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ARCHDIOCESE OF DUBUQUE 
STATEMENT ABOUT THE SACRAMENT OF CONFIRMATION 

The Sacrament of Confirmation… 

• Brings an increase and deepening of baptismal grace 
• Roots us more deeply as children of the Father 
• Unites us more firmly to Christ 
• Increases the gifts of the Holy Spirit within us 
• Renders our bond with the Church more perfect 
• Gives a special strength of the Holy Spirit 
…In order to spread and defend the faith by word and action as true witnesses of Christ, to 
confess the name of Christ boldly and never be ashamed of the Cross.  
(See CCC 1303) 

The sacrament of Confirmation 
celebrates the completion of Baptism 
and a new outpouring of the Holy Spirit, 
given through anointing with Sacred Chrism, 
accompanied by the laying on of hands and prayer, 
which strengthens the faithful as members of the Church 
to spread and defend the Catholic Faith by word and deed. 

Theology of the Sacrament of Confirmation 
In the apostolic age, Confirmation was celebrated by a bishop in conjunction with Baptism 
and was followed immediately by Eucharist. As the Church grew, it became more and more 
difficult for a bishop to celebrate all Baptisms with Confirmation. So, priests became the 
ordinary ministers of Baptism while bishops continued to be the ordinary ministers of 
Confirmation.  
The resulting theology is that Confirmation celebrates the candidate’s relation to the bishop of 
the diocesan Church and, so, 

• to the first outpouring of the Spirit to the apostles at Pentecost,  
• to the conferral of the Spirit by the apostle’s laying on of hands, 
• to the apostolic origins of Christ’s Church,  
• and with the mission of the apostles to spread and defend the faith.  

The theological focus assumes a certain maturity. The high school years are considered a 
more suitable age for candidates to grow deeply toward a complete obedience to Christ and 
a firm witness to Christ. 

Who May Be Confirmed? 
To be confirmed, the Church requires a candidate to meet the following criteria: 
• They must be baptized and not yet be confirmed. 
• They must have reached the age of reason (about 7 years old or older).  
• They must have a sponsor. 
• They must be suitably instructed (see below). 
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• They must be in the state of grace and have the intention of receiving the sacrament of 
confirmation -- properly disposed (see below). 

• They must be able to renew their baptismal promises (see below). 

What Does it Mean to Be Suitably Instructed? 
Suitable instruction includes knowing Jesus, His teachings, His example, and what 
discipleship requires. The tools necessary to form disciples include various forms of prayer 
and study, the support of parents and sponsors, as well as opportunities to respond to and 
live the faith. In recognizing that the Sacrament of Confirmation is but one of the Sacraments 
of Initiation, it is critical to understand its relationship to Baptism and Eucharist. Suitable 
instruction also includes exploring the symbols of the Holy Spirit and the Rite of Confirmation 
to ensure full, conscious and active participation in celebrating the sacrament.  
What Does it Mean to be Properly Disposed? 
To be properly disposed for the celebration of the sacrament, candidates should be in a state 
of grace and, for those with the use of reason, the intention to receive the sacrament.1 As 
with most sacraments, the opportunity for confession should be provided. 
What Does it Mean to be Able to Renew Baptismal Promises? 
The renewal of baptismal promises is a central theme in the formation for the sacrament. 
Candidates should be familiar with the questions, their meaning, and their implications in their 
own lives. This ultimately means that they can and will respond “I do”. 
Why do we do Confirmation Preparation? 
“Preparation for Confirmation should aim at leading the Christian toward a more intimate 
union with Christ and a more lively familiarity with the Holy Spirit – his actions, his gifts and 
his biddings – in order to be more capable of assuming the apostolic responsibilities of 
Christian life.”     (CCC 1309) 

Principles for Interpreting the Requirements 
When bestowing a sacrament, the Church is giving a gift or granting a “favor”.  It is generally 
the principle that, when granting a “favor”, the Church gives a broad interpretation.  The 
Church opens the door to the sacrament as wide as possible to make it as accessible as 
possible.  So, there should not be undue requirements nor can those who do not fulfill all the 
components of the parish’s program be denied the sacrament.  For example, a parish can 
offer interviews, service components, retreats, a specific set of sessions, etc., but candidates 
who do not fulfill them are not to be denied the sacrament on that basis alone.  In addition, 
sacramental preparation is not to be confused with formal faith formation (formal religious 
instructions).  In his Apostolic Exhortation Evangelii Gaudium, the Holy Father Francis says 
that the “Church is called to be the house of the Father, with doors always wide open.”  
Further, he makes it clear that the sacraments are “not a prize for the perfect”. 
 
