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The sacrament of confirmation - not, as the Pope has mentioned, the sacrament of graduation.
Up front: this is not a Christian “bar mitzvah” or coming of age ceremony in which the Christian
young person now becomes an adult in the faith or starts to take ownership of their faith.  Why
not?  Because like all the sacraments, it’s not about you, but it is entirely a gift, a work of God
in the life of the person receiving it.
Who administers this sacrament?  The Bishop and the bishop alone is the ordinary minister of
the sacrament of confirmation (CCC 1312-1314).  In case of danger of death, any priest can do
so.  Additionally, due to unusual circumstances, bishops can delegate priests to administer it.
Finally, if someone is baptized above the age of reason (roughly 7), then the priest who
baptizes must, according to the Code of Canon Law (CiC) also confirm them.  The same goes
for a baptized non-catholic being received into the Church above the age of reason.
Who receives this sacrament?  Any baptized Catholic who is not already confirmed, in line with
what is immediately above (CCC 1306-1311).  In the East (Eastern Catholics and Eastern
Orthodox), it is the general tradition to administer chrismation (their name for what we in the
West call confirmation) at the same time as baptism, along with First Holy Communion, even
for infants.
What is the form of the sacrament?  “Receive the Holy Spirit” or “Be sealed with the gift of the
Holy Spirit.” (CCC 1300)  In times long ago, as Aquinas tells us, it was “I sign thee with the sign
of the cross; I confirm thee with the chrism of salvation, in the name of the Father and of the
Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.”  This makes it a little more obvious that it’s entirely the work
of God, not of the one receiving it.  Many years ago, when the bishop said these words to a
confirmand, he would also give them a slap on the cheek to remember it, but people don’t
generally look kindly upon things like that anymore.  He would also breathe on them, just as
Christ Himself breathed on His disciples when He said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit” after
the Resurrection.
What is the matter of the sacrament?  The minister anoints the forehead with Sacred Chrism,
which was also done immediately following baptism (CCC 1300).  The only time after this when
an anointing happens with Sacred Chrism is at ordination to Holy Orders.  We don’t have kings
anymore, but kings were also anointed with it centuries ago. Aquinas links this anointing with
that of baptism, reminding us that the priest anoints on the top of the head at baptism, but the
confirmation anointing is on the forehead - it is a public sign, going forward into battle against
spiritual enemies of God and the Church (think of the placement of ashes on the forehead at
Ash Wednesday).
What is the effect of confirmation?  It is a sealing by the Holy Spirit, which is a sign of personal
authority and ownership (CCC 1295).  It is a special outpouring of the work and power of the
Holy Spirit in the life of the person receiving it (CC 1302), bringing a deepening of the graces
and promises that started at baptism (CCC 1303), uniting us more firmly to Christ and
increasing the gifts of the Holy Spirit in us.  It can only be done once, and it perfects the
character of the common priesthood of all believers that is imprinted at baptism (CCC 1305).
Please remember that to truly unleash this power in a person’s life, they need to be in a state of
grace, so go to confession before receiving confirmation.  It’ll still be valid if they don’t, but they
won’t see that empowering until they are in a state of grace.
When should confirmation happen?  It is always listed in the Catechisms (historical and current)
as following baptism and before the Eucharist in the order of sacraments.  There is good
reason for this.  While the CiC does state that no Catholic should be denied sacraments, it



does stipulate that the sacraments are actually available and that the person is properly
prepared and disposed to receive them.  What does this mean?  That they have a basic
understanding of what is happening and why.  It was at the turn of the 20th Century when Pope
St. Pius X decreed that all people above the age of reason should receive the Eucharist
regularly.  Rules were changed around the world in the Church, and the age of First
Communion was lowered to the age of reason.  Before, First Communion had been later, joined
to reception of Confirmation.  At this time, they didn’t change Confirmation, though, so the
ordering of these three sacraments of initiation was changed around.  Over the last couple of
decades, bishops in certain places, to include this year in the Ordinariate, have begun to
restore the order of baptism, then confirmation, then first communion.  One historic concern
has been religious education, because having a later confirmation meant that young people
could essentially be forced to stay in religious education longer, especially if there were a
2-year preparation program for it.  This just served, though, to encourage the idea of a
sacrament of graduation.  In the Ordinariate, as with some other jurisdictions now, we have a
model of preparation, of readiness, culminating with a child at the age of reason or above
receiving the sacrament of confirmation in the Mass, with First Holy Communion later in the
same Mass.  This makes all the more sense when we acknowledge that children are facing
challenges from our society, mainly through technology (TV, movies, the Internet, social media)
that we did not face so early on in previous generations.  They need that power of the Holy
Spirit working in their lives!
Is it necessary?  Aquinas addresses the question of whether it should be given at all (what’s the
point?).  He reminds us of Acts 2:2, “that the Holy Spirit in coming, filled the whole house,
whereby the Church is signified; and awards it is added that they were all filled with the Holy
Spirit.  But this sacrament is given that we may receive that fullness.  Therefore, it should be
given to all who belong to the Church.”  It is not necessary for salvation, as is baptism.  It is,
however, necessary for sanctification, to live a life fully Christian, and to be able to wage
spiritual war against the devil, the world, and the flesh.


