
T 
he inspiration for this story came to me on Mardi Gras. I had 
dressed as the pope that year. Toward the end of the day, I came 
to rest on a curb on Frenchmen Street and watched gaily cos
tumed legs and feet pass me by. Someone asked what I was doing 
there. I replied, "I have come to hear confessions," an idea I did
n't know I was about to have until the words came out of my 

mouth. People began to kneef before me in the gutter and spoke of their 
deepest sorrows and secrets. I heard myself saying wise and profound things. 
They appeared grateful. Or I said nothing and just listened. It didn't seem to 
matter. Those making their confession appeared genuinely transformed -
lightened, relieved, joyful - simply by the act of speaking their secrets 
aloud to me, regardless of my response. I knew I was on to something. 

Out of this experience, I decided to embark on a journey of discovery into 
the nature of confeSsion - to explore the mystery at the heart of this ancient 
practice. Why do people want to confess? What does it do for them? Why 
does it work? Confession must be working, because people do confess; they 
want to confess. Confessions are everywhere·. 

Confession has been part of the foundation of every known spiritual tra..: 
dition, from ancient Egypt - when it was 
believed that at the moment of death 
one's heart is weighed.on a scale against 
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a feather - through Catholicism, which 
seems to have cornered the market on 
confession and seared millions of 
recovering Catholics with a terror of 
the confessional. Secular confessions 
abound in the practice of psycho
analysis, in which a client regularly 
makes a type of corifessioil to the 
th.erapist. And in Alcoholics 
Anonymous, the fifth of the 
group's 12 steps requires mem
bers to confess "to ,God, to our
selves, and to another human 
being the exact nature of our 
wrongs." 

The essence of confession 
seems ephemeral, deeply 
challenging and yet vital. We 
fear stripping away the veil 
of secrecy from our inner 
world, and yet we yearn, in 
the face of all terror, to 
offer up the worst parts of 
ourselves so we don't 
have to carry them alone. 

Clearly, there would 
be no other reason to 
confess if we did !1ot 
hold a fragile hope for 
transformation, an 
impulse toward 
wholeness. This 
transformation, if it 
is to take place at 
all, begins to hap
pen the moment a 

person decides to voice that most dreaded thing. 

THE FIRST DAY THAT I HEAR CONFESSIONS IN THE SHADOW 
of St. Louis Cathedral is one of those steamy late-summer days when noth
ing seems to move at all in Jackson Square. I-have painted a banner with the 
message "Confessions Heard Here" and hung it from the spikes in the iron 
fence across fro_m the cathedral. I sit beneath it with a pen and notebook and 
wait to see what happens. I have established some ground rules for myself: 
I will make it clear to anyone who stops to talk to me that I'm writing a story 
and that I plan- to record their confessions in my noteb_ook. I'll ask to use 
their first name but not their last. Or they may give me a made-up name if 
they want. I have also decided that I will not offer absolution because I do 
not consider myself empowered to do that. 

"I have come to hear confessions," is the only thing I will offer. After that, 
the interpretation of the word "confession" will be up to the person before 
me. 

At first, people look quizzically at me, and I try to look as neutral as pos
sible. I want to make sure that I do not actively solicit a response from any
one; if I get anything worthwhile, it would have to be wholly voluntary. I do 
not want to taint the confessions by appearing to coerce a response. After 
about an hour·of nothing, I begin to feel this whole thing is a big bust, and I 
should go home. 

Then a gang of Christian Teen Terrorists anives. Spoiling for the good 
fight, they have come to Jackson Sqtiare because they love Jesus Christ. 
They wear T-shirts bearing the words "Security in Jesus Christ" on the front 
and, on the back, the lines: "That if you confess with your mouth 'Jesus is 
Lord' and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, then you 
shall'be saved." Bingo.' 
· They take one look at me and my banner and immediately swann over me 

like stinging fire ants. They ask with barely restrained aggression what am I 
doing. They' re not sure if I am on their side. My banner makes me seem 
vaguely Christian, but then there's something not quite right about me. They 
can't put their finger on how exactly I'm offending them, but I can tell they 
really want to pummel me with their enlightenment. I explain that I have 
come to hear confessions, and that's it. They retreat, huddle, come up with a 
plan and approach me again._One girl says she'd like to make a confession. 

