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Sacramental Life 

In the Hospital Community 

Rev. James A. Coriden, J.CD., J.D. 

Ordained in 1957, Father Coriden 
holds a J.C.D. from the Gregorian 
University in Rome and a J.D. 
from the Catholic University of 
America. He is presently Asso
ciate Professor and Chairman of 
the Department of Theology at 
Catholic University . He has writ
ten extensively for such publica
tions as Jurist and the Journal of 
Ecumenical Studies. 
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An overview of the develop
ments in Roman Catholic sacra
mental discipline since the Second 
Vatican Council should be of in
terest and help to all Catholics 
who are involved in health care. 
Doctors, nurses, administrators, 
technicians, as well as pastoral 
ministers in Catholic hospitals or 
communi ty institutions with a 
significant number of Catholic 
patients should be aware of the 
new shapes of t he sacraments 
which are emerging in this period 
of renewal. The seven sacraments 
are the vital signs in the life of 
the believing community; they 
are much more than specially 
solemn moments of private prayer 
or isolated gestures of devotion or 
even transfusions of grace. The 
sacraments are expressions of the 
vitality, the faith and caring of 
the Christian gathering wherein 
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they are celebrated, even the 
small gathering around a sick bed. 
The way these liturgical actions 
are carried out must be of concern 
to everyone who is responsible for 
the quality of the community and 
the kind of care found within it. 

Sacramental practice wit h i n 
the Catholic church has not been 
subject to as thorough an exam
ination or as sweeping a reform 
since the sixteenth century; this 
present process of renewal is truly 
epochal. It was set in motion by 
the liturgical movement earlier in 
this century, authorized and ad
vanced by the bishops at the Vati
can Council, and now it is being 
prayerfully and painstakingly car
ried out all over the world. If it is 
to be successful it demands the 
understanding and participation 
of Catholics everywhere, particu
larly those in positions of leader
ship. 

This present study examines 
the changes in sacramental dis
cipline, the canonical and liturgi
cal regulations which guide priests 
and people in administering and 
receiving these vi t a I signs of 
Christ's power f u I and healing 
presence. The sources or official 
documents are noted, some of the 
reasons for and implications of 
the reformed rites are given, and 
helpful commentaries or articles 
for further reflection are suggest
ed. The amount of liturgical leg
islation in these few years since 
the Ecumenical Council is simply 
astonishing.] Only the high points 
or general outlines can be indicat
ed here. Those sacramental forms 
often used in hospital settings or 
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in healing ministries are empha
sized. 

The process of liturgical change 
and pastoral adaptation is still 
going on and will continue into 
the foreseeable future. The Code 
of Canon Law is still in the proc
ess of revision, and a new code 
is not in sight. Still the lines and 
directions of the renewed disci
pline of the sacraments are clear; 
their appreciation and acceptance 
by Catholic people everywhere are 
of critical importance to the suc
cess of this whole church reform 
movement. 

Another preliminary observa
tion before looking at the seven 
sacraments individually; the prin
ciples of cultural adaptation and 
of subsidiary function, adapted at 
the Second Vatican Council, high
light the crucial relationship be
tween sacraments and people. 2 

The sacramental celebrations 
must be very carefully suited to 
this group of people, in this social 
and personal setting, at this mo
ment in time. Sacramental experi
ence must be sensitively adapted 
to the people and their situation. 
This is now possible in the new 
rites; many options and alterna
tives are provided-in solemnity, 
in length, in prayers and formu
las. But for these possibilities to 
be fruitfully utilized requires con
scientious planning, tho r 0 ugh 
preparation, and continual search
ing for improvements. If the sac
raments are to be encounters with 
Christ, privileged moments of 
grace, experiences of caring and 
support within a community of 
belief, then they must be filled 
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with meaning for those who take 
part in them. 

Baptism 
The Second Vatican Council 

called for a revision of the rite of 
baptism to accomplish these pur
poses: 

The rite for the baptism of in
fants is to be revised , a nd should 
be adapted to the circumstance 
that those to be baptized are, in 
fact, infants. The rol es of parents 
and godparents, and also their du
ties, should be brought out more 
sharply in the rite itself. 

