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The Sacraments of the 

Faith
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What we want you to know…

 What is a sacrament

 Why are they important

 What are the different kinds of sacraments

 What are the sacraments of initiation
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What is a sacrament?

 Sacraments are words and actions that by 

Christ’s power make grace present and 

effective. (CCC 1084)

 Sacraments have effects.

 Signs, but not empty signs

 Actions with many layers of meaning

 Effects on your soul and on your life

 The Baltimore Catechism defines a 

sacrament as “an outward sign instituted by 

Christ to give grace.”

 

 

A valid sacrament has form (words), matter (actions and materials), and participants. 
Sacraments have effects. 
 
• They are signs, but not empty signs.  
• They are actions with many layers of meaning. 
• They have real effects on your soul and on your life. 
 
In the early Church, the word “sacrament” (or the Greek parallel mysterion) was used to 
describe many rites. Before Christianity, the Latin word sacramentum referred to an oath that a 
Roman Legionnaire made to his officer before being branded with his unit number. Likewise, we 
believe that many sacraments (baptism, confirmation, ordination) leave an indelible mark on 
the soul. It changes us permanently.  
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Historical context

 The word sacramentum comes from Latin 

 A translation of Greek mysterion.

 Called the Sacred Mysteries in the eastern Church

 Latin term originally referred to a military oath sworn to a consul or emperor 
annually

 Sacraments and sacramentals are part of Sacred Tradition and noted n 

Sacred Scripture

 Not specifically called sacraments

 Not explicitly designated in scripture

 Tied to practices that predate Christianity 
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How many?

 Catholic and Orthodox Churches both 

recognize seven privileged sacraments. 

 Visible signs

 Invisible effect (instilling grace)

 Instituted by Christ

 Sacramentals are similar in character but 

not necessarily instituted by Christ

 Prayers associated with sacred objects

 Holy water

 Other blessings

 

 

The Catholic and Orthodox Churches both recognize seven privileged sacraments. They are 

special because of the three reasons stated above: 

 

• They are visible signs. 

• They have an invisible effect (instilling grace). 

• They were instituted by Christ. 

Baptism, as we will discuss, fits this description most perfectly, and it is the one sacrament that 

all Christian denominations recognize. 
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What are 

the seven 

sacraments?

 Baptism

 Confirmation

 Eucharist

 Reconciliation (Confession)

 Extreme unction (Anointing of the Sick)

 Matrimony

 Holy Orders

 

 

Here are the seven sacraments of the Catholic Church, as well as the Orthodox churches. 
 
• Baptism 
• Confirmation (also called chrismation by eastern churches) 
• Eucharist or communion 
• Reconciliation (Confession) 
• Extreme unction (Anointing of the Sick) 
• Matrimony 
• Holy Orders 
 
What’s important to recognize is that all these sacraments have precursors in Ancient Israel. 
 
Baptism was prefigured by the ceremonial washing in the mikveh, and St. John the Baptist 
clearly baptized prior to Jesus’ ministry. 
 
Confirmation is prefigured by the chrismation or anointing of kings in the Old Testament. 
 
Eucharist, which means “thanksgiving” in Greek, was prefigured by the Todah or thanks offering 
in the temple, which was also an offering of bread and wine. The bread was also referred to as 
the Bread of the Presence or the Bread of the Face.  
 
Confession was practiced along with the sin offerings in the temple.  
 



Anointing of the sick was simply a common practice through the Levant at that time. 
 
Matrimony or course has existed since the earliest days of human civilization. 
 
And the Holy Orders were prefigured by the priesthood of Ancient Israel. At that time, there 
were three degrees: Levite, Priest, and High Priest. Now we have three degrees: Deacon, Priest, 
and Bishop.  
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What’s 

required for 

a sacrament

 Form—words of a prayer or rite

 Matter—the material used in the rite

 Valid celebrant

 Valid recipients

 

 

All sacraments have four elements.  
 
Form—words of a prayer or rite 
Matter—the material used in the rite 
Celebrant 
Recipient 
 
For a sacrament to be valid, each element must conform to certain requirements. When any of 
the elements is improper, the sacrament does not take place. 
 
