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Who should not be 
anointed? 
In some parishes, this sacrament is given at a 
weekday Mass, on fixed days through the year. 
At such "Anointing Masses" or "Masses for the 
sick", occasionally some people go forward 
to be anointed who have only minor illnesses. 
Such persons should rather ask the priest at 
another time for the "Blessing of a Sick Adult." 
The Church also has a "Blessing of a Sick 
Child," The sacrament should not be trivialised 
by administration to persons with a common 
cold or influenza, or other such maladies. 

The phrase "begins to be in danger" (of death) 
can admit of different interpretations. For 
example, an otherwise healthy 80-year-old can 
be considered in danger, as might someone in 
the early stages of cancer, or with a history of 
heart problems. In general, when there is doubt 
about the seriousness of the condition, a person 
may be anointed. But a healthy 60-year-old with 
no major problems should not be anointed. 

Just as it is wrong to baptise an unconscious 
person who had earlier explicitly rejected 
Baptism, so an unconscious person who showed 
no contrition at all should not be anointed. The 
same is true far a conscious person in serious 
sin. Such a person needs instead the sacrament 
of Penance first. Hence, Canon Law says that 
Anointing "is not to be conferred upon those who 
obstinately persist in a manifestly grave 
When a dying person is defiant in the face of 
pleas to see a priest, it is incumbent upon 
Catholics to pray for that sinner's conversion, 
especially through the Rosary, the Chaplet 
of Mercy, and having Masses offered for this 
intention. To die in God's grace is a good death; 
to die in a state of disgrace with God is an 
eternal disaster. 

The grace of Christ ministered through his 
representatives is of great benefit to the sick. The 
priest is helped by God's grace to deal with sick people, 
to remove their apprehensions, and to prepare them 
to receive the consoling sacrament of Christ with joy 
and gratitude. 

and soul. Thus it is one of the great treasures of 
the Church, one not to be neglected. 

arrives, he can be properly prepared for 
Anointing of the Sick, and will derive all the more 
benefit from its reception. Preparation includes 
prayers of trust in God, acts of contrition for sin, 
and the usual preparation for confession. If he 
is aware of his serious condition, he himself 
should ask for a priest; but if he fails to do so, the 
responsibility devolves on his friends or carers. 
Remembering what the Church offers through 
her sacraments and blessings, those visiting or 
tending the seriously ill and dying, apart from 
calling a doctor or ambulance, should also call 
a priest. The grace of Christ ministered through 
his representatives is of great benefit to the sick. 
The priest is helped by God's grace to deal with 
sick people, to remove their apprehensions, 
and to prepare them to receive the consoling 
sacrament of Christ with joy and gratitude. It is 
a false mercy that leads some people to say: 
'Don't call a priest; we don't want him to worry." 

Questions for discussion 
1. Have you been present when someone 
was anointed? What struck you about the 
experience? 

2. Why do you think Our Lord associated oil 
with this sacrament? 

:3. The Anointing of the Sick is primarily for the 
spiritual healing of the person but it may also 
have physical effects. Have you known any of 
the latter? 

The ministry of the 
Lord continues 
Anointing of the Sick is the Church's continuation 
of the healing ministry of Our Saviour. It may 
confer renewed strength or even recovery from 
illness. More importantly, it always confers, 
upon the well-disposed, that more important 
healing of which the Lord's miracles were a sign: 
deliverance from sin and its effects upon the 
spirit; the redemption of the whole person, body 

4. Why is it so important to call a priest when a 
person is seriously ill or dying? 

.5. Anointing Masses and ceremonies for 
groups of people are becoming more and more 
common. Following what the writer says about 
who can be anointed in them, do you think the 
conditions mentioned are always followed? 

