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Healing Touch:  
The Sacrament of Anointing of the Sick 

 
The Texts 

Jesus Healed 
And he went throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and proclaiming the gospel of 
the kingdom and healing every disease and every affliction among the people. So his fame spread 
throughout all Syria, and they brought him all the sick, those afflicted with various diseases and 
pains, those oppressed by demons, epileptics, and paralytics, and he healed them. And great 
crowds followed him from Galilee and the Decapolis, and from Jerusalem and Judea, and from 
beyond the Jordan. 
-Matthew 4:23-25 
 
Having said these things, he spat on the ground and made mud with the saliva. Then he anointed 
the man’s eyes with the mud and said to him, "Go, wash in the pool of Siloam" (which means 
Sent). So he went and washed and came back seeing. 
-John 9:6-7 
 
“Whether he is a sinner I do not know. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I see.” 
-John 9:25 
 
And a man was there with a withered hand. And they asked him, "Is it lawful to heal on the 
Sabbath?"— so that they might accuse him. 
-Matthew 12:9-10 
 
Then he said to the man, "Stretch out your hand." And the man stretched it out, and it was 
restored, healthy like the other. But the Pharisees went out and conspired against him, how to 
destroy him. 
-Matthew 12:13-14 
 
Then a demon-oppressed man who was blind and mute was brought to him, and he healed him, 
so that the man spoke and saw. And all the people were amazed, and said, "Can this be the Son of 
David?" But when the Pharisees heard it, they said, "It is only by Beelzebul, the prince of demons, 
that this man casts out demons." 
-Matthew 12:22-24 
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A Sign of the Messiah and the Kingdom 
John the Baptist has sent us to you, saying, "Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for 
another?" In that hour he healed many people of diseases and plagues and evil spirits, and on 
many who were blind he bestowed sight. And he answered them, "Go and tell John what you have 
seen and heard: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, lepers are cleansed, and the deaf hear, 
the dead are raised up, the poor have good news preached to them. And blessed is the one who is 
not offended by me." 
-Luke 7:20-23 
 
Sharing the mission 
And he called the twelve together and gave them power and authority over all demons and to cure 
diseases, and he sent them out to proclaim the kingdom of God and to heal. 
-Luke 9:1-2 
 
So they went out and proclaimed that people should repent. And they cast out many demons and 
anointed with oil many who were sick and healed them. 
-Mark 6:12-13 
 
And in the early Church 
Now Peter and John were going up to the temple at the hour of prayer, the ninth hour. And a 
man lame from birth was being carried, whom they laid daily at the gate of the temple that is called 
the Beautiful Gate to ask alms of those entering the temple. Seeing Peter and John about to go 
into the temple, he asked to receive alms. And Peter directed his gaze at him, as did John, and said, 
"Look at us." And he fixed his attention on them, expecting to receive something from them. But 
Peter said, "I have no silver and gold, but what I do have I give to you. In the name of Jesus Christ 
of Nazareth, rise up and walk!" And he took him by the right hand and raised him up, and 
immediately his feet and ankles were made strong. And leaping up he stood and began to walk, 
and entered the temple with them, walking and leaping and praising God. 
-Acts 3:1-8 
 
Now at Lystra there was a man sitting who could not use his feet. He was crippled from birth and 
had never walked. He listened to Paul speaking. And Paul, looking intently at him and seeing that 
he had faith to be made well, said in a loud voice, "Stand upright on your feet." And he sprang up 
and began walking. 
-Acts 14:8-10 
 
A Gift of the Holy Spirit 
For to one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the utterance of 
knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit, to another gifts of 
healing by the one Spirit… 
-1 Corinthians 12:8-9 
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A New Testament Rite 
Is anyone among you sick? Let him call for the elders of the church, and let them pray over him, 
anointing him with oil in the name of the Lord. And the prayer of faith will save the one who is 
sick, and the Lord will raise him up. 
-James 5:14-15 
 