The proper form is the approved language for a prayer or rite. There have been a few recent 
cases where people have been baptized using the wrong form. In at least two cases, priests 
were baptized under the wrong form. They had to be baptized and confirmed correctly and then 
ordained again. So the language used must conform to the language in the rite books. In 
Catholic weddings, we don’t allow couples to write their own vows because the words of 
consent must communicate what the Church teaches as essential to the sacrament. 
 
The matter must be correct. For the Eucharist, the material must be wheat bread with no 
additional flavoring: basically wheat flour and water and that’s it.  The wine must be made from 
grapes with no alteration. We also use oils for various rites, and they must be blessed in a 
special rite done by the bishop during Lent. We have three different oils we use, and different 
sacraments use different oils. 
 



A valid celebrant will depend on which sacrament is being celebrated. For confirmation, only a 
bishop or a priest delegated to do so may confirm. A deacon cannot. 
 
Valid recipients will also vary. 
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What are the form and matter of these 
sacraments?

 Holy Orders

 Extreme unction (Anointing 

of the Sick)

 Reconciliation (Confession)

 Matrimony

 

 

Sometimes form and matter can be a bit difficult to identify. We’re going to start with the easier 
of these four and work our way through the harder ones. 
 
For Holy Orders, the form of the sacrament is the rite of ordination. The matter is the laying on 
of hands by the bishop on the ordinands. Valid celebrant is the bishop, and the valid recipient is 
an adult Catholic male. 
 
For Extreme Unction, which we usually now call Anointing of the Sick, we have the words of the 
rite and the oil of the Sick. A valid celebrant is a bishop or priest, and a valid recipient is a 
baptized Catholic of the age of reason. By the way, while this sacrament is often referred to as 
Last Rites, it can and should be requested for any serious illness or prior to any major surgery. I 
get calls from way too many families that wait until the very last moments. There’s no need to 
do that. Also, it’s common for this sacrament to be performed along with confession and the 
Eucharist. 
 
Now we get to the more difficult ones. 
 
For confession, the form of the sacrament is the words of absolution that the priest recites after 
one has confessed and made their act of contrition. What do you think the matter would be 
(The sins that make up the content of your confession, and the acts of contrition, confession, 
and penance)? Only priests and bishop can celebrate this sacrament, and only baptized 
Catholics with the proper disposition of the age of reason can receive it. 
 



How about matrimony? I mentioned this earlier. The Form of this sacrament is the words of 
consent that the couple exchange. What’s the matter (exchange of consent and consummation 
of the marriage). Here’s one last question. Who are the celebrants of this sacrament (the 
couple)? Priest or deacon must witness consent, but the two individuals exchanging consent are 
the celebrants. 
 
I’ve not included baptism, confirmation, and Eucharist on this slide since we’re going to discuss 
those in more depth. 
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Sacrament types

 Sacraments of Initiation

 Baptism

 Confirmation

 Eucharist

 Sacraments of Healing

 Reconciliation

 Anointing

 Sacraments of Vocation

 Matrimony

 Holy order

 

 

The sacraments can be grouped in terms of their primary application or effect. 
 
The first grouping is the Sacraments of Initiation: baptism, confirmation, and the Eucharist. We 
will discuss those more after this. 
 
The second group is Sacraments of Healing. We’re using the term “healing” in its broadest sense 
here, including spiritual and physical healing, but also psychological and emotional healing. If 
we think of sin as a spiritual illness or wound, we can see how this applies. Reconciliation is one 
such sacrament. When you go to reconciliation for the first time, this will make perfect sense. 
Anointing also brings about spiritual healing. That’s sometimes its only effect. It can also bring 
about a sense of peace and psychological well being, and, of course,  it sometimes can result in 
physical healing. 
 
Finally, we have the two sacraments of vocation: Matrimony and Holy Orders.  
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Can Sacraments be Received More 

Than Once

 Some can

 Eucharist

 Reconciliation

 Anointing

 Matrimony*

 Some can’t

 Baptism

 Confirmation

 Holy Orders

 Matrimony*

 

 

Some sacraments are meant to be repeated, while others cannot be. This has to do with the 
effects of the sacrament itself. 
 