"Hi, I'm Kristen. We are tee'ns who have found Jesus Christ, and he has 
made an awesome difference in my life. My confession is that I love Jesus 
Christ with all my, heart, and I want to spread that joy to everyone. And I 
wanted·to tell you that everyone should accept him as their savior because 
that's the only way to get to heaven." 

A bald man, dressed completely in white, steps in while she's talking and 
reB.ds the banner. "Good Christ! How'd ya do-it?" he asks in a thick Irish 
accent. "You must be very strong." I smile bravely. 

One by one, the Christian Teen .Terrorist kids make a confession of faith 
in Jesus Christ. They use the rhetoric of love, but they speak in tones of 

· stinging hostility. It occurs to me that their love for Jesus Christ hasn't made 
them any less angry than teens who don't love Jesus Christ. And that-even 

· Christ himself had an angry moment or two durii1g his adolescence. That's 
kids for you. 

A guy named Louie comes sniffing around to investigate me. 'Louie has 
artfully dyed the roots of his startling white blond hair a dark brown; he 
wears a b_lue metallic mesh shirt, and his speech carries the unmistakable 
flavor of Bayside, Queens. He asks if I am some kind of psycholog_ist and do 
I give advice. No, I explain, I'm a writer. "All you do is write things down 
in that little. notebook?" says Louie. "Oh, so you 're just nosy!" 

George introduces himself ·as "the original Joe Montana." He's kidding. 

The 

e 
By .Constance Adler 

Photos by Cheryl Gerber 



Then he makes his confession: "I confess that I am in love witb 
Mary and that I smoke cigarettes, and that I believe if I inherit 
wisdom, I will get out of_my sin one day." 

"Why do you think loving Mary is a sin?" 
"I ask her to make love to me from time to time, and we're not 

married, so that's fornication," explains George. "I asked her to 
marry me once, but she said I was too young for her and I don't 
have enough money. Yet she will make love to me. But only 
because I'm persistent." 

A coterie of full-time,. profeS:sional alcoholics attaches itself to 
me. One of them assigns himself the task of protecting me from 
the Christian Teen Terrofists and barks at them when they ·come 
near me. We debate matters theological. He doubts that confession 
works. I maintain it has an efficacious 
value in our lives. He offers me a sip of 
his gin and tonic. I decline. Another of 
the full-time, professional alcoholics 
mi stakes me for an .ally of the 
Christian Teen Terrorists and begins 
yelling at me, getting ver'y close, and 
inadvertently spits into my face. 

"That's enough) BaCk off!" I final
ly -yell back at him. I disperse the 
alcoholics. This i_s not- going well. 
Then Carl steps ,up to make his con
fession. He wears a pair of trousers 
and nothing else. He grips the iron 
bars of the fence Where I sit, turns 
his back on the church and begins 
to speak in a low whisper. I have to 
lean close to his bowed head to 
hear his story. 

Carl was born in Chicago, and 
he is a Christian. He did not know 
his father, who went to jail when 
Carl was an infant. Carl saw him 
briefly when he was 1.3 years old 
and wanted to stay with him, but 
they quarreled and parted. Carl 
describes himself as the -"black 
sheep of the family" who 
bounced from grandmother to 
aunt and back around again, · 
until finally he took off on his 
own. He acknowledges that-he 
is hard to live with. Now in his 
mid-20s, he has drifted down 
to New Orleans. "Here. I am, 
still struggling on the street," 
he says. "All because I had to 
be so hard~headed. I'm here, 
and I'll hack it 'til I find 
something better." 

Carl does not look at me 
during this soliloquy. He 
stops to gather his thoughts. 
The sun bears full on us, 
and sweat rolls down the 
ridges of his shirtless back. 
He goes on to say that, a few years ago, he 
heard his father had cancer and died. Arid that he tried to find 
some of his family in Alabam<;1., but to no avail. Carl pauses again 
for some length. 