Continued in the early Church 
If someone makes an offering of oil, the bishop shall give thanks in the same manner as for the 
oblation of the bread and wine. He does not give thanks with the same words, but quite similar, 
saying, "Sanctify this oil, God, as you give holiness to all who are anointed and receive it, as you 
anointed kings, priests, and prophets, so that it may give strength to all who taste it, and health to 
all who use it." 
-The Apostolic Tradition 5 (3rd century) 
 
He healed so great a crowd of demoniacs that they cannot be counted. When we were there a 
highborn maiden was brought from Thessalonica, paralyzed for many years. He rubbed her for 
twenty days with holy oil with his own hands, praying the while, and sent her back to her city 
restored to health. After she had gone she sent him many generous gifts. 
-Palladius, The Lausiac History 18.11 (368-431) 
 
“There is no doubt that the passage speaks about the faithful who are sick and who can be 
anointed with the oil of chrism that is prepared by the bishop. Not only priests but all Christians 
may use this oil for anointing, when either they or members of their household have need of it.” 
-Pope Innocent I, Letter 25.8 (d. 417) 
 
How much better and more helpful it would be if they ran to the church and received the body 
and blood of Christ, and reverently anointed themselves and their family with holy oil! According 
to the words of the apostle James they would receive not only health of body but also pardon of 
sins. 
-Caesarius of Arles, Sermon 279 (468-542) 
 
Toward ‘Extreme Unction’ 
The sacraments of the Church supply man’s defects sufficiently with respect to every state of life. 
Now no other than Extreme Unction does this for those who are departing from this life…Now 
Extreme Unction is a spiritual remedy, since it avails for the remission of sins, according to James 
5:15. 
-Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 3ae.29.1 
 
…it follows that a bodily healing does not always ensue from this sacrament, but only when it is 
requisite for the spiritual healing: and then it produces it always, provided there be no obstacle on 
the part of the recipient. 
-Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae 3ae.30.2 
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…Extreme Unction, which by the Fathers was regarded as being the completion, not only of 
penance, but also of the whole Christian life, which ought to be a perpetual penance…our most 
gracious Redeemer,--who would have his servants at all times provided with salutary remedies 
against all the weapons of all their enemies,--as, in the other sacraments, He prepared the greatest 
aids, whereby, during life, Christians may preserve themselves whole from every more grievous 
spiritual evil, so did He guard the close of life, by the sacrament of Extreme Unction, as with a 
most firm defense. 
-The Council of Trent, Session 14 (November 1551) 
 
Reforming Criticism 
The third fictitious sacrament is Extreme Unction, which is performed only by a priest, and, as 
they express it, in extremis, with oil consecrated by the bishop…The same account is here to be 
given of this unction as we lately gave of the laying on of hands; in other words, it is mere 
hypocritical stage-play, by which, without reason or result, they would resemble the apostles. 
 
… 
 
But the gift of healing disappeared with the other miraculous powers which the Lord was pleased 
to give for a time, that it might render the new preaching of the gospel for ever wonderful. 
Therefore, even were we to grant that anointing was a sacrament of those powers which were then 
administered by the hands of the apostles, it pertains not to us, to whom no such powers have 
been committed. 
-John Calvin, The Institutes of Christian Religion 4.19.18 
 
Restoring the Sacrament  
"Extreme unction," which may also and more fittingly be called "anointing of the sick," is not a 
sacrament for those only who are at the point of death. Hence, as soon as any one of the faithful 
begins to be in danger of death from sickness or old age, the fitting time for him to receive this 
sacrament has certainly already arrived. 
 
… 
 
In addition to the separate rites for anointing of the sick and for viaticum, a continuous rite shall 
be prepared according to which the sick man is anointed after he has made his confession and 
before he receives viaticum. 
 
