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What is a sacrament? 
  

It is easy for us to fall back on a definition that makes us think we can 
easily understand what a sacrament is: 
  

“A sacrament is an outward sign, instituted by Christ, to instill grace.”  
           - Baltimore Catechism 
  

The rituals we call “sacraments” were known in the Early Church as 
“Mysteries.” Maybe this is a better term to begin investigating what they 
really are. 
  

Mystery 
 

The term “mystery” means something beyond human 
understanding. The primary application of the term “mystery” is to the 
relationship of the Divine Persons in the Trinity.  Early Christians 
understood that certain ritual moments in the life of the Church transported 
them to the historical and eternal moments of Jesus Christ. 
  

Revelation 
 
“Revelation” on the other hand, is the theological term to describe God’s 
intervention in human history, whereby He reveals truths through the 
Hebrew/Israelite/Jewish people, through Christ and the Apostles that would 
know be known to humanity otherwise. Early Christians understood the 
ritual experiences of the Church embodied and transmitted the truths 
revealed by God.  
  

Sacrament 
 

So, the Latin Church settled on the term Sacrament (Sacramentum) 
to identify these ritual moments of the Church. A Sacramentum was a 
military oath whereby one pledged one’s life in service to the military 



leadership. The initial Sacramentum was Baptism whereby one pledged 
one’s life in service of Christ.  
  

Pagan vs Christian Worship 
 

Most ancient rituals (pagan and Jewish) centered around animal 
sacrifice, libations, and/or incense offerings. These proprietary or 
atonement offerings constituted an attempt to gain the favor of a deity. 
  

Christian sacraments have some of these attributes, but center 
mainly on “recollection of Christ” and “consecration of self.”  
  
  

Seven Sacraments 
 

Each sacrament centers on a power of Christ to reconcile humanity to 
the Father by way of His crucifixion and resurrection.  
  

1) Baptism – confers “sanctifying grace” by which one dies to self 
and rises as an adopted son or daughter of God. The symbol/ 
matter of Baptism is Water representing the gift of life and 
washing from sin. 

  
2) Confirmation – confers a “sacramental grace” by which one 

receives a special gift of the Holy Spirit to share in the work of 
Christ to spread and defend the faith. The symbol/ matter of 
Confirmation is sacred chrism (olive oil with mixed with 
a  perfume) representing a gift of spiritual strength 

  
3)   Eucharist – confers a “sacramental grace” by which the recipient 

receives a share in   the life of Christ to live a virtuous life pleasing 
to God. The symbol/ matter of the Eucharist is bread and wine 
mixed with water representing spiritual nourishment.              

        
4)   Reconciliation – restores one to sanctifying grace if lost by 

mortal in and confers a sacramental grace which helps one avoid 
sin in the future. The symbol/matter of Reconciliation are the 
naming of sins themselves and representing an inner resolution to 
avoid sin in the future. 

  



5) Anointing of the Sick – restores one to sanctifying grace if lost by 
mortal sin and unable to confess, and it confers a sacramental 
grace to consol and heal a person affected by physical 
illness. The symbol/ matter of Anointing of the Sick is blessed oil 
representing spiritual healing. 

  
6) Holy Matrimony – is part of God’s plan for humankind, whereby a 

sacramental grace is conferred to assist a man and women in this 
vocation and the establishment of family life. The symbol/matter of 
Holy Matrimony is the man and woman consummating their love 
representing the coming together in fidelity and openness to 
children. 

  
7) Holy Orders – is a part of God’s plan to continue the work of 

Christ in the world whereby a sacramental grace is conferred to 
the recipient to teach, sanctify and govern as the person of Christ. 
The symbol/matter of Holy Orders is the Laying on of Hands 
whereby Apostolic Succession and Christ’s authority is passed 
from one generation to the next.  

  
 


