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Catholics have a sacramental overview of life, says Sister Sandra DeGidio, O.S.M., author of the book Sacraments Alive: Their History Celebration and Significance.

In her book, Sister Sandra writes: “Sacraments are more than seven ritual acts that give grace. Rather, they are opportunities for people already in God’s grace to gather and celebrate that fact through symbolic action or ritual. Our understanding of sacraments today begins not with church rituals, but with the experience of God’s presence and care in our daily lives.” …

This is the fifth in a series of articles on the seven sacraments.
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On Respect Life Sunday, Father Philip Breen stood before about 50 people, from children to senior citizens, who filed up to him to receive the Anointing of the Sick.

He traced a cross with oil on their forehead and hands, asking for God’s healing grace.

“The sacraments are ordered for the well being of the community,” Father Breen explained. “It’s the notion of a celebration of God’s mercy and God’s compassion.”

In the sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick, the Church continues Jesus’ ministry of healing the sick.

“The priest, as the minister of the sacrament, is acting in the person of Christ, continuing his ministry,” said Bishop James Niedergeses, who has worked as a chaplain at Saint Thomas Hospital from 1947 to 1962 and again since his retirement as Bishop of Nashville in 1992. “It’s not I, it’s the power of Christ through the sacraments that these people experience peace.”

“It’s sort of like the Lord coming and embracing you,” Bishop Niedergeses said.

Healing ministry

Scripture is full of accounts of Jesus healing the sick, and in the Gospel of Mark, Jesus “summoned the Twelve and began to send them out in pairs giving them authority over unclean spirits. … They cast out many devils, anointed many sick people with oil and cured them.”

“Jesus was concerned with healing so the church is always concerned with healing,” said Father Thomas Richstatter, O.F.M., a professor of liturgy and sacramental theology at St. Meinrad Seminary in Indiana and the author of several brochures and essays on the sacrament of Anointing of the Sick.

The most quoted Scriptural basis for the sacrament is found in the Letter of James:

“If one of you is ill, he should send for the elders of the church, and they must anoint him with oil in the name of the Lord and pray over him. The prayer of faith will save the sick man and the Lord will raise him up again; and if he has committed any sins, he will be forgiven.”

Although the sacrament was not formally established for several centuries, in the Church’s early history there are references to bishops and priests blessing the oil and distributing it to the sick among their congregations.

In the fifth century, Pope Innocent I declared that the Letter of James did refer to a sacrament of the sick.

The sacrament began to change around the 1200s, Father Richstatter said, and the focus shifted from healing to the forgiveness of sins.

The philosophy of the time viewed the body and soul “as rather two distinct things,” Father Richstatter said, and the sacrament was viewed as spiritual medicine for the soul just as there were physical medicines for the body.

“There are many good points to this analogy but there was one big problem with it,” Father Richstatter has written. “A medieval doctor prescribed rather severe remedies: bloodletting, amputation, leeches, cauterization. … Since the medicine might kill you, you waited until you were probably dying anyway. … 

“In keeping with this medical analogy, the ‘spiritual medicine’ of the sacrament was likewise put off until the sick person was dying or in danger of dying. And so the sacrament for the sick came to be thought of as the sacrament of the dying.”

The sacrament, which became known as Extreme Unction, could strike fear in Catholics, because “it meant that you were about to die,” Father Richstatter said.

“There’s a lot of people who still have that old concept,” Bishop Niedergeses said.

The Second Vatican Council shifted the focus of the sacrament back to healing, and it is no longer reserved for the death bed.

“The Vatican Council said if a person is ill enough that they are in danger of death, you know the time of the sacrament has already occurred,” Father Richstatter said.

The Church teaches that it is proper for a person to receive the anointing more than once if they are suffering from a subsequent grave illness or their condition becomes more serious. The church also encourages people to receive the Anointing of the Sick before undergoing major surgery.

The changes in the sacrament also reflect a more holistic view of humans, Father Richstatter said. “We know what happens to us spiritually and mentally affects us physically.”

The promise of the sacrament has never been a physical cure.

“You can be healed without being cured,” Father Richstatter said.

He recalled a woman he know who was dying. “There were things in her life she had not yet resolved. She was fighting death. The sacrament helped her come to grips with those issues,” Father Richstatter said. “She was healed, but she died.”

“God is really caring for us in these sacraments in a really wonderful way,” Bishop Niedergeses said. “It gives hope, it gives meaning to suffering. … In suffering with Him we share in the hope of His resurrection.”

In his ministry as a chaplain, Bishop Niedergeses often comforts patients and their families in great pain and near death.

“The mystery of suffering is an awful thing,” Bishop Niedergeses said. 

“Jesus has made himself a partner to all our suffering,” Bishop Niedergeses said, and He tells us, “Come to me you who are heavily burdened and I will refresh you.”

Grace of the sacrament

The sacrament can be received in a variety of circumstances: in a hospital room, at home with family and friends, as part of a communal celebration in a church.

“Concern of the sick has always been a pastoral urgency of the church through the ages,” said Father Breen. “It’s very important for parishes to offer that sacrament often and evidentially to the whole parish.”

For several years, Father Breen has celebrated the Anointing of the Sick at St. Ann on Respect Life Sunday. He noted that during one of Pope John Paul II’s visits to the United States, the pope urged Catholics to “stand up for life in all of its forms and stages.”

He celebrates the sacrament on Respect Life Sunday not to downplay issues such as abortion. Instead, Father Breen said, “It’s important to emphasize … the dignity of those who are aged and infirmed.”

“This is such a youth orientated culture,” Father Breen said, “that we need to remind everyone of all the stages of life and each has their pastoral needs.”

While Catholics are gaining a greater understanding of the sacrament, it is not yet fully understood by the faithful, Father Richstatter said. 

When he speaks on the sacrament he often asks the crowd how many of them have been seriously ill, Father Richstatter said. He then asks how many have received the Anointing of the Sick. The number of hands raised should be the same, he said, but often isn’t.

“We haven’t gotten the message of the reformed sacrament across,” Father Richstatter said. “It sells itself once it’s understood.”

“Any time I go in and do the Anointing of the Sick,” said Bishop Niedergeses, “almost invariably they say ‘I feel better already.’ That’s the grace of the sacrament.”
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According to the Catechism of the Catholic Church, The grace of the sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick “is one of strengthening, peace and courage to overcome the difficulties that go with the condition of serious illness or the frailty of old age.” 