In place of the rite called the 
"Order of Supplying What Was 
Omitted in the Baptism of an In
fant," a new rite is to be drawn up 
which manifests more fittingly and 
clearly that the infant, baptized by 
the short rite, has already been re
ceived into the Church. 

A new rite is also to be drawn up 
for converts who have already been 
validly baptized; it should indicate 
that they are now admitted to com
munion with the Church .3 

On May 15, 1969, a new ritual for 
the baptism of children was is
sued.4 It affords new and enriched 
formulas for the celebration of in
fant baptism in various settings, 
e.g., for one or sevt:ral children, 
withih Mass or apart from it, with 
or without the ministry of priest 
or deacon, baptism in danger of 
death, and the " bringing to 
church" of a child previously bap
tized in danger of death. The new 
rites more clearly and accurately 
reflect the theology of baptism 
and of the church. They empha
size the pastoral preparation of 
the parents and godparents, the 
welcome and entry into the com
munity of the church, the central 
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role of the child's parents in its 
Christian formation, and the 
fruitful celebration of the saving 
word of God in the context of the 
baptismal · ceremony. In order to 
stress the child's close connection 
with and reception into the local 
faith community, the place for 
baptism is ordinarily to be in the 
parish church rather than in the 
hospital or at home. ; However, 
there is provision for baptism in 
danger of death, and special at
tention should be given to the 
more meaningful but abbreviated 
form of the rite which is to be 
employed when death is not im
minent or immediately feared. 6 

The united prayer, profession of 
faith, and supportive presence of 
even a hastily-summoned and 
modest-sized group of fellow be
lievers in Christ adds great sig
nificance tot h e sacramental 
event. Doctors, nurses, medical 
social workers and others asso
ciated with health care should 
know how to baptize properly in 
emergency situations. 

The appropriate time for the 
baptism of children is described 
in these terms in the new ritual: 

As for the time of baptism, the 
first consideration is the welfare of 
the child, that it may not be de
prived of the benefit of the sacra
m ent; then the h ealth of the mother 
must be considered, so that, as far 
as possible she too may be present. 
Then, as long as they do not inter
fere with the greate r good of the 
child, there are pastoral conside ra
tions such as a llowing sufficient 
time to prepare the parents and for 
planning the actual celebration to 
bring out its paschal characte r : 
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1) If the child is in danger of 
death, it is to be baptized without 
delay. 

2) In other cases, as soon as pos
sible and even before the child is 
born, the parents should be in touch 
with the parish priest concerning 
the baptism, so that proper prepa
ration may be made for the cele
bration. 

3) An infant should be baptized 
within the first weeks after birth. 
The conference of bishops may, for 
sufficiently serious pastoral rea
sons, determine a longer interval of 
time between birth and baptism. 

4) When the parents are not yet 
prepared to profess the faith or to 
undertake the duty of bringing up 
their children as Christians, it is for 
the parish priest, keeping in mind 
whatever regulations may have been 
laid down by the conference of 
bishops, to determine the time for 
the baptism of infants? 

This pastoral judgment to be 
made about the appropriate time 
for the baptism of the children of 
non-practicing or insincere par
ents-those who are apparently 
not committed to rearing the chil
dren in the faith-is a most deli
cate and widely discussed matter. 
A private response from the Con
gregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith directs the priest to defer 
the baptism of a child whose par
ents give inadequate assurances 
of their intention to provide a 
Catholic education for it. The 
priest is to register the child in 
view of baptism to be adminis
tered at a later date, and main
tain contact with the parents.R 

The bishops of Switzerland re
cently provided guidelines for 
such situations and the closely 
related circumstance in which the 
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parents desire to defer baptism 
until the child is able to make a 
personal decision. 

In the thought of the Church, the 
order to baptize given by Jesus 
(Mt. 28, 16-20) binds also for chil 
dren. The Church considers bap
tism received as soon as possible as 
a gift from God. However, this pre
supposes that the parents fulfill this 
act in faith in full consciousness of 
their responsibilities. They must be 
helped to arrive, through adequate 
preparation, at a conviction and an 
authentic celebration of baptism. 

