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‘Be sealed with the Holy Spirit’

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 second in a series of articles on the seven sacraments.

Andy Telli

NASHVILLE. More than 25 years ago, Father Paul Turner was a young seminarian headed for Rome and his doctoral studies.

He still recalls with a chuckle sitting in a plane on the tarmac at the airport in Kansas City, Mo., awaiting takeoff wondering what sacrament he would be writing his dissertation on. He knew one thing for sure: it wouldn’t be confirmation.

“It just seemed a mess,” he said. “There seemed no way to untangle it. Emotions were high whenever people talked about it.”

In the end, Confirmation did end up being the subject of his dissertation as well as numerous books and articles he’s written since.

But the debate that Father Turner first entered as a seminarian over the theology of the sacrament and the best time to confirm someone continues today.

History of the sacrament

The history of Confirmation has its roots in the Old Testament when the prophets wrote “that the Spirit of the Lord would rest on the hoped-for Messiah for his saving mission,” according to the Catechism of the Catholic Church.

The descent of the Holy Spirit on Jesus at his baptism was the fulfillment of that prophecy.

Jesus promised that the fullness of the Spirit would be given to all believers, “a promise which he fulfilled first on Easter Sunday and then more strikingly at Pentecost,” the Catechism states.  

“From that time on the apostles, in fulfillment of Christ’s will, imparted to the newly baptized by the laying on of hands the gift of the Spirit that completes the grace of Baptism,” Pope Paul VI wrote in Divinae Consortium Naturae. “The imposition of hands is rightly recognized by the Catholic tradition as the origin of the sacrament of Confirmation, which in a certain way perpetuates the grace of Pentecost in the Church.”

In the early Church, new Christians were baptized, confirmed and received the Eucharist all at the same time, with the bishop presiding, as the sacraments of initiation.

The aspects of the rite that have been constant since the early church have been the laying on of hands and anointing with sacred chrism.

“The post-baptismal anointing with sacred chrism in Confirmation and ordination is the sign of consecration. By Confirmation Christians, that is, those who are anointed, share more completely in the mission of Jesus Christ and the fullness of the Holy Spirit with which he is filled, so that their lives may give off ‘the aroma of Christ,’” the Catechism states.

As the church grew, it became impossible by the fifth century for bishops to preside at every baptism, Father Turner said.

If the bishop could not be present for the baptism, confirmation was separated from baptism and performed by the bishop later, he said. It was about then that the sacrament was first called confirmation, Father Turner said.

“By the late Middle Ages, it’s very much an independent ritual,” Father Turner said.

As Confirmation became more distinct from Baptism and the First Eucharist, its theology began to emphasize that in Confirmation we are strengthened by the Holy Spirit as a “Soldier of Christ” so that we could be fearless witnesses of Christ.

In recent years, many have seen Confirmation as a sacrament of maturity, when Catholics baptized as infants make an informed decision to answer their baptismal call.

Since the Second Vatican Council, confirmation’s roots as an initiation rite have come again to the forefront, most notably in the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults, which restored the order of the sacraments that was used by the early Christians. Those who enter the Church through RCIA are baptized, confirmed and receive the Eucharist at the Easter Vigil.

RCIA views Confirmation as “the completion of baptism and leading to Eucharist,” said Joceline Lemaire, director of ministry formation services for the Diocese of Nashville.

“The theological underpinning of confirmation in RCIA is it gets its meaning from its placement,” Father Turner said. “That has stirred the debate on what it means and when it should be given.”

According to the Catechism, “Confirmation perfects Baptismal grace; it is the sacrament which gives the Holy Spirit in order to root us more deeply in the divine filiation, incorporate us more firmly into Christ, strengthen our bond with the Church, associate us more closely with her mission, and help us bear witness to the Christian faith in words accompanied by deeds.”

A question of age

For Catholics baptized as infants, the timing for confirmation can fit into a wide range: anytime between the ages of 7 and 18. The specifics are left to the bishops of each country.

In the United States, the bishops have set the range at between ages 7 and 16, reflecting the wide variety of practices among the country’s dioceses. In the Diocese of Nashville, the norm is for Catholics to be confirmed in the eighth grade or when 13.

One parish that has permission to confirm at a different age is St. Rose of Lima in Murfreesboro, where confirmation is received by high school juniors.

After Bob Carney came to St. Rose in 1985 to be the minister of education and youth, he moved the date of confirmation back, with the full support of his pastor, from ninth or 10th grade to the 11th grade.

He blended religious education and youth ministry into a Total Youth Ministry program.

The parish’s religious education program offers classes for children from pre-K through 11th grade, when the focus is on confirmation.

 “Confirmation … is becoming knowledgeable about how God works in their life for them,” Carney said. 

As they prepare for the sacrament, the teens at St. Rose address several issues, such as developing a personal relationship with God, understanding what prayer can do in their lives, learning what the Eucharist is all about and what baptism vows are all about, he added.

“It takes everything they’ve had in the past and wraps it up and makes a solid foundation for them,” Carney said.