… 
 
The number of the anointings is to be adapted to the occasion, and the prayers which belong to 
the rite of anointing are to be revised so as to correspond with the varying conditions of the sick 
who receive the sacrament. 
-Sacrosanctum Concilium 73-75 (1963) 
 
Christ's compassion toward the sick and his many healings of every kind of infirmity are a 
resplendent sign that "God has visited his people" and that the Kingdom of God is close at hand. 
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Jesus has the power not only to heal, but also to forgive sins he has come to heal the whole man, 
soul and body; he is the physician the sick have need of…. His preferential love for the sick has not 
ceased through the centuries to draw the very special attention of Christians toward all those who 
suffer in body and soul. It is the source of tireless efforts to comfort them. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1503 
 
…in the sacraments Christ continues to "touch" us in order to heal us. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1504 
 
By the sacred anointing of the sick and the prayer of the priests the whole Church commends 
those who are ill to the suffering and glorified Lord, that he may raise them up and save them. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1499 
 
The Effects of this Sacrament 
The Gift of the Holy Spirit 
The first grace of this sacrament is one of strengthening, peace and courage to overcome the 
difficulties that go with the condition of serious illness or the frailty of old age. This grace is a gift 
of the Holy Spirit, who renews trust and faith in God and strengthens against the temptations of 
the evil one, the temptation to discouragement and anguish in the face of death. This assistance 
from the Lord by the power of his Spirit is meant to lead the sick person to healing of the soul, but 
also of the body if such is God's will. Furthermore, "if he has committed sins, he will be forgiven."  

-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1520 
 
Union with Christ’s Passion 
By the grace of this sacrament the sick person receives the strength and the gift of uniting himself 
more closely to Christ's Passion: in a certain way he is consecrated to bear fruit by configuration to 
the Savior's redemptive Passion. Suffering, a consequence of original sin, acquires a new meaning; 
it becomes a participation in the saving work of Jesus. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1521 
 
The Communion of the Church 
The sick who receive this sacrament, "by freely uniting themselves to the passion and death of 
Christ," "contribute to the good of the People of God." By celebrating this sacrament the Church, 
in the communion of saints, intercedes for the benefit of the sick person, and he, for his part, 
through the grace of this sacrament, contributes to the sanctification of the Church and to the 
good of all men for whom the Church suffers and offers herself through Christ to God the Father. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1522 
 
Preparation for Death 
If the sacrament of anointing of the sick is given to all who suffer from serious illness and 
infirmity, even more rightly is it given to those at the point of departing this life; so it is also called 
sacramentum exeuntium (the sacrament of those departing). The Anointing of the Sick completes 
our conformity to the death and Resurrection of Christ, just as Baptism began it. It completes the 
holy anointings that mark the whole Christian life: that of Baptism which sealed the new life in us, 
and that of Confirmation which strengthened us for the combat of this life. This last anointing 
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fortifies the end of our earthly life like a solid rampart for the final struggles before entering the 
Father's house. 
-Catechism of the Catholic Church 1523 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Holy Oils in the Catholic Church 
There are three kinds holy oils used in the Catholic Church: Oil of Catechumens (Oleum 
Catechumenorum), Holy Chrism (Sanctum Chrisma), and Oil of the Sick (Oleum Infirmorum). 
The first and third are pure olive oil. Chrism has in the oil a mixture of balm or balsam. In 
1970, the Congregation for Divine Worship declared that, if necessary, the holy oils may 
be from any plant and not only from olives. The holy oils are symbols of spiritual 
nourishment and the light of grace. They are used in the public administration of baptism, 
confirmation (where Holy Chrism is used), and anointing of the sick (where the Oil of the 
Sick is used). The Oil of Catechumens is used in the ceremonies leading up to baptism as 
well as in the consecration of churches, in the blessing of altars, the ordination of priests, 
and has been used in the coronation of Catholic monarchs. The blessing of the holy oils 
normally takes place on Holy Thursday by a bishop at a cathedral church. After 
distribution locally they are kept in locked boxes in the ambry. Unused oils, a year later, 
are burned in the sanctuary lamp.  
 