The Synod recognizes the vari 
ous si tua tions in which families find 
themselves. It knows that the bap
tism of a child requires the assent 
of the parents. This assent likewise 
includes the fact that they are dis
posed, in Christian responsibility , 
to educate their children according 
to the response of faith required by 
baptism. 

When believing parents wish to 
defer baptism until their child is 
able to make a personal decision of 
faith, such an attitude will certainly 
not be recommended, but it will be 
respected. In such cases, a rite of 
reception could be envisaged. 9 

The new rite of initiation for 
adult Christians revives the for
mal stages of the catechumenate 
and carefully outlines the phases 
of entry into the Catholic com
munion. lO The three steps or 
grades are: 1) the entry into the 
catechumen ate wit h reception 
and inscription, then, 2) after an 
extended period of instruction, 
reflection, and prayer, the "elec
tion" or selection on the part of 
the community, usually on the 
first Sunday of Lent, marking the 
beginning of an intense period of 
purification and enlightenment 
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be for e sacramental admission, 
and 3) the actual reception of the 
sacraments of initiation, viz. , bap
tism, confirmation, and eucharist. 
These mea sur e d and studied 
stages are protracted over some 
considerable time, even several 
years, but there is also provision 
for an abbreviated form for the 
admission of adults in danger of 
death or at the point of death. I I 
These shorter and simpler cere
monies, led by a priest, deacon, 
catechist or lay person, are flexi
ble enough to be adapted to the 
condition of the sick person, and 
yet rich with meaning and suit
able solemnity. 

A procedure is provided to pre
pare for confirmation and eucha
rist those who were baptized in 
the Church as infants but never 
instructed in the faith. 12 Another 
feature of the ritual for the ini
tiation of adults is a rite for the 
admission into the full commun
ion of the Catholic church of 
those who have been validly bap
tized in "a separated ecclesial 
community." 1.l T his ceremony 
centers upon a profession of faith 
and the reception of the eucha
rist, and is ordinarily to take 
place within Mass. It is described 
and to be administered with great 
ecumenical sensitivity and tact. 

Earlier changes of both ecu
menical and pastoral importance 
refer to the previously routine 
practice of conditional re-baptism 
of converts from other Christian 
churches, and to those who are 
qualified to act as sponsors or 
godparents. 
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Indiscriminate conditional Bap. 
tism of all who desire full com
munion with the Catholic Church 
cannot be approved. The sacrament 
of Baptism cannot be repeated and 
therefore to ba ptize again condi
tionally is not allowed unless there 
is prudent doubt of the fact, or of 
the validity, of a Baptism already 
administered. 14 

There is a strong presumption in 
favor of the validity of the bap
tism performed within the prin
cipal Protestant churches (and no 
doubt at all about Orthodox bap
tism) . Only when, after serious 
investigation, reasonable doubt 
remains about the proper admin
istration of this original baptism, 
can the sacrament be celebrated 
conditionally. I; And then it is to 
be performed in a private manner 
and accompanied by careful ex
planation. 

A non-Catholic Christian may 
be invited to serve as a godparent 
or Christian witness at a Catholic 
baptism along with another god
parent who is a Catholic. 16 This 
ecumenical advance is a symbol 
of the unity of faith in Christ. 
However, one sponsor or godpar
ent at least must be a member of 
the Catholic communion in order 
to profess the church's faith at the 
baptism (or to testify to the can
didate's faith in the case of an 
adult) and assume the responsi
bility for the education in the 
faith of the baptized child in the 
event the parents should be un
able to do so. 

Finally, regarding the minister 
of baptism, it should be noted 
that a deacon is now an ordinary 
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. minister of baptism (along with 
bishops and priests) Y Catechists 
may administer the sacrament 
(using the special forms of the 
rite provided for the purposes) 
when no ordinary minister is 
available. Religious men and 
women may also be authorized to 
baptize (using the rite for cate
chists) in similar circumstances 
if the bishop obtains an indult 
permitting it. In danger of death, 
of course, when no ordinary min
ister is available, any member of 
the faithful or any person with 
the right intention may baptize. 1R 