  

	
1	Those without use of reason (due to a cognitive disability or similar situation) are presumed 
to be in a state of grace because they have insufficient will to commit mortal sin.	
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Confirmation Preparation FAQs for FFLs 
 
The following questions were submitted by a group of Faith Formation Leaders in the Archdiocese of Dubuque. The 
answers are relevant for those candidates in the regular confirmation preparation programs in the Archdiocese. Special 
considerations for children and adults may differ from the responses below. 
 
1. What can a parish “require” for preparation for confirmation? 
 
A parish cannot require more than the Church requires for one to be confirmed. To	be	confirmed,	the	
Church	requires	a	candidate	to	meet	the	following	criteria:	

• They	must	be	baptized	and	not	yet	be	confirmed.	
• They	must	have	reached	the	age	of	reason	(about	7	years	old	or	older).		
• They	must	have	a	sponsor.	
• They	must	be	suitably	instructed.	
• They	must	be	in	the	state	of	grace	and	have	the	intention	of	receiving	the	sacrament	of	

confirmation	--	properly	disposed.	
• They	must	be	able	to	renew	their	baptismal	promises.	

 
While confirmation service hours/projects, retreats, and a specific set of sessions are helpful in 
preparation for the sacrament, a parish should not promulgate or condone the idea that one must 
complete these things in order to be eligible to receive the sacrament. 
 
2. Why would a teen take part in faith formation or confirmation prep (e.g. retreat) if it’s not 
required? 
 
The Catholic Church has a lot to offer adolescents as they begin their quest for independence and 
meaning in their lives. We offer them a deeper relationship with Christ and a greater familiarity with 
the Holy Spirit. While the Church does not require a certain number of classes, etc. parents can 
certainly require their children to attend. At the same time, teens are longing to attend a faith formation 
program that gives them meaning and purpose, but, more importantly, connects them in a real way to a 
God who is ever-present in their lives. 
 
If our programs are based on love and connecting teens to Christ in an authentic way, and not because 
of some artificial requirement, teens are much more likely to be receptive to our Gospel message and, 
also, more inclined to attend and respond with openness. 
 
Of course, we have the responsibility of ensuring that our programs are indeed true, authentic 
experiences of God’s love. We must settle for nothing less. 
 
3. What help will be given to FFLs who have been dependent on a confirmation program that is 
built around minimum requirements? 
 
The Offices of Adolescent Faith Formation and Catechetical Services are committed to assisting parish 
leaders in any way they can to help continually strengthen programming in the Archdiocese.  
 
The Archdiocese is working to collect a variation of confirmation preparation solutions for parishes to 
consider using. Some parishes in the Archdiocese have created very creative approaches to 
Confirmation preparation. Additionally, the Faith Formation Team is willing to help any parish with 
selecting the right resources to use in local confirmation preparation programs. 
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4. Do parish confirmation programs need to change? 
 
A parish can certainly continue what it is currently offering for confirmation preparation especially if it 
is doing so according to these guidelines. 
 
In some cases, a parish’s formal religious instruction and confirmation preparation are so closely tied 
together that it would be prudent for those parishes to consider a clearer distinction between the two 
formation programs. 
 
Additionally, parishes may want to ensure that they are offering the preparation program as a service to 
help parents in the formation of their children and not as an obligation that could appear to be 
necessary to “earn the Sacrament”. FFLs are advised to be careful about how they use the word 
“required” when communicating about their confirmation preparation program. 
 
5. How do we help parents and participants know that participation is important, but not 
required? 
 
First, it is important that the programming that is offered is of very high quality and is meeting the 
needs of the participants and their parents. So, FFLs should hold their programs to high standards and 
be able to assure parents that the preparation program is worth their time and efforts. 
 
Sometimes, parents may feel that a program is not helping their children. If this is the case, it would be 
inappropriate to blame the parent for not sending their children. If parents are dissatisfied with what is 
available to their children, parishes would be wise to ask parents for their assistance and feedback in 
order to improve the program.  
 
Secondly, relationships and communications with parents should help them to understand their role in 
forming their children and that these programs are meant to assist them in their efforts, never to replace 
them as the primary catechist of their children.  
 
