession also raise questions about information on cell phones.” Our 
Catechism reminds us that in confession, we “obtain pardon from God’s mercy for the offense committed 



against him, and are, at the same time, reconciled with the Church which they have wounded by their sins 
and which by charity, by example, and by prayer labors for their conversion.” Both sacramental aspects–
individual and ecclesial– are vital. 

• Our “drive-thru” Palm Sunday was no match for our bishops bestowing Easter Sunday afternoon 
blessings in a glaring snowstorm. For two hours non-stop, cars pulled up on Selby Ave, rolling down 
their windows to receive greetings and blessings from our shepherds. Some had signs, all had smiles 
and even a few dogs happily inched their noses out the window. Though not conferring the blessings, it 
was one of the most joyous afternoons of my priesthood. I conveyed countless waves and was the 
recipient of plenty of tasty hot chocolate! 

• A strange silence? I am grateful for a Cathedral neighbor (non-parishioner) who e-mailed on Good 
Friday, pleading that we turn back on the Church bells. I explained that the silence was intentional. 
From the Gloria on Holy Thursday until the Gloria at the Easter Vigil, we “fast” from the beautiful 
sound of the bells as we await the resurrection. Though not mandated, it is an ancient custom and makes 
perfect sense. I am delighted that people are listening! 

• A skeletal staff aptly maintained our virtual presence throughout Holy Week. Until our new camera 
arrives, the wonderful folks at Town Square Television lent us a camera. They televise our ordinations 
and other Archdiocesan events. They really stepped up to help us in this time of need. 

• Since the local and national news is exclusively focused on the Virus, it is unfortunate that the 50th 
anniversary of Apollo 13 was mostly overlooked. The country was on edge for several days. It is a 
gripping story of American resilience and ingenuity, as NASA pulled together to bring home safely the 
astronauts on April 17, 1970. 

• For some time, I have speculated about MLB resuming play at the Spring Training facilities, absent 
fans. Much less travel, and in contained spaces. So, I was delighted when reports emerged that this plan 
is at least being considered. Now, many baseball experts whom I respect vehemently disagree. But if a 
way can be found to have players tested regularly, stay in dedicated hotels, traveling to the ballpark for 
games–that is a better solution than cancelling an entire season. Safety first, but try to be creative. 

Sincerely in Christ, 

Fr. John L. Ubel,  

Rector 