Fr Peter Joseph is at St DOMfrliC'S parish, 
Flemington, Sydney. He has a doctorate in 
Theology from the Gregorian University, Rome, 
and teaches Theology at Vianney College 
Seminary, Wagga Wagga, and the Catholic 
Institute of Sydney. 

ofIthe 
Sick 

'DS 1716. Trent also defined it in 1547: OS 1601. 
The Apostaiic Trerktion. section V 

'Homilies on Levilious, 24 
Treatises, 23:3 

$ On the Priesthood, III, 8 
'DS 216 
7 Sacrosancfum Concirium, Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, 1963, art. 73 
'Apostolic Letter, Summorum Pontificum, Pope Benedict XVI, 2007 
,Cf. Code of Canon Law, can. 1000 §1. 
"Can. 1000 §2 
"Trent' DS 1719; Can. 1003 §1 
'71ns/ruction on Certain Questions regarding the Collaboration of the Non- 
Ordained Faithful in the Sacred Ministry of Priests (Vatican City 19971, Article 9, 
'The Apostolele to the Sich' 
"Instruction on Certain Questions, Article 9 
"Council of Trent: 05 1696 
"Fix the various effects: Trent: DS 1695, 1717: Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, nos. 1520.23,1532 
"DS 1696 
"Can. 1004 §1 
"Can. 1005 
"CCC 1515 
nen. 1004 §1 

Can. 1007 
"Seccem unctionem inOimmum. Apostolic Constitution on the sacrament of 
Anointing of the Sick, 1972, Canon 1004 V says the same. 

How often can someone 
be anointed? 
A Catholic can be anointed as often as 
necessary, There is no limit as such. When 
promulgating the new ritual, Pope Paul VI 
stated: "This sacrament can be repeated if the 
sick person, having once received the Anointing, 
recovers and then again falls sick, or if, in the 
course of the same illness, the danger becomes 
more acute."22  

Thus, Anointing of the Sick may be given many 
times, depending on the number of serious 
illnesses, the number of serious operations, the 
length of time the person is in danger of death 
or getting weaker, etc. Conversely, when there 
has been no change in condition, the sacrament 
should not be repeated. 

The responsibility of 
carers 
If the patient is conscious when the priest lesSing the oil. 
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A Catholic chaplain reads from the Rite for the Anointing 
of the Sick for a wounded soldier. 

The subject of Anointing of the Sick is any one of the faithful who, 

having attained the use of reason, begins to be in danger of death 

through illness or old age. 

A few years ago, after a lunch, I was with a 
group of people, including a few priests, when 
a layman in the group suddenly collapsed 
and became unconscious. Over the next few 
minutes a woman tried to revive him, and was 
rubbing his back and chest, and calling to him, 
to see if he could hear or respond—but the sick 
man showed no reaction. Eventually, the priest 
who had run to get his holy oils came back, and 
the very moment he applied holy oil to the man's 
forehead, the man awoke and began to speak. 
It was a remarkable demonstration of the power 
sometimes displayed in the sacrament of Holy 
Anointing. 

The sacrament defined 
Anointing of the Sick is the sacrament through 
which those in danger of death from bodily 
illness or old age receive, by the anointing 
with holy oil and by the prayer of the priest, 
the grace of God for their spiritual strength and 
consolation, and often also a divine assistance 
by which they are restored to health. Along with 
the sacrament of Penance, it is one of the two 
"Sacraments of Healing". 

The origin of the sacrament 
During our Blessed Lord's public ministry, he, 
showed compassion to the sick and healed 
many people. He sent the Twelve out on mission, 
and they "anointed with oil many that were sick 
and healed them" (Mk 6:13). This was not the 
sacrament itself, but prefigured it. 

Like all the sacraments, Anointing of the Sick 
was instituted by Our Lord Jesus Christ himself. 
This was solemnly defined by the Council of 
Trent in 1551' The sacrament is first mentioned 
in the New Testament in the Epistle of St James, 
which says: "Is anyone among you sick? Let 
him call for the presbyters 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 sick man, and the Lord will raise 
him up; and if he has committed sins, he will be 
forgiven' (Jas 5:14-15). 

The rite of which St James speaks is clearly our 
sacrament of Anointing of the Sick: 

- The rite is performed by the priests of the 
Church. 

- It consists of prayer and anointing. 

- It relieves the sick man and causes forgiveness 
of sin. 

- It is administered in the name of the Lord, i.e., 
by the command or through the power of Christ. 

The inspired text of St James indicates the 
divine institution ("in the name of the Lord"), for 
Christ alone has the power to make an external 
sign be a cause of grace. 

Ancient witnesses to holy 
Anointing 
Early testimony of holy Anointing is scanty for 
various reasons, among them that the sacrament 
was not preceded by the lengthy instruction 
and preparation that occurred before Baptism, 
Confirmation and Communion, and that it was 
not the object of controversy, requiring defence 
and exposition. Nonetheless, there are still a 
good number of early witnesses: 

- The Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus (c. 215) 
has a blessing by the bishop of oil which will be 
used for the sick.' 