Obviously, the sacraments of Eucharist and Reconciliation can be repeated, and we recommend 
frequent reception of both. Anointing of the Sick can also be repeated. Because many people 
have called this sacrament Last Rites, they are often unaware of this. But if one recovers after 
Anointing then later gets ill again, they can receive the sacrament again.  
 
The Sacrament of Matrimony can also be received again under very limited circumstances: 
following the death of a spouse. 
 
Some sacraments cause what we call an ontological change: they cause a permanent change in 
the nature of a person. The three with this effect are the Sacraments of Baptism, Confirmation, 
and Holy Orders. Because they cause a permanent change in the nature of a person, they 
cannot be repeated. In the case of baptism, doing so would be considered a sacrilegious act as it 
puts doubt in the validity of the sacrament itself. 
 
Now, notice I have Matrimony under both categories. That’s because reception of this 
sacrament hinges on the circumstances around it. If someone becomes windowed, he or she is 
free to marry again. However, as long as a person’s spouse is alive, whether a civil divorce has 
been obtained, a Catholic is not free to marry again. 
 



We have various ways of dealing with questionable sacraments. For example, if you don’t 
remember whether you were baptized or question whether the proper form was used, we can 
do a conditional baptism. And, of course, if you were in a previous marriage and wish to marry 
again, we can look at the conditions of that first marriage to determine if it was entered into 
with full consent of the will and under proper discernment. That process is usually referred to as 
an annulment proceeding. 
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Sacraments 

of Initiation

 

 

So let’s talk about the Sacraments of Initiation. 
 
If you are a catechumen, you will be receiving these sacraments at the Easter Vigil, God willing. 
If you are a candidate coming into the Church, you will receive two of the three. And if you’re a 
returning Catholic, you may only be receiving the Sacrament of Confirmation. That was my 
situation in 2003 when I returned to the Church after 23 years as a lapsed Catholic. I like to refer 
to lapsed Catholics who come back to the faith as reverts rather than converts, but in actuality, 
we undergo conversion every day of our Christian lives. We listed these sacraments earlier. 
 
• Baptism 
• Confirmation 
• Eucharist 
 
I want to stress that these are sacraments of initiation. Unfortunately, a lot of Catholics think of 
confirmation as being the end of a Catholic’s formation, but in reality, these are only the start. A 
Christian is not formed overnight, or over a decade or two, but over a lifetime. That’s what I 
meant by saying that conversion happens to us every day. 
 
• For adults and children above the age of reason, all three of these sacraments are practiced 

together at the Easter Vigil following the Rite of Christian Initiation for Adults (RCIA) or the 
Rite of Christian Initiation for Children (RCIC). 

• In the early Church, baptism, confirmation, and Eucharist were always given together after an 
extensive time of preparation lasting two or three years. In many cases, people even put off 



these rites until they were approaching the end of their lives to ensure that they would not 
sin afterward. 

• Eastern Catholic rites and the Orthodox churches always celebrate all three sacraments 
together, even for infants. However, for historical reasons, the Latin rite has separated infant 
baptism from the other two sacraments. So many of us received this sacraments separately 
at different times in our lives. 

• What is an initiation? Does an initiation mean the end of a journey? No, it is the beginning of 
a journey, the beginning of membership. Baptism sets us on a course for living. Think of this 
step for your child as that first step to a new life, not just for him or her, but also for you. Your 
child’s initiation can be a means for you to explore and experience your faith more deeply. 

 
Let’s take each of these on their own. 
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Baptism

 All Christian faiths recognize

 The means of entering the 

Church

 Clearly commanded in 

scripture

 

 

• Baptism is the sacrament that prepares us for all the rest of the sacraments.  
• Baptism is the one sacrament that all Christian faiths recognize as being “instituted by 

Christ.” It is most clearly commanded by Christ in Matthew 28:19–20, which is where we get 
the baptismal formula: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I 
have commanded you.” 