6. What should FFLs communicate to parents about these confirmation guidelines? 
 
First and foremost, parents should be reminded that it is their task to form their children in the faith and 
that the parish is there to assist them with that task. 
 
The confirmation preparation program is one way that parishes assist parents in their role of forming 
their children in the faith. So, everything that FFLs communicate to families should be done with a 
sense of servant leadership. 
 
Confirmation preparation programs “should aim at leading the Christian toward a more intimate union 
with Christ and a more lively familiarity with the Holy Spirit – his actions, his gifts and his biddings – 
in order to be more capable of assuming the apostolic responsibilities of Christian life.”     (CCC 1309) 
 
As a result, parents should be invited to enroll their child in the program with expectations that the 
candidate would be able to experience high quality faith formation facilitated by faith-filled intentional 
disciples of Jesus. FFLs should assure parents that this is the case in their parish. 
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All aspects of the confirmation preparation program should have a clearly defined purpose so that 
parents know why their children are taking part. 
 
Most importantly, though, it is important that FFLs work to establish trusting and genuine relationships 
with the families of the parish so that parents come to trust the quality of the programming the parish 
provides and, in turn, fully understand their role in the process. FFLs and parents should be in very 
fluid conversation years prior to a discussion regarding the sacrament of confirmation. 
 
7. For what reasons should a person not be confirmed? 
 
Perhaps it would be better to ask this question in a different way: Who may be confirmed? 
 
To be confirmed, the Church requires a candidate to meet the following criteria: 

• They must be baptized and not yet be confirmed. 
• They must have reached the age of reason (about 7 years old or older).  
• They must have a sponsor. 
• They must be suitably instructed. 
• They must be in the state of grace and have the intention of receiving the sacrament of 

confirmation -- properly disposed. 
• They must be able to renew their baptismal promises. 

 
A person should not be confirmed if they are not eligible to receive the sacrament (see the list above). 
In general, we should err on the side of offering the sacrament.  
 
It’s also important to note that it is the responsibility of the parents, in consultation with the pastor, to 
determine whether or not their children are ready to be confirmed. 2 
 
8.  What can a parish NOT “require” for preparation for confirmation? What are “undue 
requirements”? 
 
A parish cannot require anything other than what the Church requires for a person to be able to be 
confirmed. For example, a parish can offer interviews, service components, retreats, a specific set of 
sessions, etc., but candidates who do not fulfill them are not to be denied the sacrament on that basis 
alone.   
 
Additionally, programs that are designed to prepare a person for the sacrament should be considerate 
of family time, school time, extra-curricular time, and the expectations of other faith formation 
programs (RE and Catholic school) in setting the number and duration of preparation sessions. The 
archdiocese recommends 8-12 hours of immediate formal instruction for the preparation for 
confirmation. Expecting more than that may be considered an undue burden. 
 
9. What should be done if the child/teen feels they are ready but the parents do not? 
 

	
2	“Parents	and	pastors	of	souls,	especially	pastors	of	parishes,	are	to	take	care	that	the	faithful	are	
properly	instructed	to	receive	the	sacrament	and	come	to	it	at	the	appropriate	time.”	Code	of	
Canon	Law	#890.	
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The decision about whether a candidate is ready to be confirmed is that of the parents in consultation 
with the pastor. In this situation it would be good for the Pastor to meet with the parents and the 
child/teen to discuss the instruction and disposition of the candidate, keeping in mind that the 
sacrament is a gift offered to the candidate. We should be sure that the parents are informed about the 
specifics of the requirements for the sacrament so that they are aware that the sacrament is a gift to 
them not something that has to be earned. Still, it is the parents’ task to see that their children are 
prepared for the sacrament. If the parents do not believe that to be the case, their decision needs to be 
respected. In general, we should we should encourage parents to err on the side of offering the 
sacrament. 
 
10. What should be done if the parents feel the child/teen is ready but the child/teen does not? 
 
Some teens have doubts or questions about their faith that could become obvious during confirmation 
preparation sessions. Some may say that they are only getting Confirmed because their parents have 
told them they have to. In these situations, what should be done? 
 
