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UNDERSTANDING CATHOLICISM 9: THE SACRAMENT OF CONFIRNMATION 

 

I.  Let’s Begin with an Overview 
A.   Confirmation is the second of the three sacraments of initiation.  This important 

sacrament completes the Sacrament of Baptism.1 

 1.  It unites the confirmed more perfectly to the Church. 

 2.  It provides the special strength of the Holy Spirit - more on this later. 

3.  Thus, Confirmation empowers the Christian to be a true witness of Christ, even to the 

point of shedding his life.  The Catechism teaches that Confirmation “is the sign that 

Jesus Christ has permanently marked a Christian with the seal of his Spirit by clothing 

him with power from on high so that he may be his witness.”2  The word for 

“witness” in Greek is martyria, from which we get the English word “martyr.” 

B.  The power of this sacrament is seen in the short life of St. Agnes. 

Agnes was born in Rome and raised in a Christian family. Because she was very beautiful 
and belonged to a wealthy family, her hand in marriage was highly sought after.  
Whenever a man wished to marry Agnes, she would always say, "Jesus Christ is my only 
Spouse."  According to tradition, Procop, the Governor's son, became very angry when 
she refused him.  He then accused her of being a Christian and brought her to his father, 
the Governor. The Governor promised Agnes wonderful gifts if she would only deny 
Jesus, but Agnes refused. He tried to change her mind by putting her in chains, but her 
lovely face shone with joy.  At last, she was condemned to death. Even the pagans cried 
to see such a young and beautiful girl going to death. Yet, Agnes was as happy as a bride 
on her wedding day. She paid no attention to those who begged her to save herself. "I 
would offend my Spouse," she said, "if I were to please you.”  Then she prayed and 
bowed her head for the death-stroke of the sword.  Agnes died on January 21, 304 at 
the age of 12 or 13. 

B.  Like Baptism, Confirmation imprints an indelible character or spiritual seal on the soul.3  

In the words of St. Paul: 

“It is God who establishes us with you in Christ and has commissioned us; he has put his 

seal on us and given us his Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee” (2 Cor 1:21-22). 

C.  This unique character or seal marks:  

1. Our total belonging to Christ.  

2. Our permanent enrollment in his service.  

3. And it gives Christians the “promise of divine protection in the great eschatological 

trial [at the end of our life and at the end of time].”4   

                                                           
1 CCC, #s 1285, 1288.   
2 CCC, # 1304. 
3 CCC, #s 1293, 1295-1296. 
4 CCC, # 1296.   
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4.  Finally, this “character” perfects the common priesthood of the faithful received in 

Baptism, so as the Catechism teaches, “the confirmed person receives the power to 

profess faith in Christ publicly and as it were officially (quasi ex officio).”5 

a.   Confirmation increases the gifts of the Holy Spirit in us, enriching us with 

supernatural strength and courage to confess boldly the name of Christ, 

empowering us to spread and defend the Christian faith by word and deed.   

b.  Given this full outpouring of the gifts of the Holy Spirit, the sacrament of 

Confirmation has rightfully become known in the Western Church as the 

“Sacrament of Courage.”6 

F.  Confirmation, like Baptism, can be received only once.   

 

II.  Old Testament Foreshadowing of Confirmation 

A.  The prophets announced that the Spirit of the Lord would rest upon the Messiah. 

B.  In addition, the prophets foresaw that the fullness of the Spirit would also descend upon 

the “whole messianic people” (CCC, # 1287).  The prophet Ezekiel, for example, foresaw 

the outpouring of the Holy Spirit that occurs in the Sacraments of Baptism and 

Confirmation.  He wrote: 

“I will sprinkle clean water upon you, and you shall be clean from all your 

uncleannesses, and from all your idols I will cleanse you.  A new heart I will give you, 

and a new spirit I will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the heart of 

stone and give you a heart of flesh.  And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you 

to walk in my statutes and be careful to observe my ordinances” (Ezek 36:25-27; cf. 

Joel 3:1-2). 

 

III.  The Teaching of the New Testament about the Sacrament of Confirmation  
A.  Jesus clearly promised that the Holy Spirit would come to fortify his followers: 

In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus said: “And when they bring you before the synagogues and the 

rulers and the authorities, do not be anxious how or what you are to answer or what 

you are to say; for the Holy Spirit will teach you in that very hour what you ought to say” 

(Lk 12:11-12). 