• Baptism is understood historically as being the means of entering the Church, and it is the 
means by which we are saved. The Catechism describes it this way in paragraph 1213: “Holy 
Baptism is the basis of the whole Christian life, the gateway to life in the Spirit, and the door 
which gives access to the other sacraments. Through Baptism we are freed from sin and 
reborn as sons of God; we become members of Christ, are incorporated into the Church and 
made sharers in her mission: ‘Baptism is the sacrament of regeneration through water in the 
word.’” 

• The Catechism also adds the following in paragraph 1257: “Baptism is necessary for salvation 
for those to whom the Gospel has been proclaimed and who have had the possibility of 
asking for this sacrament. The Church does not know of any means other than Baptism that 
assures entry into eternal beatitude[.]”  Note: Beatitude refers to eternal life in Heaven 
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Effects of 

Baptism

 Joined to the Body of Christ and cleansed of all sin

 Made temples of the Holy Spirit

 Adopted as Children of God

 

 

Baptism has three primary effects: 
• We are incorporated into the Body of Christ and redeemed from sin, both personal sin and 

the original sin we have as fallen human beings from the sin of Adam & Eve. 
• We are made temples of the Holy Spirit, meaning the Holy Spirit dwells in us. 
• We are adopted as children of God. (See Romans 8:15–16.) 
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Baptism in 

Scripture

Baptism represents crossing from one 

reality to another

Baptism represents death to one life 

and resurrection in another 

Romans 6:2–3: We are baptized into 

His death to rise again with him.

Baptism represents rebirth.

John 3:3–10: We must be born again 

by water (baptism) and the Spirit (hints 

at confirmation).

 

 

We get many baptismal symbols directly out of scripture. : 
 
Baptism represents spiritual cleansing and a covenant with God, and scripture has many types 
or figures of baptism. During the rite we actually recount all of these events. 
 
• In Genesis 1 , everything comes about during creation by separation from water 
• In Genesis 6 through 8, God sends a flood to cleanse the earth. Mention Noah’s ark and the 

ark allowing transport through the water. 
• In Exodus, Moses leads the people of Israel out of Egypt across the Red Sea. Mention the 

reed basket and the Hebrew word Tevah. 
• In the Book of Joshua, Joshua leads the people of Israel across the Jordan. God commands 

Joshua to circumcise those children of Israel who were not circumcised during the time in the 
wilderness. This is a renewal of the covenant between God and Abraham. Mention the 
crossing of the Jordan with the Ark of the Covenant. 

• Mention Jesus own birth from the Ark of the New Covenant. 
 
 
• In Romans 6:3–4, St. Paul writes, “Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized 

into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death? We were buried therefore with him by 
baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we 
too might walk in newness of life.” 

• So baptism represents death to one life and resurrection in another. 
 



• In John 3:3–10, Jesus is speaking to Nicodemus, one of the Sanhedrin, and he says to him, 
“‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born anew, he cannot see the kingdom of God.’ 
Nicodemus said to him, ‘How can a man be born when he is old? Can he enter a second time 
into his mother's womb and be born?’ Jesus answered, ‘Truly, truly, I say to you, unless one is 
born of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.’” 

• Baptism, then, also represents rebirth. 
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Elements of the 

Baptismal Rite

 What is required for 

baptism?

 Valid celebrant

 Valid recipient

 Valid form (words)

 Valid matter (materials)

 

 

Like all sacraments, the sacrament of baptism must have valid participants: a minister and the 
recipient. The ordinary minister of baptism is a bishop, priest, or deacon. In an emergency, 
anyone can baptize as long as they intend to do what the Church teaches about baptism and as 
long as they use the proper form and matter. 
 
Baptism must use water, and it must be performed using the Trinitarian formula. In fact, all that 
is required for a valid baptism are the person being baptized, the person doing the baptizing, 
water, and the Trinitarian formula. In an emergency, anyone can baptize another person, even a 
nonbeliever, just as long as he or she intends to do what the Church intends by baptism and the 
person receiving baptism desires it (or the parents desire it for them). 
 