"I wish I had known my father," he confesses. 

AFTER MY FIRST DAY AS AN AMATEUR CONFESSOR, I 
realize that I need to talk to some professionals. So I look for 
insight from a number of therapists and members of Alcoholics 
Anonymous. 

But first, I seek the counsel of Father William Maestri-, whose 
primary ministry is with Notre Dame Seminary; where he· has 
taught theology and philosophy for 23 years. He also says Mass 
and hears confessions at St. Pius X Church on Spanish Fort 
Boulevard near the lakefront. 

Maestri begins by clarifying that confession in the Catholic 
Church is actually called the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 
Confessing one's sin is only the beginning of a process whose aim 
is to reconcile the penitent or bring that person back into a restored 
relationship with God, himself, the church and other people - a 
relationship that has been ruptured by the sin. · 

Maestri explains it this way: "We are made for truth. We seek 
the truth. Sin is to turn away from truth. Now, the primary focus 

of the Sacrament of Reconciliation is the dignity of the human 
person, and a person is never more di-gnified than when he 
acknowledges he has done wrong. This awakens -us not to self
hatred but fundamental truth. 

"The sacrament is much deeper than kissing-and-making up. It's 
not a hocus-pocus, 'Tell me I'm forgiven and wipe me clean.' The 
sacrament is deeply grounded in the dignity of the human person 
and deeply insightful about lhe needs of the personality. And rec
onciliation is not cheap. It doesn't happen in an instant. It may 
take years." · 

"It's ncit so mysterious," says NCw Orleans. psychotherapist Bill 
Rose. "Courage is born in those moments when a person c·onfoss
es. People would prefer to be disliked for who they really are than 
liked for who they're nof. So, spiritually th.ere is a sense oflntegri-

ty in working with_ an ugly truth rather than an ugly lie. 
There is a greater serise of alive

ness. And the ulti
mate agenda 
behind therapy is 
'How alive do I 
feel?"' 

Charlotte Mathes 
is a Jungian analyst 
who has p·racticed in 
New Orleans for the 
past I 5 years. 'Tm 
not sure why or how 
confession works. 
But I know that it's 
very powerful and 
that it does work," she 
says of tli"'e confes
sions that happen in 
psychotherapy. First, 
she establishes that in 
order for confession to 
work in therapy, it has 
to be a recapitulation of 
an emotional experi
ence. It can't be an intel
lectual exercise. It has to 
be real, and it has to 
come from the heart. 
"Then, when they confess 
their secrets, they join 
humanity, and compas
sion comes with that. 
Compassion for yourself 
and others. If one can feel 

compassion for all othe_rs, 
then we join all others in 
our inadequacies. So, 
confession breaks down 
the barriers of isolation 
and destroys the illusio_n 
of perfection or the illu
sion that we are the worst 
person in the world. 
There is arrogance in 
both positions. And isola
tion." 

"Confession for me is 
the way that I rat out ,my disease," says Jeff, a .member of 
Alcoholics Anonymous who has been sober for the past three and 
a half years. (The people I interviewed from AA asked that I not 
uSe their last names.) He describes his addiction as if it were a 
separate entity, a criminal, hiding· inside of him, lurki-ng in the 
dark. And when he confesses, he e,;.poses it to.the light so it can't 
take over his life. Jeff adds that although he was raised a Catholic, 
confession to a priest does nothing for him. "Only an alcoholic 
can understand another alcoholic," he explains. "And besides, I 
have seen so many dysfunctional priests. I shot heroin with a 
priest in New York once, and I learned that the only difference 
between me and them is that they wear funny clothes·." 

Charlie has been a sober member of AA for 12 years and is an 
atheist. He describes the. moment when he made it through the 
fifth step of admitting his wrongs: "I felt free for the·first time in 
my life. I know that sounds sappy and goddamn New Age, but I 
felt clean and pure for the first time in my life. It was the closest 
thing to walking with angels you'll ever get. You can call it God. 
I call it sanity." 

