
Stump the Deacon:  What is the difference between a sacrament and a sacramental? 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church states “The sacraments are efficacious signs of grace, instituted by 
Christ and entrusted to the Church, by which divine life is dispensed to us. The visible rites by which the 
sacraments are celebrated signify and make present the graces proper to each sacrament. They bear fruit 
in those who receive them with the required dispositions” (CCC 1131).  Since the sacraments were 
instituted by Christ, they are limited to these seven:  Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist, Reconciliation, 
Anointing of the Sick, Matrimony and Holy Orders.  Hence, no new sacraments can be established.     
Sacramentals, however, are “sacred signs which bear a resemblance to the sacraments. They signify 
effects, particularly of a spiritual nature, which are obtained through the intercession of the Church.”  
They help us obtain the chief results of the sacraments (CCC1667).  Sacramentals are things that we do or 
touch.  They act as physical reminders of the graces we seek which is important because we are a 
“physical” people.  They include blessings (of people, meals, objects or places), crucifixes, rosaries, holy 
water, holy medals, scapulars, blessed palms, blessed ashes, as well as other objects.  Even making the 
sign of the cross or holding and praying the rosary is a sacramental.   
Unlike the sacraments that were instituted by Christ, sacramentals are instituted by the Church.  The 
Catechism goes on to say “Sacramentals do not confer the grace of the Holy Spirit in the way that the 
sacraments do, but by the Church's prayer, they prepare us to receive grace and dispose us to cooperate 
with it” (CCC 1670).  
Some people may think that wearing a medal or sprinkling holy water is superstitious, and it is, if done 
for the wrong reason.  If we use sacramentals thinking that we can change God’s mind or make Him do 
something for us, and that is all we do, that is superstition.  But, if we use sacramentals to help us think 
about God and remember how much God loves us and put our trust in Him, we are participating in God’s 
plan and can obtain graces from Him. 
 