[Instructor Note: This matter is addressed in the Code of Canon Law 861§2.] 
OPTIONAL: By the way, “Canon Law” is the term we use for the body of laws by which the 
Church operates. It is a special area of study all its own, and some people study for years to 
become canon lawyers. 
 
The water can be poured over the recipient’s head or the recipient can be immersed. Both are 
valid, and both have been done since the earliest days of the Church. As the water is poured 
(three times) or the recipient immersed (three times), the minister says, “I baptize you in the 
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.” 
 
This is the most basic and essential form of the sacrament. However, the Rite of Baptism has 
additional sacramentals and matter.  When we baptize children outside of the RCIA process, we 



have additional prayers and blessings. We anoint the child twice: first with the oil of 
catechumens and then with Sacred Chrism. The anointing with Sacred Chrism is a precursor to 
confirmation. 
 
Your experience is going to be different. If you haven’t already been anointed with the oil of 
catechumens, you will be at an upcoming rite. Then at the Easter Vigil, you will be baptized and 
received the second anointing during your confirmation, which is what we’ll talk about next. 
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Confirmation

 Completes the grace given 

during baptism

 Strengthens believers 

through the power of the 

Holy Spirit

 

 

Confirmation is the sacrament that coincides with an outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the 
believer and completes Christian initiation.  
 
We see references to the Spirit if the Lord resting on the Messiah. This weekend, we’ll actually 
hear the reading from Mark 1:7 in which the Spirit descends like a dove upon Jesus. Now Jesus 
was already united with the Holy Spirit in His Divinity. The Spirit’s descent mirrors the hovering 
of the spirit in Genesis 1, signifying that Jesus is initiating a new creation. 
 
We see a testimony to confirmation as a sacrament in Acts 8:14-17: “Now when the apostles 
which were at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the word of God, they sent unto 
them Peter and John: who, when they were come down, prayed for them, that they might 
receive the Holy Ghost: for as yet he was fallen upon none of them: only they had been 
baptized into the name of the Lord Jesus. Then laid they their hands on them, and they received 
the Holy Ghost. “ 
 
In ancient eastern history, anointing was a sign of cleansing and healing. In ancient Israel, all 
kings were anointed as a sign of their office. 
 
In Confirmation, we have two essential materials: 
• Laying on of hands 
• Anointing on the forehead with Sacred Chrism 
 



The Eastern churches have different guidelines for anointing. While we anoint on the forehead 
in the Latin rite, in the Eastern rite they anoint several body parts: forehead, eyes, ears, nose, 
lips, breast, back, hands, and feet.  
 
Rite of Acceptance blessings?  
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Effects of 

Confirmation

 Roots us more deeply in the divine filiation

 Unites us more firmly to Christ

 Increases the gifts of the Holy Spirit

 Renders our bond with the Church more perfect

 Gives us a special strength of the Holy Spirit

 

 

Here’s what the catechism says about confirmation. 
 
 From this fact, Confirmation brings an increase and deepening of baptismal grace: 
- it roots us more deeply in the divine life 
- it unites us more firmly to Christ; 
- it increases the gifts of the Holy Spirit in us; wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, 
knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord 
- it renders our bond with the Church more perfect 
- it gives us a special strength of the Holy Spirit to spread and defend the faith by word and 
action as true witnesses of Christ, to confess the name of Christ boldly, and never to be 
ashamed of the Cross: 
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Eucharist

 Body, blood, soul, and 

Divinity of Jesus

 Sacrament of communion 

with the whole Body of Christ

 Signs from the Old Covenant 

present in the new.

 

 

That brings us to the Sacrament of the Eucharist or communion. For some churches, this is just 
a recollection of the last Supper and a symbol of their membership in the Body of Christ. 
 
Both of these are true. But it is far more. The Catholic and Orthodox churches take Jesus at their 
word. All three synoptic gospels, John’s discourse on the Bread of Life from John 6. The 
Eucharist is not merely a sign or symbol of Jesus’ presence. We belief He is truly present in His 
essence in the Eucharist—body, blood, soul, and divinity. The surface appearance or accidents 
remain the same, but the essence is somehow changed in the process of consecration.  
 