Confirmation 
The Fathers of Vatican II 

called for a renewal of the rite of 
confirmation also, 19 and on Au
gust 22, 1971, a new Ordo was 
issued for the celebration of this 
sacrament of initiation.20 Pope 
P a u I ' s Apostolic Constitution, 
which preceded the Ordo by a 
week,21 centers on the meaning 
of the sacrament, its variant his
torical forms, and a new deter
mination of the "matter" and 
"form" of confirmation in the 
Latin Church: "The sacrament of 
confirmation is con fer red by 
anointing the for e he a d with 
chrism, by means of the imposi
tion of the hand, and by the 
words, 'Receive the seal of the gift 
of the Holy Spirit'."22 

The sacrament is described as 
a part of the whole rite of Chris
tian initiation (and, in the case 
of adults or of children who are 
in danger of death, it is to be ad
ministered immediately after bap
tism) , but also speaks of con
firmation as a special sign of the 
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gift of the Spirit and of growth, 
strength, maturity, and advance 
in faith and charity.23 

The introductory instruction 
to the Rite of Confirmation 
stresses the role of the communi
ty into which the baptized person 
is confirmed. The people of God 
have the responsibility to prepare 
and form the candidate through 
catechesis, to celebrate the fes
tive occasion of the confirmation 
(normally within Mass so as to 
link it closely with the Eucharist, 
the final sacrament of initiation), 
and to lend continual support, en
couragement, and example to the 
one confirmed.24 Even when ad
ministered in danger of death or 
in emergency situations, the prep
aratory catechesis and support of 
the surrounding community of 
faith are to be provided to what
ever extent possible.2.1 

The sponsor at confirmation, 
who is now preferably the same 
person as the godparent at bap
tism, is to present the candidate 
and later to assist the confirmed 
to faithfully fulfill his/ her com
mitments in the Spirit.26 

The ordinary minister of con
firmation is a bishop, but the new 
rite gives the faculty to many 
other priests to either administer 
the sacrament in place of a bishop 
or along with a bishop in the same 
ceremony. Apostolic administra
tors, vicars and prefects apostolic, 
etc., who are assigned to a given 
territory, may confirm, as well as 
those priests (e.g., pastors) who 
by virtue of their office can bap
tize adults or admit baptized 
adults (converts) into full com-
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munion with the church. Iri dan
ger of death, pastors, administra
tors, substitutes and assistants 
may administer confirmation, and 
in their absence, any priest not 
under censureY Hospital chap
lains can confirm if they have pas
toral prerogatives, or if they have 
been granted an indult, or in dan
ger of death when the other par
ish priests are not available. This 
expansion of faculties for priests 
expresses the church's concern to 
make this sacrament of initiation 
and strengthening in the Spirit 
available to all the baptized. 

When there are a large number 
of people to be confirmed (or for 
other reasons) the chief minister 
may be assisted by others in ad
ministering the sacrament: either 
those with a diocesan or regional 
office, the local pastor or pastors 
of the candidates, or priests who 
have assisted in the preparation 
of the candidates.28 This sharing 
of the ministerial function per
mits the ceremony to be short 
enough to fit comfortably into the 
eucharistic setting. 

Eucharist 
The rites of Christian initiation 

culminate in the celebration of 
the Body and Blood of Christ. 
The eucharist is the central and 
principal action of the Church's 
worship. As such, it received first 
attention in the conciliar and 
post-conciliar renewal of liturgy. 
A profusion of legislation and in
struction has issued in the ten 
years since the epochal Constitu
tion on the Sacred Liturgy.29 
Many of these "changes in the 
Mass" are well known to practic-
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ing Catholics. Most have been 
welcomed as improvements; much 
remains to be done to further per
fect the celebrations of this cen
tral mystery of Christ and of the 
church. Here we set aside this 
huge and crucial issue of eucha
ristic renewal and its disciplinary 
guidelines, and simply remark on 
a few relatively minor but signifi
cant developments which could 
have important effects on Mass 
and communion in hospital set
tings. 

1) Active participation of the 
faithful, both representatively in 
various ministerial roles and di
rectly through the congregational 
responses, songs, gestures, etc., 
is a central principle of alliiturgi
cal renewaJ.3~ It is to be urged 
and fostered in every form of eu
charistic celebration or adminis
tration of holy communion. 