All these syslems - lhe Catholic Church, psychotherapy, 
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Alcoholics Anonymous - which seek to facilitate human develop
ment, hold that it is necessary to speak orte's confession to another 
person. It's not enough for people simply to know in the privacy o_f 
their own minds the nature of their dreaded secret. In order for a trans
formation to occur, the secret must be Offered aloud and - just as 
importantly - received by another person. 

"One is not confessing to a priest," says Maestri. "Rather, one is 
reviewing one's life through a priest. A priest is a _mirror that helps a 
person restore his fundamental relationship with God, self and others. 
It must be done through another Person because we live ·in a commu
nity through the mystical body ·of Christ. My sin is never just my sin. 
It affects the whole family of humans." 

"Being honest with other people in a meeting is about not acting out 
an old befiavior," says Jeff. "Because the old behavior was to lie. 
That's the behavior that would get me loaded. By the way, I have to 
rat myself out here. I never shot heroin with a priest. I lied about that." 

Battle Bell is the adviser to the Jungian Society in New Orleans and 
has been in private practice since 1986. He observes that a client 
"must see myself being seen" by the therapist in order for the confes
sion to have meaning."Furthermore, once the client sees himself being 
seen by a therapist and then accepted, a bridge forms to the outer 
world. In other words, if the client can see that his secret is not terri
ble enough to cause the therapist to hate him, then perhaps he can 
walk among other people without feeling loathsome. 

But then, I ask, what happens when someone comes to confession, 
either sacramental or secular, and confesses he has done something 
extraordinarily horrible and criininal, such_ as molesting a child or 
committing a murder? 

All the experts agree that confession can't work unless the person 
rriaking the confession can be guaranteed complete· confidentiality. 
Charlie vows that he would sooner go to jail than violate the privacy 
of a confessiop made in an AA meeting, even if a person admits to a 
crime. Maestfi makes the same promise, saying that the seal of con
fession is absolute. He adds, however, that he would withhold absolu
tion from a person who continues committing the crime and direct him 
to confess to the police as an essential part of reconciliation. The ther
apists walk a bluiper line. Mathes says she Would only expose a client 
who confesses to a crime if the client says explicitly that. he plans to 
commit the crime again. 

You've won the first two rounds of 

Band-to0 Band combat. Now you're on 

to the Regionals where you'll earn more 

fame, more recognition and hopefully, 

more gas money for the van. 
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Weeks later, this conversation ti.-oubles me as I plan my next trip to 
the French Quarter to continue my exploration into confessions. It had
n't occurred to me until now that someone might confess a horrible 
crime to me. And I should have a plan of action in case that happens. 
As I drive down Esplanade Avenue toward the Quarter one October 
afternoon, I do not as yet have a plan of action. And rm worried. 

MY WORST FEARS ARE REALIZED WITH A STAGGERING 
swiftness. No sooner do I hang my banner from the fence and situate 
myself beneath it with notepad and pen, than an unkempt vagrant teen 
detaches himself from a larger group of unkempt vagrant teens, stum
bles over and seats himself beside me. His torn clothing is stiff with 
grime, silver loops hang from hi~ brow and lip. Haircut looks self
inflicted. Eyeballs appear swollen and swim unsteadily, seeming 
unable to fix on anything. He smells volatile. He spells out his name 
for me very carefully letter by letter: Benji Leo.Boydstun. I tell him I 
will use his name ifhe gives me permission. He nOds assent. Then, he 
leans slowly forward to rest his arms on his knees and lowers his head 
to gaze for a long time at the flagstones between his black high-top 
sneakers. I worry that he's preparing to vomit. No, he's preparing to 
make his confession. 

"I have lusted," begins Benji. "Have_ murdered, stolen. I have 
raped." Here he looks significantly in my direction. I think this is sup
posed to intimidate me. I am good and scared by now and not sure 
what I should do. Call a cop? Keep listening? 