We believe this not because our senses detect it but because of what Jesus said in scripture and 
what the Church has always taught about this reality. 
 
This sacrament has its roots in the temple thanksgiving sacrifice—the Todah offering of bread. 
You will find this at Leviticus 7:12, among descriptions of other sacrifices. There is also the 
showbread or Bread of the Presence—the Lechem HaPanim, which literally means read of the 
face. This is the bread that was set out on an altar once a week on the Sabbath in the temple. 
 
Note too that the initial blessings over the bread and wine at mass are very similar to the 
blessings said over the bread and wine during the evening meal for Jews at Shabbat and are 
likewise similar to the blessings said at the Passover seder. 
 
We call it by a number of names: Holy Communion, the Lord’s Supper, the memorial of the 
Lord’s Passion and Resurrection. 



 
It re-presents Jesus’ sacrifice both at the Last Supper with His disciples and His sacrifice on the 
cross. When we say it re-presents this sacrifice we mean that it is not a new sacrifice each time 
but is part and parcel of the original event. This way of seeing the Eucharist as necessarily 
connected to the Last Supper is very similar to how Jews see the Passover as a participation in 
the original Passover event in Egypt. We see the Eucharist as an event that happened in time in 
the first century, happens again at every offering of the Mass, and happens eternally in Heaven. 
 
The elements are very basic: unleavened bread made from wheat and water. So sweeteners or 
flavorings. Grape wine mixed with a small amount of water. 
 
Only a priest or bishop can consecrate the Eucharist. One baptized Catholics and Orthodox can 
receive communion.  
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Effects of the 

Sacrament

 Communion with Jesus 

 Communion with each 

other

 Cleansing of venial sin

 Grace for 

 

 

We call this sacrament communion because it unites us to Jesus, to each other, and to the 
entire Body of Christ. 
 

In the three synoptic gospels, we hear the story of the Last Supper, with the 
words that we also hear during the consecration. 

 
Acts 2:42 

 
Acts 20:7 

 
 
1391 Holy Communion augments our union with Christ. the principal fruit of receiving the 

Eucharist in Holy Communion is an intimate union with Christ Jesus. Indeed, the Lord said: "He 

who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him."223 Life in Christ has its 

foundation in the Eucharistic banquet: "As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the 

Father, so he who eats me will live because of me."224 

 

1392 What material food produces in our bodily life, Holy Communion wonderfully achieves in 

our spiritual life. Communion with the flesh of the risen Christ, a flesh "given life and giving life 

through the Holy Spirit,"226 preserves, increases, and renews the life of grace received at 

Baptism. This growth in Christian life needs the nourishment of Eucharistic Communion, the 

bread for our pilgrimage until the moment of death, when it will be given to us as viaticum. 

 



1393 Holy Communion separates us from sin. the body of Christ we receive in Holy Communion 

is "given up for us," and the blood we drink "shed for the many for the forgiveness of sins." For 

this reason the Eucharist cannot unite us to Christ without at the same time cleansing us from 

past sins and preserving us from future sins: 

 

1394 As bodily nourishment restores lost strength, so the Eucharist strengthens our charity, 

which tends to be weakened in daily life; and this living charity wipes away venial sins.228 By 

giving himself to us Christ revives our love and enables us to break our disordered attachments 

to creatures and root ourselves in him: 

 

1395 By the same charity that it enkindles in us, the Eucharist preserves us from future mortal 

sins. the more we share the life of Christ and progress in his friendship, the more difficult it is to 

break away from him by mortal sin. the Eucharist is not ordered to the forgiveness of mortal sins 

- that is proper to the sacrament of Reconciliation. the Eucharist is properly the sacrament of 

those who are in full communion with the Church. 
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What do these sacraments initiate?

 They join you to the universal Church and to a 

local church. 

 You are welcomed to the Body of Christ.

 You are beginning your life and formation as a 

Christian.

 

 

The Catholic Community 
• The sacraments of initiation are sacraments of community. They joins you to the universal 

Church, but also to a local church. When these sacraments are celebrated in the context of 
the Mass, you are welcomed and recognized as a member of the Body of Christ. 

