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What We Have Done and What We Have Left Undone:  
Christian History as Confession1 

by Paul J. Gutacker 

 At the midpoint of the Eucharistic liturgical rite, there comes a moment when the 
congregation is called to remember. We are invited to kneel, to silently consider our 
pasts, and then to give voice to “what we have done and what we have left undone.” 
(Book of Common Prayer, 1979: 331) As a turning point in the liturgy, and, indeed, a 
biblically-mandated discipline, confession is foundational for the spirituality of each 
Christian believer and the life of the church.i Perhaps this liturgical act, in some sense, is 
also emblematic for all Christian reflection on the past. As the liturgical moment of 
remembrance, confession informs how and why we attend to history. How might 
liturgical confession serve as a model for our historical pedagogy? In this essay, I suggest 
that three aspects of confession – its posture, its understanding of knowledge, and its ends 
– ought to inform how and why we teach history. Together, these show that the liturgical 
act of confession offers a fruitful framing metaphor for the historical classroom. 
 

To begin, as in confession, our historical pedagogy ought to commence in a 
posture of humility. In the act of confession, we embody humility by falling to our knees, 
because, as Pope Benedict XVI put it, “humility is the ontologically appropriate attitude, 
the state that corresponds to the truth about man” (Ratzinger, 2014: 205). Kneeling 
reminds us first of the humility proper to our being creatures, and all the limitation and 
weakness entailed in creatureliness, and further, of the self-abasement and repentance 
called for by our sinfulness. The physical posture of confession teaches us that we are not 
only limited creatures, but also willful sinners. These are truths not only necessary for 
right worship but also for a proper approach to history. By reminding us both of our 
limitation and sin, confession alerts us to two pitfalls of historical study: to overestimate 
the incomplete nature of our historical knowledge and to suppress the truth, either 
willfully or unknowingly, about ourselves and our pasts.  

 
What might this look like in the history classroom? How might our pedagogy take 

on a humble posture? Certainly, as Jacob Stratman argues, humility will be grounded in 
prayer. Stratman suggests John Baptist de la Salle’s practice of interior prayer as a way in 
which teachers can cultivate a “pedagogical posture of humility” (Stratman, 2017: 114). 
Further, a historical classroom that takes creaturely limitation seriously must interrogate 
the metaphor of “mastering” the past. To the extent that “mastery” signifies deep 
understanding and wide-ranging proficiency, it is an appropriate goal for all disciplined 
study; yet as Griffiths (2006) argues, mastery all too often implies an unrealistic approach 
to knowledge, an attempt to transcend our creatureliness by knowing to a degree and in a 
way inappropriate for all beings other than God. So understood, mastery can become an 
                                                

1 Excerpted from: Paul Gutacker, Elizabeth Travers Parker, Cody Strecker, and Nicholas Krause, 
“A symposium on teaching virtue: Interdisciplinary perspectives on pedagogy, liturgy, and moral 
formation,” International Journal of Christianity & Education 0(0) 1–27. © The Author(s) 2019. DOI: 
10.1177/2056997119826128. Published here under the permissions granted by the SAGE’s Archiving and 
Sharing Policy: https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/journal-author-archiving-policies-and-re-use. 

 



 2 

idolatrous learning outcome. Against this, a historical pedagogy framed by confession 
foregrounds our limitation, affirming at the outset that we do not approach the past as 
enlightened minds but as time-bound, finite, and embodied creatures. A fitting sense of 
creatureliness might be cultivated by assignments that ask students to reflect on the 
difficult work of interpreting a primary source, or to confront the limits and weaknesses 
of any historical perspective by engaging with arguments in secondary literature. Perhaps 
a history class could wrap up not only by reviewing which historical facts students can 
remember, but also by reflecting on the new historical questions the class takes away 
with them. In light of Henri Nouwen’s call for teachers and students to “together search 
for what is true, meaningful, and valid,” a teacher may model humility by sharing how 
her own learning and questions have been shaped through the collective enterprise 
(Nouwen, 1991: 19). 