"I am a violent alcoholic. I am me," Benji concludes. A passing 
tourist hurriedly takes a picture of us and walks away quickly as if we 
might unexpectedly explode, causing blindness and maiming. I notice 
Benji has a dried bloody gash about three inches long on his neck. 

"Why ·did you decide to make your confession?" I ask in a very 
small voice. 

"Because you were here. I've never made a confession before." 
Benji sighs deeply and contemplates the implications of this -in 
silence. He continues. "I have a demon called Legion that runs with 
me. I swear that Legion is not one de"mon, but that is what he is called. 
That is all I have for you, my sister." He rises to leave and pats me 
companionably on the knee before staggering off. I am relieved. 

The imaginative turn his confession took at the end leads me to 
think Benji is just an Ordinary loony, _not truly a rapist or murderer. In · 
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my day, kids like him used to play "Dungeons & Dragons" too much: 
And then they'd have to take a long rest somcwhere ... Now they bake 
their brains in Jackson Square, impersonating homeless people before 
returning home_to their worried parents in the well-upholstered sub
urbs that birthed them. 

A man holding. a Coke can in one hand and a cigarette..in the other 
;:i.pproaches me. He lacks one large and essential tooth from the front 
of his mouth, and his belly stretches out the seams of his shirt. He's 
not ready to sit down and confess just yet. He wants to know my cre
dentials first. 

"Lemme ask you something," he demands, stabbing the air between 
us with his thick forefinger. "Are you God?" 

I have to think about this for a second or two. "No," I answer finc\1-
ly, althotigh I'm not_completely convinced. 

"Are you Jesus Christ?" 
This time I know the answer for sure. "No." 
"Then why should I confess to you? The Catholics always say that 

confession is good for the soul, but does that mean that I should go to 
a priest? If I have sifls, "r should confess to God, not a man." He paus
es to suck philosophically on his cigarette. "I'm kinda confused. I 
study the Bible vigorously, and I don't like to say that the Bible con
tradicts itself. But it does." He blows a mushroom cloud of cigarette 
smoke from the gap in his teeth. 

One of Benji's tribe, an equally tattered, grimy and pierced boy, has 
been stalking me throughout this conversation. His baseball cap rides 
backward Over longish dirty hair, and he moves cautiously under the 
influence of an exotic pharmacological cocktail. He sits first on a 
bench nearby, squints over one shoulder at me and looks quickly away 
when I make eye contact with him. He sidles up behind me to eaves..: 
drop on my exchange ·with Coke Can Man. Finally, he works up the 
guts to broach a topic with me. "Are you with the· Catholic Chui-ch or 
something? Or is this like behavioral science?" 

A kid named Dicious stops to make his confession. He carries a gui
tar case, and his hair has been fashioned into an electric pink mohawk. 
"I smoke a lot of pot, and I do what ever drugs are in front of me. But 
not heroin." His teeth are disastrous.I can't tell what is tooth and what 
is metaL Unfortunately, he grins enthusiastically at me. 

Another kid sporting a billy goat beard climbs to the top of the iron 
_ fence and yells to a friend of his on the other side of th~ park, "Heyl 

THE FIRST 3,000 FANS 
GET A FREE GAME PROGRAM 

GAME TIME: 7:05 PM 

C'mon over! 1-'m thinking of having my 
confession done," apparently thinking 
it is· the same as a horoscope. 

A man on a jolly holiday leaps atop 
a park bench and cries, "Bless me! It's 
been 40 years since my last confes
sion!" His wife tugs at his shirt and 
makes him get down. I try to look 
invitingly at-him, for I long to Lalk to 
someone relatively sane and sober. 
And I realize that, to the tourists, I 
am just part of the oddball scene -
we are like creatures in a zoo here 
in Jackson Square - and none of 
them will ever stop to talk to me. 

I realize with some sadness that the only 
people who will talk to me are people who have nothing bet-
ter to do. That is to say, I will be getting confessions from people who 
are unemployed, drunk and possibly crazy as well. 