First, if the candidate has expressed to a catechist or a faith formation leader anything that would 
significantly challenge their eligibility for the sacrament, (e.g. they say in class that they don’t believe 
in God and can’t, in good conscience, renew their baptismal promises.) that information should be 
shared with the Pastor. It would then be good for the Pastor to meet with the parents and the candidate 
to discuss the situation. We should be sure that the candidates are informed about the specifics of the 
requirements for the sacrament so that they are aware that the sacrament is a gift to them not something 
they have to earn. Still, it is the parents who make the final determination of whether their child is 
ready to be Confirmed. 
 
11. What should be done if a candidate has not done any of the program suggestions, but the 
parents state he/she is ready for confirmation? 
 
Confirmation preparation programs exist to help a person grow deeper in their understanding of the 
sacrament so that they may fully, actively, and consciously take part in the celebration of the 
sacrament. However, no confirmation preparation program is so perfect that it should be considered the 
only way to prepare a person for the sacrament. 
 
Just because a person has not been to a parish’s program does not mean that they are not “suitably 
instructed”. 
 
We should generally err on the side of offering the sacrament. If the candidate’s parents believe they 
are ready to receive the sacrament, then they are ready to receive the sacrament.  
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12. What should a prepared candidate know, do, and believe prior to confirmation? 
 
The Archdiocese will deliberately not create a list of questions that must be answered or practices that 
must be done. Each person should be prepared according to his or her capacity. Also, we want to be 
sure that there is not an artificial list of expectations that could ever be used to restrict someone from 
receiving the sacrament.  
 
In short, candidates are to be suitably instructed, properly disposed, and able to renew their baptismal 
promises.  
 
It would be great if every candidate would be able to demonstrate a knowledge of Jesus, His teachings, 
His example, and what discipleship requires in whatever way a person their age is capable of doing so. 
We would like them to know the nature and effects of the sacrament of confirmation so as to be able to 
be a full, conscious, and active participant in the celebration of the sacrament. 
 
Ideally, a candidate would not only know about Jesus, but also know Jesus himself. Ideally, they would 
have an active prayer life, an awareness of what a life of discipleship looks like, and a willingness to 
grow in a life of discipleship. 
 
They should also be presented with the basic skills necessary to sustain themselves in their faith. 
Specifically, they should know how to read a bible (book, chapter, verse) and know how to navigate 
the catechism so they can find answers to questions that may come up in their lives. 
	
See	also,	“Statement	about	the	Sacrament	of	Confirmation”.	
 
13. Who determines whether someone is “suitably instructed” or “properly disposed”? 
 
Just as it is parents who bring their children to the sacrament of baptism, it is parents who bring their 
children to the sacrament of confirmation. The responsibility to determine whether he/she is suitably 
instructed is that of the parents, in consultation with the pastor. Parents should feel free to discuss any 
concerns with their child, and then the pastor to make sure that all who are eligible to receive the 
sacrament are fully invited to do so. 
 
We always assume that a person is properly disposed. 
 
14. What is meant by confirmation preparation? 
 
Confirmation preparation is the immediate formation that occurs prior to the Sacrament of 
confirmation that helps a candidate to know what happens during the reception of the Sacrament, why 
it happens, and the effects of the Sacrament. Further, confirmation preparation is preparing candidates 
to be “sent forth” as disciples of Christ. Formation includes more than simply coming to know 
information about the Sacrament, but also invites a personal growth “toward a more intimate union 
with Christ and a more lively familiarity with the Holy Spirit.” (CCC 1309). Confirmation preparation 
is different from Formal Faith Formation in that it is not the place to teach a person all they need to 
know about the Catholic faith. We must trust that candidates have already had some exposure to the 
teachings of the Catholic Church and, more importantly, will be given future opportunities to grow 
deeper in their faith. Any hopes that confirmation preparation will cover all there is to know about the 
Catholic faith will actually lead to the idea that Confirmation is the completion of formation or a 
“graduation” from the Catholic religious instruction.  
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15. What is meant by Formal Faith Formation? 
 
Whether delivered in a traditional RE program or a Catholic school, formal faith formation or religious 
instruction is systematic Catholic formation that provides “complete and authentic” information about 
the Catholic Church and her teachings. This catechetical ministry typically conforms to a set 
curriculum to ensure that the faith is taught thoroughly and accurately. It is different from sacramental 
preparation in the scope of what is being taught. Sacramental preparation is simply about the “what”, 
“why”, and “effect” of the specific sacrament so as to prepare someone to fully, actively, and 
consciously receive the sacrament. Additionally, formal faith formation is life-long and helps all 
people grow in their faith using age-appropriate methods of engagement and instruction. With regard 
to the formation of children, it is important to remember that religious instruction programs exist in 
order to assist parents in their role as the primary catechists of their children. 
 