 

Moments before Jesus ascended into heaven, he assured his followers: “But you shall 

receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses 

in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the end of the earth” (Acts 1:8). 

 

During the Last Supper on the night before he died, Jesus told the apostles: “And I will 

ask the Father, and he will give you another Counselor, to be with you for ever, even the 

                                                           
5 CCC, # 1305. 
6 CCC, # 1305. 
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Spirit of truth, whom the world cannot receive, because it neither sees him nor knows 

him; you know him, for he dwells with you, and will be in you” (Jn 14:16-17). 

 

B.  The Sacrament of Confirmation is clearly seen as a separate rite from the Sacrament of 

Baptism in the incident of the Deacon Philip with his Samaritan converts.  Philip baptized 

them, but the special reception of the Holy Spirit awaited the administration of the 

Sacrament of Confirmation by the Apostles: 

“Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the word of 
God, they sent to them Peter and John, who came down and prayed for them that 
they might receive the Holy Spirit; for it has not yet fallen on any of them, but they 
had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.  Then they laid their hands on 
them and they received the Holy Spirit” (Acts 8:14-17). 

C.  A similar separation between the sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation is evident 

during St. Paul’s journey in Ephesus: 

“While Apollos [a Jewish Christian who was well versed in the Old Testament and 
was an eloquent orator] was at Corinth, Paul passed through the upper country and 
came to Ephesus.  There he found some disciples.  And he said to them, ‘Did you 
receive the Holy Spirit when you believed?’  And they said, ‘No, we have never even 
heard that there is a Holy Spirit.’  And he said, ‘Into what then were you baptized?’  
They said, ‘Into John’s baptism.’  And Paul said, ‘John baptized with the baptism of 
repentance, telling the people to believe in the one who was to come after him, that 
is, Jesus.’  On hearing this, they were baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus.  And 
when Paul had laid his hands upon them, the Holy Spirit came on them; and they 
spoke with tongues and prophesied” (Acts 19:1-6). 

D.  These passages show that from Apostolic times there existed in Christ’s Church a special 

rite for conferring the Holy Spirit that was distinct from sacramental Baptism. 

E.  The early Christians terms commonly used to describe the sacrament of Confirmation 

before the end of the first century were: the laying on of hands, receiving the Holy Spirit, 

commission, seal and anointed.  These expressions are rooted in God’s revelation.  Thus, 

St. Paul wrote about the security the Holy Spirit brings in his letter to the Ephesians: 

“In him [Jesus] you also, who have heard the word of truth, the gospel of your 
salvation, and have believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, who 
is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of 
his glory” (Eph 1:13-14). 

 

Subsequently he instructed the Ephesians: “And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, 
in whom you were sealed for the day of redemption” (Eph 4:30). 

F.  The Sacrament of Confirmation brings spiritual maturity.  Thus, the author of Hebrews 

informed Christians that they were no longer treated as neophytes because their 

foundation in Christ was laid in the sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation. 
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“Therefore, let us leave the elementary doctrines of Christ and go on to maturity, not 

laying again a foundation of repentance from dead works and of faith toward God, 

with instruction about ablutions [baptism], the laying on of hands [conformation], 

the resurrection of the dead, and eternal judgment” (Heb 6:1-2). 

 

G.  St. John also refers to the anointing of the Holy Spirit in his first letter: 

“But you have been anointed by the Holy One, and you all know.  I write to you, not 
because you do not know the truth, but because you know it, and know that no lie is of 
the truth” (1 Jn 2:20-21). 
 

A few lines later, he added: “I write this to you about those who would deceive you; but 
the anointing which you received from him abides in you, and you have no need that 
any one should teach you as his anointing teaches you about everything, and is true, 
and is no lie, just as it has taught you, abide in him” (1 Jn 2:26-27). 

 
IV.  The Church developed two Traditions regarding the Administration of this Sacrament 

A.  In the first centuries the two sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation were generally 
conferred together.  This practice has continued in the East.  So, the priest who baptized 
also confirmed. 

B.  In the West the desire to reserve the administration of the sacrament of Confirmation to 
the Bishop led to the separation of the two sacraments.   
1.  Although in the West, the bishop can delegate a priest to confer Confirmation.   
2.  In danger of death any priest can confer the Sacrament of Confirmation. 