A slender, elegant man stops in front of me. He wears an immacu
late business suit, knife-crease in the· trousers, nice-looking tie. He 
calmly asks me what am I doing here. I give him my spiel. He l6oks 
doubtfully at the banner and then chastens me with a hard look. 

"I read lhe Bible," he says. "And in there, it says that we should 
confess to our Lord.and no man." He turns to walk away. On the back 
of his hea_d, there is a large, pink, crescent-shaped surgical s_car. 

"BLESS ME, FATHER, FOR I HAVE SINNED. IT HAS BEEN 29 
years since my last confession.:' That's what I think I am supposed to 
say to Father Francis Xavier Cleary when I step onto ·the altar to say 
my confession. Indeed, the last time I saw the inside of a confession
al box was also the first time I had ever seen the inside of a confes
sional box. I was 8 years old when I had my first brush with penance, 
and it was my last, too, until now. This occasion is the Saturday Mass 
during a weekend relreat at Cenacle House, a convent in Metairie. I 
am here to receive the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 

So much has happened in the past 29 years. Fortunately I can't 
remeinber most of it, .so this should be quick. The nun who prepares 
me to receive the sacrament explains that the confessional box is 
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gone, and we don't go through that 
whole "Bless me, Father, for I have 
sinned" business anymore. "Just go 
up there and say what you have to 
say," she urges. 

When it comes time for me to 
walk across the altar to meet my 
confessor, I am not nearly as nerv
ous as I expected. Cleary is a warm, 
twinkly, Irish Jesuit, and I am 
already halfway in love with him. 
He has been giving instruction in 
Bible study during the retreat, and 
he has impressed me with his intel
ligence and kindness. He is also 
about six and half feet tall and _gra
ciously bends himself so I can 
speak directly into his ear. This is 
very different from when I was 8. 
Then, I did not see the priest's face, 
had no idea Who I was talking to, or 
if he was even awake. Cleary's face 
looks fully into mine. There is no 
avoiding this moment of truth, and 
it might possibly be the most inti
mate moment I have ever shared 
with a man. 

I whisper to Cleary of my dis
honesty, my disloyalty, the many 
acts-of unkindness I have inflicted 
on peOple I love. And I know I am 

· just scratching the surface. I realize 
that this act of beginning to confess 
will _only bring on more and more of 
the same. In the days to come, I 
know I will reflect with heavier and 
heavier scrutiny on the morality of 
my actions. This could be hell. Or at 
the very least exhausting. No won
der it has taken me 29 years tO get 
around to it. 

When I run out of m.iiterial for 
Father Cleary, he places his enor
mous hands on the top of my head, 
and I can feel the heat of his palms 
on my skull. He utters these words: 
"God, the Father of mercies, 
through the Qeath and resurrection 
of His Son, has reconciled the 
world to Himself and sent the Holy 
Spirit for the forgi_veness of sins. 
Through the ministry of His 
Church, may God give you peace, 
and I absolve you from your sins, in 
the name of the Father, the Son and 
the Holy Spirit." 

I i]ave to say, it made a differ
ence. 

Days , later, I call Cleary in his 
office at St. Louis University in 
Missouri, where he teaches Bible 
study, to talk to him about my cur
rent preoccupation, although I have 
not told him yet exactly what I am 
doing in Jackson Square. I am not 
ready to confess that. 

He offers me some information, 
however, that helps me even more 
on my journey into confession. He 
relates the tale of soldiers during the 
life of Ignatius Loyola, founder of 
the Jesuit order, who ·would hear 
each· other's confessions before a 
battle because there wasn't a priest 
around. "So even a person in your 
community who is not a priest can 
hear confessions and exercise the 
power of the Sacrament of 
Reconciliation." 

"You mean, it's OK by the 
Church for someone who is not a 
priest to hear confessions?" I ask 
once more just to be sure. 

"Well, only a priest can offer for
mal absolution," he says. But any-



one· can· help another person open 
thernselve$ to God's love and for
giveness by hearing their confes
sion. ''Therefore, the graces will 
flow," concludes Cleary. 