 
 In addition to instructing us in our creaturely limitation, confession also reminds 
us that as fallen creatures we are prone to use history for our own self-aggrandizement. 
Our knowledge is fundamentally – but not completely – distorted by sinful self-interest. 
The posture of humility embodied in confession reminds us that we do not stand above 
history and survey it from a position of objectivity, but rather find ourselves already 
implicated in and beholden to the past. Taking our subjectivity seriously means a 
willingness to introduce students to the ways in which history has been used and misused 
in the past.ii In particular, students might consider how historical memory works to 
deepen allegiances – national, ideological, or racial – that Christians ought to question or 
reject outright. Instead of whitewashing the past, confession teaches us to confront those 
episodes in our shared histories that are most difficult, and, perhaps, even to invite 
students to respond in lament. Indeed, a posture of humility leaves open the possibility 
that our historical study finds its proper end in repentance and reconciliation—a 
possibility that will be expanded on below.  
 
 Second, this pedagogy would follow confession in recognizing that our historical 
knowledge is not comprehended by us but granted to us. In the liturgical act of 
confessing, the extent to which we truly know ourselves is predicated on the illuminating 
work of the Spirit. Aware of our propensity to self-justify and self-deceive, we undertake 
the work of examination in response to the proclamation of the Word and in prayer. 
Historical knowledge is not identical with self-knowledge, and, in studying the past, we 
do not invoke the Spirit’s illumination in the same manner. Yet our historical knowing is 
also fundamentally a matter of God’s graciousness. As Paul Griffiths points out, we only 
know to the extent that we participate in what God already knows; put another way, any 
genuine knowledge has been freely and graciously shared with us by God (Griffiths, 
2011: 105–6). For historians, this metaphysical claim about the givenness of knowledge 
also holds on another level, as we only know to the extent that we receive from the past. 
Our historically understanding is not independently obtained but rather doubly 
dependent: it both participates in God’s knowledge and is reliant on the sources that are 
passed down to us.  
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 How would a historical pedagogy reflect the givenness of historical knowledge? It 
would take gratitude as its starting point, recognizing that we have no inviolable right to 
know the past. Assignments might call for reflection on the precariousness of history, 
considering examples of individuals or communities who have lost their memory and the 
cultural and personal devastation that results. Students might wrestle with how we know 
anything about the past at all, discussing how evidence comes to us through oral 
traditions, manuscripts, print, photographs, and material culture. Such assignments 
confront students with the contingency of historical knowledge and the remarkable 
wealth we enjoy. Further, a course framed by the metaphor of confession would work to 
cultivate gratitude not only for the inspiring aspects of history, but also for its complex, 
difficult, and uncomfortable elements. As in confession, the student of history might 
learn to practice gratitude for painful truths. As Hans Urs von Balthasar puts it, there is a 
sense in which each of us “yearns for true judgment, a final and correct judgment by the 
word of God … for [each of us] thirsts for truth” (Balthasar, 1986: 233). To be granted a 
clear understanding of sin and evil – either our own or belonging to the past – is to 
receive the merciful undoing of illusion and self-deceit.  
 
 Teachers might also model the givenness of historical knowledge through their 
generosity toward the past, toward texts, and toward other historians. An attitude of 
generosity works against several vices of historical study: chronological snobbery, or the 
assumption that we know better than all those before us, the lure of cynicism, and the 
temptation to confuse argumentative prowess with insight. Against each of these, 
teachers might model inquiry that is at the same time charitable and critical. Further, 
teachers who take seriously the gift of knowledge might reject the dichotomous language 
of teacher as “master” and students as those who lack. Such language, Henri Nouwen 
argues, leads to teaching that is “competitive, unilateral, and alienating,” and, ultimately, 
at odds with genuine learning (Nouwen, 1991: 12). Finally, because we only share in 
what God already knows, a pedagogy of gratitude would affirm that historical knowledge 
is neither proprietary nor a means to personal advancement. This raises the question of 
what is the end of our knowledge.  
 