- The priest Origen (c. 245) refers to this 
sacrament, saying it fulfils what St James 
describes.' 

▪ Aphraates the Persian Sage (c. 340) says 
that olive oil is used by Christians to "anoint the 
sick".4  

- The Sacramentary of Serapion (c. 360) 
contains a prayer said over oil, asking God to 
bestow the power of his Son upon it, that it may 
"be effective for the casting out of every disease 
and every bodily infirmity, 	for good grace and 
remission of sins, 	for health and integrity of 
soul, body and spirit". The prayer illustrates that 
its use was frequent and that the doctrine held 
was as ours today. 

- St John Chrysostom (c. 387), quoting the 
words of St James, says the dignity of the 
priesthood springs from the power of forgiving 
sin, which, in one of its forms, is exercised in the 
Anointing of the Sick.' 
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- A letter of Pope Innocent Ito Decentius, Bishop 
of Gubbio, Italy, on 19 March 416, answers his 
query about the text of James 5, and assures 
him that a bishop, as much as the priests, may 
administer this anointing: "If the bishop is able to 
do so, or thinks it suitable, he should personally 
visit the sick person and bless him and anoint 
him with the chrism without delay".' 

Names for this sacrament 
For the first thousand years of the Church's 
history, this sacrament had no specific name, but 
there are references to its sacred oil as "Blessed 
Oil," "Oil of Faith" and "Oil of the Sick." The great 
theologian, Father Peter Lombard (c. 1100-1160), 
was the first to call it "Extreme Unction." The 
word extreme as applied to unction meant either 
the last (extrema, in Latin) unction or anointing, 
after those given at Baptism and Confirmation; 
or that the sacrament was often given to those 
in extremis (in their last moments). The Greek 
Church calls this sacrament Euchelaion, which 
means "Oil of Prayer". The Second Vatican 
Council said it "may also be better called 
Anointing of the Sick"! This name was adopted 
in the Roman ritual for the sacrament issued in 
1972. Whether it is called Extreme Unction or 
Anointing of the Sick, it is the same sacrament. 

How it is conferred 
In the Latin Rite, as established by Pope Paul 
VI in 1972, the priest confers the sacrament by 
anointing the forehead and palms white saying 
once: "Through this holy anointing and his most 
tender mercy, may the Lord help you by the 
grace of the Holy Spirit, that, freed from sin, he 
may save you and graciously raise you up." We 
can recognise phrases taken directly from the 
Apostle James. 

In the previous Latin ritual, which can now 
be used at any time,' there are five or six 
anointings: of eyes, ears, nose, lips, hands 
(and feet if practicable). The words are more 
or less the same for each sense or part of the 
body. At the anointing of the eyelids, the priest 
says: "Through this holy anointing and his 
most tender mercy, may the Lord forgive you 
whatever sins you have committed through your 
sense of sight." 

In the Byzantine Rite, the priest says during the 
several anointings, "Heal your servant from the 
ills of body and soul by means of this anointing'. 

The forms have differed over times and places. 
Our Lord did not fix the number of anointings 
and the precise prayers to be recited, but the 
various rites express something of healing, 
grace, forgiveness and salvation. 

At all times in the Church it has been recognised 
that a single anointing is sufficient for the 
sacrament to be valid. If, for example, a priest 
is anointing a victim who is stuck in a vehicle, 
he might be able to reach only one hand of 
the person. Any suitable part of the body may 
be anointed if the forehead and hands are 
bandaged or out of reach.' Normally the priest 
touches the holy oil with his thumb and anoints 
the person directly. Canon Law prescribes, 
"The minister is to perform the anointings with 
his own hand, unless a grave reason urges the 
use of an instrument,"1D By instrument is meant 
the use of cloth, a piece of cotton, or a glove or 
brush, which may be advisable when an illness 
is contagious. 

The minister of this 
sacrament 
The minister of Anointing of the Sick is any priest 
and only a priest." One reason for this is that 
the sacrament confers forgiveness of sins, for 
which a priest's ministration is necessary. An 
instruction from the Holy See in 1997 says, 
"The reservation of the ministry of Anointing 
to the priest is related to the connection of this 
sacrament to the forgiveness of sin and the 
worthy reception of the Holy Eucharist. No other 
person may act as ordinary or extraordinary 
minister of the sacrament since such constitutes 
simulation of the sacrament."12  "Simulation" here 
means pretending to confer a sacrament when 
the ritual is really performed in vain, i.e., it has no 
effect, because something essential is known to 
be missing. 

