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When we recite the Confíteor in the Holy Mass, that ancient prayer of the confession of sins,
we accompany our words with a solemn gesture: striking our chest three times while
saying: “Through my fault, through my fault, through my most grievous fault.”

This act, which might seem like a simple tradition repeated out of habit, actually holds
immense spiritual and theological depth.

But where does this gesture come from? Why do we beat our chest, and what does it mean
for our Christian life? In this article, we will explore the origin, history, and current
significance of striking the breast in Mass, delving into its theological meaning and how it can
transform our relationship with God.

1. The Biblical Origin of Striking the Breast
Striking the breast as an expression of repentance has a clear biblical foundation. In
Scripture, we find this gesture in moments of great contrition and humility before God.

One of the most emblematic passages is the parable of the Pharisee and the tax
collector (Luke 18:9-14). While the Pharisee prays with pride and self-righteousness, the tax
collector, instead, beats his chest and exclaims: “O God, be merciful to me, a sinner!”
Jesus tells us that it was the latter who went home justified, because his humility and
repentance were sincere.

Another key passage is found in Christ’s Passion. After Jesus’ death on the Cross, St. Luke
tells us that “all the multitudes who had assembled to see the sight, when they saw what had
taken place, returned home beating their breasts” (Luke 23:48). This gesture was, therefore,
a manifestation of sorrow for sin and a plea for mercy.

From biblical times, then, beating the breast has been a visible sign of interior
repentance and an acknowledgment of one’s sinfulness.

2. The Development of This Gesture in the Church’s



“Through My Fault, Through My Fault, Through My Most Grievous
Fault”: The Deep Meaning of Beating the Breast in Mass | 2

Catholicus.eu European Catholics in english. | 2

Liturgy
From the early centuries of Christianity, Christians adopted this gesture as a bodily
expression of repentance. It became a habitual practice within the liturgy, especially in the
public confession of sins.

St. Augustine, in his sermons, exhorted the faithful to strike their breasts, saying: “We strike
our breast: it is the tribunal of the soul. We confess our sins and cast them away from us.”

Over time, this gesture became especially associated with the Confíteor, the penitential
prayer of the Mass. In the traditional Latin rite, the priest and the faithful recite:

“Confíteor Deo omnipoténti, beátæ Maríæ semper Vírgini, beáto Michaéli Archángelo, beáto
Ioánni Baptístæ, sanctis Apóstolis Petro et Paulo, ómnibus Sanctis, et vobis, fratres, quia
peccávi nimis cogitatióne, verbo et ópere: mea culpa, mea culpa, mea máxima culpa.”

While saying “mea culpa, mea culpa, mea máxima culpa”, the faithful strike their breast
three times, acknowledging their sin with humility and sorrow.

3. The Deep Theological Meaning of This Gesture
The act of striking our chest carries multiple spiritual meanings:

a) A Sign of Humility and Recognition of Sin

Beating the breast is an act of humility. In Sacred Scripture, the heart symbolizes the center
of the human being, the place where intentions, thoughts, and decisions reside. By striking it,
we express that we recognize that our sins come from deep within ourselves.

b) A Gesture of Sincere Conversion

This act is not a mere formality but a call to real conversion. When we perform this gesture,
we commit ourselves to change, to fight against sin, and to seek God’s grace.
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c) A Reminder of Divine Mercy

Although we acknowledge our guilt, this gesture is not one of despair but of confidence in
God’s forgiveness. It reminds us that God does not reject the repentant sinner but is always
ready to forgive those who approach Him with a contrite heart.

4. The Present-Day Importance of This Gesture in Our
Spiritual Life
In modern times, we risk falling into two dangerous extremes: minimizing sin or
despairing over it. Beating the breast helps us find the balance between these two errors.

a) Recovering the Sense of Sin

In a society that often dilutes the sense of sin, this gesture reminds us of the seriousness of
our faults and our need for conversion. It is not a mere empty ritual but a call to examine our
conscience and seek reconciliation with God.

b) Avoiding Despair

On the other hand, this act is also a reminder that God’s mercy is infinite. No matter how
many times we fall, if we sincerely repent and seek the Sacrament of Confession, God will
forgive us.

c) Living the Mass with Greater Devotion

When we perform this gesture consciously, the Mass becomes a deeper encounter with God.
We better prepare ourselves to receive the Eucharist, acknowledging our unworthiness but
trusting in His love.

5. How Can We Perform This Gesture More
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Consciously?
To ensure that striking the breast is not just a mechanical act, we can do the following:

Recite it with attention: When saying “Through my fault, through my fault, through1.
my most grievous fault,” we should truly acknowledge our faults.
Accompany it with a brief interior prayer: We can say in our hearts, “Lord, have2.
mercy on me, a sinner,” like the tax collector in the Gospel.
Make a good examination of conscience: This gesture should lead us to review our3.
actions and frequently approach the Sacrament of Confession.
Remember that God is merciful: It is not about being trapped in guilt but about4.
opening ourselves to God’s transforming love.

Conclusion: A Gesture That Leads Us to Holiness
Striking the breast is not just a repetitive ritual but a profound expression of the spiritual
life. Through it, we acknowledge our weakness, open ourselves to conversion, and trust in
God’s mercy.

Every time we strike our breast while saying “Through my fault, through my fault, through
my most grievous fault,” let us do so with the spirit of the tax collector in the Gospel, with a
humble and repentant heart. If this gesture is lived authentically, it will become a powerful
path to holiness.

May every beat upon our chest remind us that, although we are sinners, we are called to
grace and to the infinite love of God. For His mercy is always greater than our fault.