 Finally, the historical pedagogy would see its telos as reconciliation. In 
confession, we turn toward the past so that we are free to “evermore serve thee in 
newness of life” (Book of Common Prayer, 1979: 331). The reason that we remember is 
to be restored, through repentance and absolution, to love of God and neighbor. Is there a 
sense in which historical pedagogy can participate in this sacramental reality? In a 
general sense, this seems to be the case. As historian Sarah Williams (2007) puts it, 
history is essential to the church’s work of reconciliation. Particularly in a postmodern 
era, Williams explains, in order for the church to undertake her mission with confidence 
and conviction she must first recover her memory. Or, as philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre 
writes, “I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior 
question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a part?’” (MacIntyre, 1984: 216). The 
history classroom, in other words, helps students locate themselves within the story 
Christ is telling through his church, and thus more confidently join in his work of 
reconciliation in the world. 
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Historical pedagogy can also participate in the realities of confession in a more 
direct way. Remembering can quite literally be an act of confession and reconciliation. 
For example, in his 1970 book, The Hidden Wound, Wendell Berry recounts the racism 
he grew up with in the 1940s and 1950s, and frames this remembering as an act that 
opens up the possibility of healing. Berry writes, “If the white man has inflicted the 
wound of racism upon black men, the cost has been that he would receive the mirror 
image of that wound into himself.” But the white American has “felt little compulsion to 
acknowledge or speak of it; the more painful it has grown the more deeply he has hidden 
it within himself.” The first step toward healing, Berry argues, is to tell the truth about the 
past (Berry, 2010: 4). What Berry does in The Hidden Wound is mirrored by the work of 
historian Mark Noll (2002, 2006, 2010), who writes extensively on the ironies and 
tragedies of American religious history, particularly when it comes to race. As historian 
Timothy Larsen (2016) puts it, Noll’s corpus may be summed up as an extended 
confession of what the American church has done and what it has left undone. The work 
of Berry, Noll, and other historians serve as confessions by naming our collective failures 
and calling for reflection and even repentance.iii 

 
The teacher of history might follow Berry and Noll by asking students to consider 

their study as an act of confession and reconciliation. As a framing metaphor for the 
historical classroom, confession invites students to research those aspects of history most 
difficult to confront—to press into the shortcomings and limitations of those shared their 
nationality, economic or social status, or theological commitments. The metaphor of 
confession encourages reflection on, and resistance to, the perennial temptation for the 
historian to self-justify, to mine the past only for evidence that supports our ideological or 
political agenda. The metaphor of confession also offers a more compelling reason for 
studying the past, inviting students to take part in something greater than their own self-
advancement. In this framework, historical study does not aim primarily at developing 
marketable skills or preparing students for a career, but rather at participating in God’s 
work of reconciliation.  

 
 In conclusion, the liturgical act of confession informs our teaching of history in 
three ways: it places us in a posture of creaturely humility, chastening our desire to 
master the past, it reminds us that our knowledge is given, cultivating gratitude and 
generosity, and it invites us to see our work of remembering as belonging to and 
participating in the reconciling mission of the people of God. As a framing metaphor, 
confession helps us align the means and ends of our historical study with Christian 
affirmations about who we are and who God is. In the classroom as in the church pew, 
we give voice to what we have done and what we have left undone, hopeful that in the 
midst of our remembering we may be granted newness of life. 
 

i For two of the many scriptural injunctions on confession, see James 5:16 and 1 John 1:9. 

ii For an excellent example, see Thomas Albert Howard’s 2016 study of ways in which 
commemorations of the Protestant Reformation served as “ritual[s] of memory” that formed group identity, 
and, he argues, did so with ethical and political consequences. Howard, 2016, pp. 5–7. 

iii For two other examples of this genre, see Marsh, 2008 and Blum and Harvey, 2012. 
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