2) The eucharist may be cele
brated outside of churches and 
chapels;3l it may take place, for 
example, in houses, hospital units, 
auditoria, dining rooms, recrea
tion areas, etc., wherever sur
roundings are suitable and de
corum can be maintained. 

3) "The sign of communion is 
more complete when given under 
both kinds, since in that form the 
sign of the eucharistic meal ap
pears more clearly." Masses cele
brated in the home when viati
cum is administered is one of the 
many specific instances when 
communion under both species is 
permitted. Various forms of ad
ministration are provided.32 

4) The eucharistic fast from 
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solid food and drink, excepting 
water, is reduced to about a quar
ter of an hour for the sick, the 
elderly who "are confined, and per
sons who care for or are related to 
the ill or elderly and who wish to 
receive communion with them.B 

5) Communion may be re
ceived more than once on the 
same day by relatives and friends 
of the sick person when viaticum 
is administered.34 

6) Communion may be admin
istered by extraordinary minis
ters, suitable men or w 0 men 
properly appointed, especially in 
order to make holy communion 
more readily available to the 
sick. 3; This important change 
should be of great assistance in 
hospital ministry. 

7) Special adaptations may be 
made for Masses with children. 
This includes tho s e situations 
when there are also many adults 
present. Simplification, clarity 
and flexibility are some of the 
values presented in order to make 
the eucharist meaningful to the 
young.36 

8) Sharing eucharistic com
munion with those not fully in 
communion wit h the Roman 
Catholic church is generally not 
permitted because the unity of 
the churches for which we long 
has not yet bee n completely 
achieved. Still there are circum
stances when holy communion 
can be administered to our sepa
rated brothers and sisters, and 
danger of death or grave spiritual 
need coupled with lack of access 
to a minister of their own com
munion are among themY 
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9 ) Women may exercise various 
liturgical ministries at Mass in
cluding those of reader, cantor, 
leader of singing, commentator, 
and leader of participation. These 
important functions may be per
formed either within or outside 
the sanctuary depending upon 
convenience. 38 

10) Communion is to be dis
tributed by placing the consecrat
ed bread on the tongue of the 
communicant. "Communion in the 
hand" may be permitted by na
tional bishops' conferences,19 but 
the U.S. bishops have not yet 
given approval for this alternate 
form. The practice, which has 
been approved in many other na
tions and will most likely be al
lowed here as well before much 
longer, is encountered in many 
places today.40 

Penance 
Reconciliation of man to God 

was at the heart of the mission of 
Christ. Reconciling men with and 
among themselves and thereby to 
the Father is a central work of 
the church. The Sacrament of 
penance is a privileged form of 
the reconciliatory function of the 
church, and it has been revised 
only recently. The new Rite of 
Penance was issued on December 
2, 1973, and the English transla
tion is now awaiting approva1. 41 

This reorganization of the sac
rament provides distinct rites for 
reconciling individual penitents, 
for reconciliation of several peni
tents with individual confession 
and absolution, and for the recon
ciliation of penitents with general 
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confession and absolution. The 
Ordo also contains instructions 
for penitential celebrations and 
provision for local adaptations 
by the national conference, e.g., 
omission or enlargement of some 
of the parts of the ritual, selec
tion of readings and prayers, 
choice of suitable place for cele
brating the sacrament. 

The outline of the rite for re
conciling individual penitents is: 
1) prayerful preparation by both 
priest and penitent; 2) a charita
ble welcome and introductory 
greeting; 3) a reading from holy 
scripture; 4) confession of sins, 
admonition, and assignment of 
penance; 5) a prayer for pardon 
and absolution (customary for
mulation accompanied by the ex
tension of hands over penitent's 
head and a sign of the cross); 6) 
a proclamation of praise and dis
missal of the penitent in peace. -I~ 

A shorter rite is provided for cir
cumstances when pastoral needs 
demand it, and the usual form is 
retained when there is danger of 
death. 43 A special form for cele
brating the sacrament for the 
sick is suggested in an appendix 
to the Ordo.44 

The discipline of general abso
lution is the same as that out
lined in the "Pastoral norms" of 
June 16, 1972.4; It is presented as 
an extraordinary form of sacra
mental absolution which is very 
carefully circumscribed by limit
ing conditions and special author
ization. In part, it is presented 
this way: 
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Particular and occasional circum
stances may render it lawful and 
even necessary to give absolution in 
a general manner to a number of 
penitents without their previous in
dividual confession_ 