16.  Are candidates required to have one year of systematic formation prior to confirmation 
preparation? 
 
No. Formal faith formation in on-going and life-long. We would encourage all people to take part 
throughout their lives, not just for the one year prior to a sacrament.  
 
Additionally, confirmation preparation and systematic religious instruction are two separate things (see 
#14 and #16 above). Being involved in confirmation preparation should be enough to meet the 
expectations of “suitable instruction” for the sacrament of confirmation.  
 
17. Does a family need to be registered members of a parish in order to enroll their child in the 
confirmation preparation program or request confirmation? 
 
Families should enroll their children for sacramental preparation in the parish in which they are 
members. Since the partnership between parents and the pastor is important in determining the suitable 
instruction of their children, it is important that the preparation occurs in the parish/cluster in which the 
family worships. 
 
18. Why does the Archdiocese wait until candidates are 15 years old to confirm them when canon 
law says that they only have to be 7 years old?  
 
The usual age for the sacrament of confirmation in the Archdiocese of Dubuque is 15 years old. Canon 
Law (#891) says that confirmation should take place after a person has reached the age of reason. The 
USCCB further defines this canon by saying that “Confirmation… shall be conferred between the age 
of discretion and about sixteen years of age, within the limits determined by the diocesan bishop….”3  
 
The reason that the Archdiocese of Dubuque has a later age is because of the emphasis placed on the 
apostolic nature of the sacrament. Since 15-year-old candidates are capable of understanding more 
about the nature of discipleship, it was determined that this would be a good time to offer the 

	
3	From	USCCB	website	(http://www.usccb.org/beliefs-and-teachings/what-we-believe/canon-
law/complementary-norms/canon-891-age-for-confirmation.cfm),	action	of	the	USCCB	on	
November	15,	2000	and	implemented	on	July	1,	2002.	
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sacrament. This age also provides a standard for the Archdiocese which allows for some consistency 
from one parish to another. It is also consistent with most neighboring dioceses. 
 
Dispensations from the age expectation at the request of the parents in discussion with the pastor are 
possible, but not encouraged. 
 
19.	What	is	the	role	of	a	Confirmation	sponsor?	
	
The	role	of	the	Confirmation	Sponsor	is	“to	take	care	that	the	confirmed	person	behaves	as	a	true	
witness	of	Christ	and	faithfully	fulfills	the	obligations	inherent	in	this	sacrament.”	They	are	to	
assist	the	parents	by	serving	as	a	faith	mentor,	to	guide	and	assist	the	newly	confirmed	on	their	
path	of	discipleship.	
	
While	it	is	not	improper	to	have	the	sponsors	involved	in	the	sacramental	preparation	process,	it	
is	often	logistically	difficult	to	make	that	happen.	While	it	would	be	appropriate	to	invite	
sponsors	to	join	candidates	in	preparation	sessions,	requiring	sponsors	to	attend	a	session	or	
event	may	be	too	much	of	a	burden	on	the	sponsors.	
	
20.	Who	may	be	a	sponsor?	
	
A	sponsor	must	be	a	Confirmed	Catholic	who	is	at	least	16	years	old	and	who	leads	a	life	of	faith.	
Since	one	of	the	roles	of	the	sponsor	is	to	assist	the	parents	in	guiding	the	candidate	in	their	faith	
journey,	a	sponsor	may	not	be	the	parent	of	the	candidate.	
	
21.	Does	the	parish	have	to	validate	a	sponsor	as	a	Catholic	in	good	standing?	
	
As	long	as	the	candidate	and	his/her	parents	are	informed	on	the	role	and	requirements	of	a	
confirmation	sponsor,	we	should	assume	that	they	have	picked	someone	who	meets	those	
requirements.	
	
22.	What	are	the	requirements	for	selecting	a	Confirmation	name?	

	
Selecting	a	confirmation	name	is	a	tradition	is	a	lot	of	parishes,	but	it	is	not	a	requirement.	It	is	
certainly	acceptable	to	keep	one’s	given	name	at	baptism	as	a	way	to	symbolize	the	strong	
connection	between	baptism	and	confirmation.	But,	if	someone	wants	to	select	a	Catholic	Saint	as	
a	patron	at	confirmation,	they	are	welcome	to	do	so.		
 