THE NEXT TIME I HEAD INTO 
the French Quarter to hear confes
sions, I am armed with this knowl
edge. I hope that I will emanate a 
new air of authority. My previous 
encounters with penitents who did 
not accept my role as a confessor 
have shaken my confidence a little. 
But now I'm back and_ better than 
ever. 

First off, when I pllt up the 
"Confessions Heard Here" banner, 
a gu·y walking by looks at it and 
then confesses to me, 'Tm a big 
dork." Next, a .foot fetishist named 
Roland confesses he would 1ike me 
to take off my shoes. This is starting 
to feel not very sacramental. 

My next customer is Mark, who 
wears paint-spattered jeans (he's an 
artist, he later tells me) and a black 
shirt with an enormous yellow daisy 
pinned to it. He sits beside me and 
hammers me loudly with questions 
about my intentions and my qualifi
cations as a confessor. I try to 
answer, but he interrupts, shouting 
at me with increasing incoherence. I 
struggle to locate the beginnings or 
the endings of his questions so I can 
figure out what he's asking me, but 
his real goal seems to be to vent his 
rage and not to get answers. In the 
middle of this tirade, he confesses 
that he's been on a "two-day .ben
der," which partly explains his inco
herence. Yet, even with that, he 
seems outraged by the very idea of 
confession, adding that the invita
tion in my banner makes him feel as 
though he has been accused of 
doing somethfog bad. "And I think 
I'm a really good guy," he rails at 
me. "Who are you anyway? I'm 
going to give my confession, but 
first I want to know why should I 
confess to you?" 

"I have no idea why you should 
confess to me. That's up to you." 

"Well, I think I should know who 
I'm confessing to. It's not like 
you're a priest or anything. I mean, 
what do you gd out of this?" 

"I told you I'm writing a-story," I 
snarl, tired of his belligerence. 
"Who's doing the. interview here, 
anyway?'' 

This last rejoinder sends Mark 
into a fresh, eye-popping rage. "I 
think you're selfish!" he screams. 
''Just completely and totally self
centered 1 I do think that." 

"I don't care what you think!" I 
scream back at hi_m. "Are you going 
to make a confession or aren't 
you?" , 

"Yes," he says, quietly mollified. 
"OK." I flip open my notebook, 

and Mark begins to talk. He ,inter
prets the word "confession" as, an 
invitatio~ to express his disappoint
ment over his friends-. He says he 
has placed too many needs and 
expectations on his friends, and 
possibly tried to live vicar_iously 
through them. More often than not, 
his friends have let him down. "It 

- ma};:cs me sad, but it gives_· me 
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strength, too. I've learned that if you love someone,. )'ou have to l~t them live their own 
lives and not expect too much." Mark smiles. He is much calmer now. 

"You know, this is very cathartic," he _continues. "These things have been on my mind. 
And now I feel so much better. Th"e best part is the clarity. It's nice to be provoked." 

"That's good. I'm happy for you." I close my notebook. 
This last one has just about drained me, and so I am ready to go home. Before I can pack 

up my things; however, a guy rolls up on his bike. Stephen is interested in making a con
fession, but, first_, he wants to discuss the concept. 'Tm not trying to be antagonistic," he 
says. "I just want to know who I'm talking to." Fair enough, so we toss the whole c_onfes-
sion philosophy around for a while: that confession frightens us because it forces us to con
template our"esseritial nature, which is alienated, pained, desperate, confused; that it breaks 
down rigid cons_tructs of persona, allowing true self to emerge. Stephen's remarks are 
sprinkled with allusions to Jung, Ovid, Buddha. 

While we talk, a street performer sets up his act. He is an escape "artist who invites mem
bers of the audience to strap him into a straitjacket and then wrap thick chains around his 
anns and legs. He bra.gs loudly into his microphone that he can beat fioudini's record any 
day of the week. A woman snaps a padlock over the last links of the chairi. This performer 
differs from all the other Jackson Square buskers in thJ.t he does the rest of his act in com
plete silence. He squirms on the ground, inching his ~ay out of bondagc,-:throughout out 
conversation. 