• However, the Church is also a family. It’s a place where people develop close relationships, 
help others, seek help, learn, grow, and celebrate life.  

• Sometimes people think of church as somewhere to go on Sundays to get a spiritual pep talk, 
or even simply a means to network. This view is flat and sterile and, frankly, a reason why so 
many people don’t see church as being all that important. A church should be much more, 
and it is much more. A local church should be like an extended family. 

[OPTIONAL: There’s a joke that has been making its way around Catholic web sites: The great 
thing about the Catholic Church is that it’s like one big family. The bad thing about the Catholic 
Church is that it’s like one big family.] 
• Just like in our natural families, we can get into disagreements with others, and we can 

sometimes hurt people we should love. The Church is no different. But like a family, the 
Church can be a place where wounds are healed and where everyone can be welcomed back. 
It can be a place where your children might seek comfort when they go into the world on 
their own. It can be an anchor for them in a culture and a world that doesn’t value 
individuals. 
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Obligations for all Catholics

 Precepts of the Church

 Attend Mass on all Sundays 
and holy days.

 Receive the Sacrament of 
Reconciliation at least once 
a year.

 Receive the Eucharist at 
least once a year.

 Observe days of fasting and 
abstinence.

 Support the needs of the 
Church.

 

 

The Church has a list of minimal obligations, referred to as the precepts of the Church, and 
there are five of them. They are what the Church considers the basic necessities that we need 
for a spiritual life.  
• Attend Mass on all Sundays and holy days of obligation, and rest from servile labor and 

other activities that “impede the sanctification of these days.”  
• Receive the Sacrament of Reconciliation (confession) once a year.  Most of us need to 

receive this sacrament more frequently, and you should always receive it before receiving 
the Sacrament of the Eucharist if you are in a state of mortal sin. 

• Receive the Eucharist at least once a year during the Easter season (from Easter Vigil until 
Pentecost). 

• Observe days of fasting and abstinence established by the Church. We observe fasting and 
abstinence on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday, and we abstain from meat on all Fridays 
during Lent. We are also obliged to make some kind of penance on all Fridays, although that 
can be something other than abstinence. [Instructor Note: Details can be found in the 
Catechism in paragraphs 2041 to 2043.] 

• Support the material needs of the Church according to your abilities.  Most parishes have 
staff, and they also have to pay for utilities and other expenses. The Catholic Church simply 
asks that you help within your abilities and encourages you also to offer assistance to 
charitable organizations as well. Many people give half of their tithe to the Church and the 
other half to other charities. Some people give of their time more than their limited 
financial resources, and that is also acceptable. 
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Precepts = 

minimal 

daily 

allowance

 Daily  prayer and other devotions.

 Adherence to Church teaching

 Good works for others

 Forgiveness for others

 

 

Of course, minimal requirements are the bare necessities, but we are encouraged to go further 
in our spiritual lives. In addition to these five precepts, we are also encouraged to pray daily and 
to practice other devotions. We are obliged also to adhere to the doctrines of the faith, 
especially those that guide our moral life, and we are to practice obedience to ecclesial 
authorities (pastors, bishops, the pope) in their teaching office.  
 
Who knows what the word ecclesial means? 
Ecclesial comes from the Greek word ekklesia and means “assembly.” It appears throughout the 
Greek Old and New Testaments. It is a synonym of synagogue, which is also a Greek term. Both 
mean “assembly.” In modern usage, it refers to matters concerning the Church. 
 
Obedience is treated as a dirty word these days, but there is no Christian life without it. To be 
sanctified, we must be obedient to God first, and to the Church He left on earth to guide us. 
Finally, we are to live a Christian life, practicing forgiveness to those who offend us, and seeking 
forgiveness when we’ve offended.  
[Instructor Note: Some participants may have questions about the authority of the Church and 
how it differs from other denominations. Particularly in our democratic culture, this notion of 
obedience can be difficult, but it is a primary distinction among Catholics and protestant 
denominations. You can refer people to paragraphs 2030–2051 of the Catechism, to excellent 
books such as Catholicism for Dummies, or to popular web sites such as Catholic.com] 