Receiving confirmation as a teenager is important in a parish like St. Rose, where the community’s population is predominantly non-Catholic and there are fewer opportunities for a Catholic education, Carney said.

“I sort of consider myself a protector of kids who don’t go to Catholic schools,” Carney said.

If confirmation is received at a younger age, such as sixth, seventh or eighth grade, Carney said, too many families view it as a graduation from religious education.

“When we wait until their older, we can explain the value to them,” Carney said. “They become more involved in the parish setting.”

Carney disagrees with the argument that those who prefer a later confirmation see it as an enticement for children to stay in religious education. Instead, he said, the goal is to make sure they have a personal knowledge of God.

Even if the bishops decided that everyone should be confirmed at a younger age, Carney said, there needs to be a rite of passage “that calls them forth to their realization of the foundation of their spiritual life and their preparation to move on.”

Restored order

At the other end of the spectrum is the Diocese of Fargo, N.D., which last year decided to restore the order of the sacraments of initiation by having children receive confirmation and First Communion at the same time when they are in the third grade.

So that the bishop can continue do confirmations, they will be conducted at regional sites rather than at each of the diocese’s 160 parishes.

Before the change, the theological emphasis on Confirmation “was to say Confirmation was an adult decision to say yes” to the faith, said Stella Jeffrey, director of evangelization and catechesis for the Diocese of Fargo.

But the change in the order of the sacraments reflects an emphasis on the belief that “everything leads to the Eucharist which is the source and summit of their faith,” Jeffrey said. “Now the theology we’re emphasizing is in Baptism you’re freed from original sin and all sin and those gifts are strengthened in Confirmation and then they are nourished in the Eucharist.”

In a letter from Bishop Samuel J. Aquila, D.D., to the people of the Fargo Diocese, he wrote: “The perfection of baptismal grace found in the Sacrament of Confirmation is not dependent upon age or knowledge of the confirmand. The grace that is conferred is a free gift and ‘does not need ratification to become effective’ (Cf. CCC 1308). The common practice of high school or middle school reception of Confirmation could give the impression that somehow the sacrament is merited by virtue of age or training. In truth, the Sacrament of Confirmation is an effective vehicle of grace at any age as long as it is validly conferred. Thus, those that receive the sacrament are able to reap its benefits from the moment of reception. The invisible benefits of this sacrament conferred at a young age could be of great benefit to young people as they grow toward adolescence and young adulthood.”

“We’re saying the sacrament is a gift, you don’t earn it. If the faith of the parents is sufficient for Baptism and Eucharist, the faith of the parent is sufficient for Confirmation also,” Jeffrey said.

“They don’t need to know all the faith, they only need to know that in this sacrament you receive the gift of the Holy Spirit just like in the Eucharist they know you don’t receive ordinary bread, this is Jesus,” Jeffrey said.

Many in the diocese expressed concerns that if children were confirmed in the third grade, they would drop out of religious education later, Jeffrey said.

“So we have a heavy emphasis on parent involvement,” Jeffrey said. “It’s your job to see that your children grow in the faith. We’re here to help you.”

The Diocese of Fargo is still in the minority among the nation’s 149 dioceses in adopting the restored order of the sacraments of initiation. The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops is conducting a survey of each diocese to see what the norm is concerning Confirmation. So far, most of the dioceses that have responded are still confirming children when they are older.

A third way

The Eastern Churches approach Confirmation and the sacraments of initiation in yet another way. In the Eastern Churches, people are baptized, confirmed and receive the Eucharist at the same time as infants.

“The origins of confirmation placed these gifts of the Holy Spirit with Baptism,” said Father Turner. 

“They see it not so much as a reward you get for preparing for the sacrament, they see it as a gift you receive in preparation for the rest of your Christian life,” Father Turner said of the Eastern Churches. “And I think they got it right.”

Father Turner thinks confirmation should be placed with baptism in all instances of initiation, he said.

But that would require a significant change in the tradition that Confirmation is a sacrament of the bishops, he acknowledged, a change not likely to happen.

“It is very important to Rome right now that this remain a bishop’s sacrament,” Father Turner said. “They see part of the meaning of Confirmation layered in with the responsibility of bishops.

“One good thing it does do, it keeps the bishop personally involved in the sacramental life of everybody in the diocese,” Father Turner said. “But practically, it’s nearly impossible to do.”

Father Turner sees confirmation as “a gift of the Holy Spirit upon the baptized. That gift is given with the hope or the expectation that the baptized will use it to further the mission of the gospel.”

“Unquestionably, the Holy Spirit comes to us in Baptism,” Father Turner said. “Confirmation is another blast of the Holy Spirit. It is another outpouring of gifts.

It has this particular angle to it about putting the gifts to work for the church.”

The argument for confirmation of teens springs from “the fear that a teenager’s natural rebellion will affect the handing on of the faith,” Father Turner speculated.

“There seems to be some desire that people need to earn what they get,” said Father Turner, pastor of St. Munchin Parish in Cameron, Mo., north of Kansas City. “We’re reluctant to let God give a gift.” •