Besides cases involving danger of 
death, it is lawful to give sacra
mental absolution to several faith
ful at the same time, after they 
have made only a generic confes
sion but are suitably moved to re
pentance, if there is grave need. 
namely when, in view of the num
ber of penitents , sufficient confes
sors are not available to h ear 
individual confessions within a suit
able period of time, so that the 
penitents would, through no fault 
of their own, have to remain for a 
long time without sacramental 
grace or holy communion_ 

The judgment concerning the 
presence of the above conditions 
and the decision concerning the 
lawfulnes3 of giving general sacra
m ental absolution is reserved to the 
bishop of the diocese, who is to take 
counsel with the other members of 
the episcopal confe rence_ 

Besides the cases determined by 
the diocesan bishop, if any other 
serious need arises for giving sacra
mental absolution to several per
sons toge ther, the priest must have 
recourse to the local ordinary be
forehand, when this is possible, if 
he is to give absolution licitly. Oth
erwise, he should inform the Ordi
nary as soon as possible of the need 
and of the absolution which h e 
gave_ 46 

This major revision of the sac
rament of penance obviously en
visions a more personal and less 
perfunctory encounter between 
minister and penitent; it stresses 
the ecclesial nature of the sacra
ment, and focuses on the central 
role of the saving word of God. 
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Its successful implementation in 
parish and hospital settings will 
call forth the best in pastoral re
flection and creativityY 

Two further items related to 
the sacrament of penance deserve 
mention. The canonical provisions 
regarding sIJecial confessors for 
religious men and women were 
suspended and partially replaced 
by a decree of the Congregation 
for Religious. 48 No special juris
dication is needed by the priest 
for these penitents, and religious 
women may go to confession to 
any priest who has faculties to 
hear confessions. Ordinary and 
extraordinary confessors are to be 
supplied to some religion houses, 
e.g., contemplative monasteries, 
houses of formation, larger com
munities, or those which request 
an assigned confessor, after con
sultation with the community 
concerned. Religious are urged to 
go to confession frequently (the 
decree suggests twice a month), 
and their superiors are admon
ished to foster this practice and 
make it readily possible. 

The lively controversy over 
whether or not children must go 
to confession before first receiv
ing holy communion has sim
mered down, and pastoral prac
tice remains diverse. A declara
tion from the Congregations of 
Sacraments and Clergy in 1973 
called for a halt to the experi
mental practice of allowing chil
dren to receive first communion 
without going to confession.4') 

The American bishops requested 
that the experiment be extended, 
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but their petition was denied. 
Various accommodations h a v e 
been worked out in American 
diocese; penance is not to be de
nied to children who desire or re
quest it, but the obligation to 
receive penance does not exist 
when there is no consciousness of 
serious sin. 50 

Anointing of the Sick 

By the sacred anointing of the 
s ick and the prayer of her priests, 
the whole Church commends those 
who are ill to the suffe ring a nd 
glorified Lord, asking tha t H e may 
lighten their s uffe ring and save 
them (cf. Jas. 5: 14-16) . She exhorts 
them, moreover, to contribute to the 
welfare of the whole People of God 
by a3soc iating them3elves freely 
with the pass ion and death of Chris t 
(cL Rom. 8:17; Col. 1:24; 2 Tim. 
2:11-12; I P et. 4:13). " 

This sacrament of he a lin g 
stands at the heart of the church's 
mission of healing and is the cen
tral focus of pastoral ministry to 
the sick. The revisions of the rite, 
which were called for by the Sec
ond Vatican Council, have recent
ly been accomplished, and they 
represent a very healthy and wel
come sacramental development. ;2 
Not only parish priests and hos
pital chaplains, but all who are 
involved in health care should 
carefully examine and apply these 
revised and improved rites. i.1 The 
sacrament of healing is placed 
quite properly within the context 
of Christian ministry to those who 
are ill. 