 
 V.  Let’s Consider the Ceremony of Confirmation in the Latin or Western Church 

A.  The liturgy begins with the renewal of baptismal promises and the profession of faith by 
the confirmands. 

B.  The bishop extends his hands over the confirmands and invokes the outpouring of the 
Holy Spirit. 

C.  Then the bishop performs the essential rite: “anointing with chrism on the forehead, 
which is done by the laying on of the hand, and through the words:  
‘Accipe signaculum doni Spiritus Santi’ (Be sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit)”7 

D.  The consecration of sacred chrism for the whole diocese is performed by the Bishop 
during the Chrism Mass on Holy Thursday.   

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
7 CCC, # 1300. 
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Chrism - Blessed Perfumed Oil (CCC #s 1289, 1293) 
 

Chrism is mixture of pure oil of olives and balsam that is blessed by a bishop.  It is the 

matter for the Sacrament of Confirmation.  In addition, chrism is used in the Sacraments 

of Baptism and Holy Orders, in the consecration of churches, chalices, patens, altars, altar-

stones, and in the solemn blessing of bells and baptismal water.  This blessed oil signifies 

the copious outpouring of God’s grace and strength.  Balsam also typifies the sweetness 

of Christian virtue, which protects us from the corruption of sin.  This sacramental 

anointing underscores the name “Christian,” which comes from the word “Christ” that 

means the “Anointed.” 

 
VI.  Who can receive Confirmation? 

A.  Every baptized person, not yet confirmed can and should receive the Sacrament of 
Confirmation. 

 B.  Preparation is important. 
1.  The primary aim of preparation is to help the candidate develop a deep intimate love 

for Jesus and an affectionate familiarity with the Holy Spirit.  
2.  To achieve this goal, the candidate should develop a mature understanding of and an 

openness to the gifts of the Holy Spirit, together with God’s loving call to holiness. 
3.  Dispositions matter in the reception of the sacraments.  The power of the sacraments 

come from God, but our dispositions can limit their effectiveness in us.  We can even 
block God’s outpouring of grace altogether. 

  4.  Therefore, the candidate must be in the state of grace.  
D.  Sponsor. 
 1.  It is fitting to have a sponsor who can provide spiritual help to the newly confirmed. 

2.  To emphasize the unity of the sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation, it is fitting, 
but not required, that one of the baptismal godparents serve as a sponsor.   

 
VII.  Let’s Reflect on the Wonderful Effects of Confirmation 

A.  In this sacrament, the Holy Spirit brings a great increase of grace, which develops in the 
confirmed a more intimate union in love as his mighty indwelling presence transforms 
us more into Christ.  In short, the Holy Spirit inflames our hearts with his love and 
power, enabling us to become valiant soldiers in Christ’s army so we can fight 
successfully against the world, the flesh and the devil thereby professing our faith by the 
courageous manner we live our lives.  This new power may not be experienced in a 
dramatic way, but for those who openly surrender to God’s love there now abides a 
strength that can endure difficulties and suffering, even rejoicing in these difficulties. 

B.  In summary, this wonderful sacrament brings the following blessings:  
1.  Roots us more deeply in the divine filiation, allowing us to cry, “Abba! Father!” 
2.  Unites us more firmly in a loving relationship with Christ. 
3.  Increases the gifts of the Holy Spirit in us. 
4.  Renders our bond with the Church more perfect. 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/15472a.htm
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5.  Finally, Confirmation 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.8 

 
VIII.  Let’s Consider the Amazing Power of the Holy Spirit in Action 

A.   Before they had received the gift of the Holy Spirit the Apostles, except John, abandoned 
Jesus in his Passion.  Peter even denied knowing Jesus.  They were gripped with fear.  
They struggled to believe in the Resurrection.  Even as Jesus was about to give them the 
great commission before he ascended to the Father, Matthew tells us that “some 
doubted” (Mt 28:17).  What they doubted was their ability to faithfully carry out their 
apostolic mission. 

B.  However, the Apostles were very different men after receiving the gift of the Holy Spirit: 
1.  On Pentecost Sunday Peter boldly proclaimed that the crucified Jesus, who was 

raised from the dead, who fulfilled the oath God swore to David (Acts 2:30) and is 
both “Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36).  “Cut to the heart” … the people said, ‘Brethren, 
what shall we do?’ 

 “And Peter said to them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of 
Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you shall receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit” (Acts 2:37-38).  The result was 3,000 converts, not everyone but only “those 
who received his [Peter’s] words” (Acts 2:41)! 