Stephen is intrigued ·by the idea of confessing, .but he's ambivalent. Her.says he might 
feel better with a priest. "At least that's supposed t{? _be __ --a_ __ .\'.?_onduit to __ God. And therapists, 
well, I call them Rent-a-Friends. , · , · ,. -
They're going to be compassionate. 
But you T don't know about. The 
nature of journalism is so cold and 
objectiv~. There's a fine 'line between 
exploitation and getting to the tender 
truth of our lives.·· 

Furthermore, he warns that I am 
pursuing a potcntial\y dangerous. 
lhing. "The psyche is a deep, darti.; .. 

. place," he_remin<ls me. /._:" 

A man wearing a shirt deco[_a;fod:_':;.--,_ :-, 
with an enormous yellow srnile-Y,tfi:J.'Ge·::F-·._c: · 
intru(Jcs on our colloquy. Smile§:-::Pate_(;t~:;: 
Man leans over me and says bright4Y;\/::_
"Wi-ll you marry me? Yes-or no?'-' · ,_ · .. -

"That's a question, not a confes
sion," I point out. 

"OK. I'm in love with you. HOW';-;.-
that?" 

"That's a confession." I notice_ the 
man's smiley face has a crucifix. in .the 
center of its forehead. The man thrusts_ 
a pamphlet into my hand, enjoining 
me to the love of Christ. He moves on 
lo his next conquest. 

Stephen, who has been leaning On 
his bike so far, finally_decides fo sit in 
the chair beside me. He's almost ready 
to make a confession. 

"To be honest," he begins, "I want to run right now. Just get up from this chair and rlln 
down the street as fast as I can. But at the same time, I am desperate to spe:aL There _ar~ 
things inside of The that rwant to talk about. But I feel like I'll be opening a Pandbr_a'S B6f 
There are_millions-of_things. And I don't want to hold you up here. You're probabl{bl.(S-j:" 

"I have come to hear confessions." · 
"Well, you pickedJhe right'person. Any question you want to ask, I'll anS\\1-Si:.n .-.-,_ 
"_What do_you have·to confess?" _ .. ___ ._ //)>·~ 
"What do I have t_o confess?" Stephen takes a moment to consider. 'Tm fo Jqve.jviifi:,_a•~i 

in.substantial hope." ; _-_-·-::· __ .·--._:-) ;;,//. · 
I wait for more. None is forthcorriing. This seems as far as he wants to gu for noW._The 

sun has dipped behind the roof of the cathedral, and a shadow falls over the square. 
Stephen and Lwatch the escape artist, who appearS to move in a-trance -as he shifts the mus- :}\;': 
cles of one shoulder in a manner that seems anatomically impossible. I watch, the--tourists 
watching the escape artist. They, too, appear to have fallen into a trance and stare in fixed 
silence, mesmerized by the sight of this man· writhing with agonizing slowness to escape 
from his own trap. __ -___ ,- . 

I remark to Ste~-~¢ri that this performance proves that God has a great s:e-~-~~,(.lf m?tclipP<:>f, 
and that He_ has Ptij~efi it_:,~specially for me. _ _ ,_,---/<~});.i'.-::\i\t'__-~C~~~;" 

"You really thin~}~_~t?."i~_eplies Stephen. "Great! Now I know I hav~.P~Jivefed-rify __ '.:~9/.ljf/ 
fcssion into the ha-1i}:o(a -Illad woman." -.: ({)c>_, - -. ' 

The chains cut. paffiflil_ly-·into the crotch of the escape artist, who k9·6e~-(~d~ubled ·over 
before the audience. A ,.J<:-ein of saliva dangles from his mouth,_and hi~;fa~lW:rples with 
the effort to ea ·'cial loop of the chairi over his foot. Then, witfr .. :a __ gruri«._t0,:d.~/~pn-:-<• 

stri~ted hop, he . _ ._,-, ,,, last of the chains and straitjacket over his head. And he'.·q•{~;~ _;:;,t 
audience erupts,_w.1,1Iause. ~ ,, ... · ,_ ... :<? 
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