Perhaps the most important 
feature of the revised rites is their 
clear orientation toward the sick 
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-anyone afflicted with serious 
illness-whether he is in danger 
of death or not. This new direc
tion, in which the care, solace, 
support, and powerful prayer of 
the believing community are 
brought to bear on the sick broth
er or sister, are expressed in the 
key section of the papal docu
ment: 

The sacrament of the anointing 
of the sick is administered to those 
who are dangerously ill, by anoint
ing them on the forehead and hands 
with olive oil or, if I opportune, with 
another properly blessed vegetable 
oil and saying once only the follow
ing words: "Through this holy 
anointing and his great love for you, 
may the Lord h elp you by the pow
er of his Holy Spirit. May the Lord 
who freed you from sin heal you 
and extend his saving grace to you. " 

In case of necessity, however, it 
is sufficient that a single anointing 
be given on the forehead or, be
cause of the particular condition of 
the sick person, on another more 
suitable part of the body, the whole 
formula being pronounced. 

This sacrament can be repeated 
if the sick person, having received 
the anointing, recovers and then 
again falls ill or if, in the course of 
the same illness, the danger be
comes more serious . .i4 

The emphasis is shifted from the 
forgiveness of sin s committed 
through the various senses to help 
and healing for the person who is 
sick and suffering. 

The sacrament should be cele
brated at the earliest moment, as 
soon as possible after the onset 
of the serious illness. " The rite is 
to be understood and shared in 
by the sick person and celebrated 
with the active participation of 
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friends and family . It is an action 
of the community of faith, not a 
quick, private, mechanistic ges
ture. The focus is on the healing 
which is associated wit h the 
prayer and anointing by the eld
ers of the church in the Epistle 
of James. 

Anointing can be given before 
surgery, to elderly people weak
ened in health, and to children of 
an age to appreciate it. It is not 
to be administered to one who is 
surely dead. Vegetable oils may 
be used for the anointing as well 
as olive oil, and, if necessary, the 
priest can bless the oil. 56 Several 
optional formulas are provided in 
the rite so that it may be readily 
adapted to the circumstances of 
the individual. 

In addition to the sacramental 
rites of anointing, the ritual con
tains sections on visiting the sick, 
taking communion to the sick, ad
ministering viaticum, administer
ing the sacraments of penance, 
anointing, and eucharist to one 
who is near death, and other im
portant pastoral guides for min
istering to the sick and to the dy
ing. The whole document, the 
theology and Christian compas
sion which it embodies, and the 
rich liturgical actions and prayers 
which it contains, deserve the 
most serious study and planned 
implementation. '7 

Orders 
The ceremonies and texts of 

the ordination rites have been re
vised since the Ecumenical Coun
cil in response to the mandate of 
the Council Fathers.is However, 
more important for the hospital 
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or medical apostolate, are the re
visions in the very structures of 
the church's ministries. Certain 
ministries have bee n virtually 
abolished, e.g., the minor orders 
of exorcist and porter and the 
subdiaconate, and others recon
stituted or reorganized, e.g., the 
ministries of reader and acolyte 
and the permanent diaconate. i9 

Two developments s h 0 u I d be 
pointed out in particular: the 
functions of the permanent dea
con and the possibility of new lay 
ministries. 

To the permanent deacon have 
been assigned a variety of pos
sible duties ranging fro m the 
distribution of communion, the 
administration of viaticum, the 
instruction of the faithful, and 
presiding at worship, to works 
charity and ecclesiastical admin
istration. /Yo This spectrum of ap
propriate functions enables the 
deacon to be a very valuable hos
pital minister. Equipped with 
the necessary skills for this spe
cialized ministry he could be per
fectly suitable either alone or as 
a member of a pastoral team in 
a healing apostolate. 