2.   After Peter’s healing of the Lame Beggar; “Peter said, ‘I have no silver or gold, but I 
give you what I have; in the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, rise and walk’” (Acts 
3:6).   
There is a legend that a worldly Renaissance pope boasted, “No longer can Peter say, 
“I have no silver or gold.”  Then a saintly priest in his company remarked, “Yes, Holy 
Father, and no longer can Peter say, ‘Arise and walk!’” 

 a.  Peter boldly addressed the gathering crowd in Solomon’s Portico: He declared 
 “But you denied the Holy and Righteous One, and asked for as murderer to be 

granted to you, and killed the Author of life, whom God raised from the dead to 
this we are witnesses. … Repent therefore, and turn again, that your sins may be 
blotted out. … God having raised up his servant, sent him to you first, to bless you 
in turning every one of you from your wickedness” (Acts 3:14-15, 19, 26).   

b.  Consider the example of Peter and John before the Council.  Peter bravely 
proclaimed: 
1). “Then Peter, filled with the Holy Spirit, said to them, … be it known to you all, 

and to all the people of Israel, that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, 
whom you crucified, whom God raised from the dead, by him this man is 
standing before you well. … And there is salvation in on one else, for there is 
no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” 
(Acts 4:8-11, 12). 

                                                           
8 CCC, # 1303. 
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2).  “Now when they [the members of the council] saw the boldness of Peter and 
John, and perceived that they were uneducated, common men, they 
wondered; and they recognized that they had been with Jesus” (Acts 4:13).  

3).  After putting Peter and John aside, they called them back and “charged them 
not to speak or teach at all in the name of Jesus (Acts 4:18). 

4).  “But Peter and John answered them, ‘Whether it is right in the sight of God to 
listen to you rather than to God, you must decide, for we cannot but speak of 
what we have seen and heard’” (Acts 4:19-20). 

3.  Subsequently, the Apostles Were Imprisoned: 
a.  The high priest and the Sadducees, filled with jealousy, arrested the apostles.  But 

during the night they were released by an angel, who instructed them to preach 
in the temple. (Acts 5:17-21). 

b.  The next day it was reported to the council “the men you put in prison are 
standing in the temple and teaching the people.  Then the captain with the 
officers went and brought them, but without violence, for they were afraid of 
being stoned by the people” (Acts 5:25-26). 

c.  The high priest addressed them: “We strictly charged you not to teach in this 
name, yet you have filled Jerusalem with your teaching and you have intended to 
bring this man’s blood upon us’ (Acts 5:28).   

d.  “But Peter and the apostles answered, ‘We must obey God rather than men.  The 
God of our fathers raised Jesus whom you killed by hanging him on a tree.  God 
exalted him at his right hand as Leader and Savior, to give repentance to Israel, 
and forgiveness of sins.  And we are witnesses to these things, and so is the Holy 
Spirit whom God has given to those who obey him" (Acts 5:29-32). 

e.  “When they heard this, they were enraged and wanted to kill them” (Acts 5:33).  
But the Pharisee Gamaliel intervened concluding: “So in the present case, I tell 
you, keep away from these men and let them alone; for if this plan or this 
understanding is of men, it will fail; but if it is of God, you will not be able to 
overthrow them.  You might even be found opposing God.” (Acts 5:38-39). 

f.  “So, they gook his advice, and when they had called in the apostles, they beat 
them and charged them not to speak in the name of Jesus, and let them go.  Then 
they left the presence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted worthy to 
suffer dishonor for the name.  [This is how love transforms us.  It makes suffering 
bearable, but perfect love makes suffering a joy.]  And every day in the temple 
and at home they did not cease teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ” (Acts 
5:40-42). 

C.  Consider the Power of the Holy Spirit in Stephen (Acts 6:8; 7) 
1.  Stephen was one of the first seven deacons.  He successfully debated Hellenist 

Jews in Jerusalem.  However, his opponents resorted to treachery by falsely 
accusing Stephen of speaking “blasphemous words against Moses and God” (Acts 
6:11). 

2.  After Stephen was arrested, he gave a stunning testimony to the Sanhedrin. 
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a.  He begins with a history of the Hebrew people beginning with Abraham, then the 
patriarchs Isaac, Jacob and his twelve sons. 

b.  He recalled the persecution suffered in Egypt, God’s call to Moses, and the 
exodus.  Then there was the tragic sin of Infidelity at Sanai with the golden calf. 

c.  Still God was faithful as Joshua led the people into the Promised Land with the 
Tabernacle and the arc of the covenant. 

e.  Finally, he recalled David’s determination to build a house for God, but the 
temple was erected by Solomon.   