Although it was a practice in earlier centuries 
for lay persons to anoint the sick, this was not 
the sacrament, but a sacramental—just as 
sprinkling with holy water is a sacramental, an 
extension of Baptism, but is not the sacrament of 
Baptism itself. To prevent confusion, the Church 
no longer allows such anointings. The above-
mentioned Vatican instruction says, 'Since they 
are not priests, in no instance may the non-
ordained perform anointings either with the Oil 
of the Sick or any other oil."" 

The Holy Oil 
The Oil of the Sick has been blessed by the 
bishop at the Chrism Mass in Holy Week, and 
given to all the priests of the diocese. If a priest 
needs Oil of the Sick in an emergency and none 
is available, he may himself bless some, just for 
the occasion. 

The spiritual effects of 
Anointing of the Sick 
- It gives an increase of sanctifying grace. 

- By means of actual grace, it arouses such 
confidence in the divine mercy that the 
recipient is enabled to bear more easily the 
inconveniences and pains of sickness. 

- It unites the gravely sick person to the Passion 
of Christ, for his own good and that of the whole 
Church. 

- It assists the sick to resist more easily the 
assaults of the Evil One. 

- It remits venial sin and removes what is termed 
"the remains of sin"," by which is meant the 
weakness of will and the depression caused by 
sinful habits in the past. 

- It also remits mortal sin in the case of those 
contrite but unable to confess. 

- It cancels the debt of temporal punishment 
wholly or in part, according to the recipient's 
dispositions 15  

The physical effects of the 
Anointing 
The sacrament may restore the recipient to 
health, when, as the Council of Trent says, 'it 
is expedient for the soul's salvation."° This 
effect, common enough, cannot be explained 
as solely the result of the great peace of mind 
given by the sacrament; the improvement often 
begins while the sick person is still unconscious. 
On the other hand, it need not be ascribed to 
any miraculous intervention by God, but rather 
to a special activity of his ordinary Providence 
by which he aids and stimulates in a natural, 
but exceptional way, the recuperative powers 
of the patient. The prayers which the priest 
recites after the anointing may ask God to heal 
the sick person. These prayers have a special 
sacramental efficacy, but they do not expect the 
performance of a miracle. 

Who can be anointed? 
The subject of Anointing of the Sick is "any 
one of the faithful who, having attained the use 
of reason, begins to be in danger [of death] 
through illness or old age."' As the primary 
purpose of the sacrament is to strengthen the 
soul weakened by sin and temptation, it is not 
administered to those who have not reached the 
age of reason and are therefore not capable of 
sin. However, "If there is doubt as to whether the 
sick person has reached the use of reason, or is 
dangerously ill, or is dead, this sacrament is to 
be administered." 

According to the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, it "is fitting to receive the Anointing of the 
Sick just prior to a serious operation. The same 

holds for the elderly whose frailty becomes more 
pronounced."" The danger of death must arise 
from present bodily infirmity. Hence, soldiers 
going to battle cannot be anointed, but a soldier 
dying of wounds of course can. 

Since Anointing of the Sick presupposes 
the presence of spiritual life which is to be 
strengthened, the subject must be in the state 
of grace in order to receive it fruitfully. But if he 
is in mortal sin and is unconscious or otherwise 
unable to make his confession even by a sign, 
the Anointing of the Sick will restore him to 
sanctifying grace, provided he has had at least 
imperfect contrition for grave sin. Without at least 
imperfect contrition, the sacrament produces 
no effect. Imperfect contrition, or attrition, is 
sorrow for sin based on a spiritual motive other 
than the love of God; for example, fear of Hell or 
Purgatory. 

For a dying person who is conscious and 
capable, the last sacraments are administered in 
this order, if possible: Penance, Anointing of the 
Sick, and, last of all, Viaticum (Holy Communion). 
The special prayers of Commendation of the 
Dying may be said at any time before or after 
these sacraments, until death occurs. Any one 
or more of these three sacraments is what 
people or newspapers have in mind when they 
say someone "received the Last Rites." 