New ministries can be request
ed by episcopal conferences if 
they judge them to be necessary 
or useful in their territories.61 The 
American hierarchy has already 
asked for the establishment of the 
lay minister of catechist and 
minister of music.62 A similar 
ministry, with suitable rite of li
turgical institution, could be re
quested for hospital ministers if 
this would be judged helpful. 
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Matrimony 

The Constitution on the Sacred 
Liturgy asked that the marriage 
rite "be revised and enriched in a 
way which more clearly expresses 
the grace of the sacrament and 
the duties of the spouses."63 This 
new rite was issued in 1969, and 
has been in use for some time.64 

More basically, the vision of 
Christian marriage held up by the 
Pas tor a I Constitution on the 
Church in the Modern World has 
added impetus to the discussion 
about the nature and qualities of 
this unique sacrament.6i Not only 
is a new theological understand
ing of marriage in Christ begin
ning to emerge, but juridical ef
fects are beginning to be felt in 
the decisions of the church's mat
rimonial tribunals.66 Whole cate
gories of causes of nullity are de
veloping based on a person's im
maturity, inability to assume such 
a responsibility as marriage, lack 
of conjugal love, failure to com
prehend or carry out matrimonial 
obligations, or to live in a lasting 
and compatible relationship with 
a given other person for psy
chological reasons. These various 
" defects of consent" in one way 
or another are seen to fall short 
of the commitment to a communi
ty of life and love which Chris
tian marriage is meant to be. The 
canonical developments are rapid 
and major. 

Procedures employed in ecclesi
astical tribunals have been great
ly streamlined in recent years, 
and this too is having a profound 
effect on the volume of decisions 
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being issued on the validity of 
marriages.67 

The discipline for "mixed mar
riage," i.e., between a Catholic 
and a non-Catholic, has been no
tably reorganized under the ecu
menical influence of the Vatican 
Counci1.68 While a fundamentally 
negative attitude toward such 
unions continues to prevail in the 
legislation, still the conditions 
have been much mitigated, e.g., 
the milder form of the "promises" 
regarding the faith of the Catholic 
partner and children to be born, 
the ready dispensation from the 
canonical form, which normally 
requires the presence of a priest 
and two witnesses, and the abro
gation of penalties previously 
threatened for violations. 

The admission to the sacra
ments of those living in canoni
cally invalid marriages has been 
the subject of considerable dis
cussion in recent years. 6'J When a 
present marriage cannot be vali
dated in the church because of a 
previous union which was not 
demonstrably null and cannot be 
dissolved (e.g., by means of a 
" Pauline privilege" or a "favor of 
the faith" decree), and the par
ties to the present marriage are in 
good faith, show evidence of gen
uine Christian striving, are rear
ing their children in the faith , 
good pastoral practice permits 
them to be re-admitted to the 
sacraments of penance and eucha
rist. "Scandal" or any denigration 
of the permanence of Christian 
marriage must be precluded, of 
course, and great discretion and 
prudence is required on the part 
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of the pas tor or ministering 
priest. This significant develop
ment in pastoral practice, some
times called the "good faith" or 
"internal forum" solution, is still 
open to debate, but it is well 
grounded and apparently grow
ing. 

Godfrey Diekmann recently de
fined sacraments as " the chief 
Christ-derived visible signs by 
which he continues to send us his 
Spirit for the upbuilding of the 
Church into a community of faith 
and love, to the glory of the Fa
ther."7v If this description is ac
curate, then the sacramental life 
of any community, any segment 
or part of the church, is as crucial 
as heart function is to the human 
body. It must be a matter of first 
concern. 

To celebrate the sacraments 
well in the straitened circum
stances often encountered when 
ministering to the sick or dying 
requires even greater than usual 
pastoral skill and efforU I Often 
in hospitals there are intense 
pressures of time, cramped quar
ters, emotional upset, busy medi
cal personnel, and a patient be
set and indisposed by the effects 
of illness, injury, medication or 
therapy. Such conditions some
times demand attenuated and 
hasty sacramental ministrations. 
But even in the most difficult cir
cumstances honesty of sign, maxi
mum meaning, and prayerful 
performance must be maintained. 
Like the practice of medicine in a 
field hospital or in emergency sit
nations, more is demanded of 
those doing the ministering, rath-
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er than less, if the sacraments are 
to be salutary. 

T his admittedly incomplete 
overview of the changes in the 
discipline of the sacraments is 
intended to alert those in health 
care communities to the progress 
and direction of liturgical re
newal. It is the author's earnest 
hope that the medical and pas
toral personnel responsible for re
ligious practice in these institu
tions will not only be aware of 
these new sacramental postures 
and possibilities, but will active
ly assist, promote, and revitalize 
their celebration. 
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