3.  Then Stephen delivered his bold, spine-tingling conclusion: 
“You stiff-necked people, uncircumcised in heart and ears, you always resist the Holy 
Spirit.  As your fathers did, so do you.  Which of the prophets did not your fathers 
persecute?  And they killed those who announced beforehand the coming of the 
Righteous One, whom you have now betrayed and murdered, you who received the 
law as delivered by angels and did not keep it” (Acts 7:51-53). 

4.  The result: 
“Now when they heard these things they were enraged, and they ground their teeth 
against him.  But he, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed into heaven and saw the glory of 
God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of God; and he said, ‘Behold, I see the 
heavens opened, and the Son of man standing at the right had of God.’  But they 
cried out with as loud voice and stopped their ears and rushed together upon him.  
Then they cast him our of the city and stoned him; and the witnesses laid down their 
garments at the feet of a young man named Saul.  And as they were stoning 
Stephen, he prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive my spirit,’ And he knelt down and cried with 
a loud voice, ‘Lord, do not hold this sin against them. And when he had said this, he 
fell asleep.  And Saul was consenting to his death” (Acts 7:54-8:1). 

D.  These stories all have a common thread: 
1.  Obviously, it is the transforming power of the Holy Spirit. 
2.  But what exactly is it? 

a.  The Holy Spirit is the divine Person of infinite love, the total self-giving of the 
Father and the Son.  The gift of the Holy Spirit is a sharing in the might of this 
divine love.  Therefore, we pray: “Come Holy Spirit and fill the hearts of your 
faithful and inflame in them the power of your love.”  

b.  This love is the transformative power that under-girded Jesus’ new 
commandment: “That you love one another; even as I have loved you, that you 
also love one another.  By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you 
have love for one another” (Jn 13: 34-35).  This Love gives the ability to give 
oneself to God absolutely with total self-sacrifice. 

C.  This consuming fire empowers ordinary men, even great sinners, to completely 
surrender their life to the love of God and neighbor.  Eventually Saul, the 
persecutor of the Church, would embrace martyrdom, which is the ultimate 
witness.  Paul’s glorious death was merely the final act in a life transformed by 
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self-sacrificing love.  Thus, amid his efforts to bring Jesus to others, Paul 
described the hardships he endured along the way: 

 “Five times I have received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one.  
Three times I have been beaten with rods, once I was stoned.  Three times I have 
been shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been adrift at sea; in frequent 
journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my own 
people, danger from the Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, 
danger at sea, danger from false brethren; in toil and hardship, through many a 
sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure.   
And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure upon me of my anxiety 
for all the churches” (2 Cor 11:24-28). 

   
IX.  The Holy Spirit Brings His Gifts in the Sacrament of Confirmation 

Confirmation gives the fullness of the Gifts of the Holy Spirit.  These stupendous gifts are 
wisdom, understanding, counsel, fortitude, knowledge, piety and fear of the Lord (Is 11:2).  
These seven gifts bring superhuman powers that enable us to faithfully live a Christian life 
in a way that would be impossible except for the strength of the Holy Spirit.   

 
X.  Fruits of the Spirit Spring from the Gifts of the Holy Spirit 

Accompanying the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit are the fruits of the Holy Spirit, which flow 
from of our cooperation with the graces of the gifts.  When we examine the presence of the 
fruits in our lives, or the lack thereof, we gain a quick gauge of our receptiveness to the 
Holy Spirit and our progress in the spiritual life.  St. Paul teaches us in his letter to the 
Galatians:  
“The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 
gentleness, self-control” (Gal 5:22-23).   
If you are not sure where you stand, ask your spouse or best friend to tell you if these 
qualities characterize your life. 
 
Reflection 
It is the love of the Holy Spirit that drives saints like Mother Teresa of Calcutta and her 
sisters who devote their lives to serving the poorest of the poor.  Once a reporter 
accompanied Mother Teresa to the Hospice of the Dying.  The conditions were so shocking 
he couldn’t return.  In awe he exclaimed to Mother Teresa, “Mother, I wouldn’t do what 
you do for a million dollars!”  She replied, “Neither would I.”  
Let us pray, Come Holy Spirit, come by the powerful intercession of your beloved spouse, 
the Blessed Virgin Mary. 
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