
 

 

 

Last week we discussed the meaning of the sacraments in our lives. I would like to 
continue looking at this important topic. 

To understand the idea of the sacraments, we need to know what they are all about, 
and a good place to start is by understanding how they work. Augustine called the 
sacraments “a visible sign of an invisible grace.” What he means is that God uses 
creation to reveal to us his presence and his grace. The sacraments are a particular 
way that God, through creation, communicates his intentions to us. In Baptism, we 
discover that He desires to be in a renewed relationship with us, and in the Eucharist, 

that He desires to share his very life with us. Hence, God communicates to us through human means, in order to 
enable us to recognize his bounty. Water is understood as a cleansing medium and so through baptismal waters we 
are cleansed; then we are capable of having a real relationship with the Father through our relationship with Christ, 
empowered by the Holy Spirit. In the Eucharist, as we share a meal, we come to share our very lives with the One 
who calls us to the meal. God uses his common creations, such as water, bread, wine, and oil, and endows them with 
new meaning. These new meanings speak to God’s intention, and through his actions we receive the grace that 
enables us to live out our lives more fully with Him. God desires only good for us and has, therefore, predestined us 
to be saved in and through Christ. The sacraments are one of the many gifts He has given us for that to happen.  

We, therefore, need to understand that as Catholics we must believe that the sacraments are not of human design. 
God, and God alone, through the actions of Christ, instituted the sacraments. Their power comes from this reality. 
There are many discussions about how Christ may have gone about instituting the sacraments, but they all ultimately 
place the power to do so solely in Christ, who is the ultimate law-giver where the sacraments are concerned. The 
question can then arise: how many sacraments did Christ institute? The Council of Trent came up with the definitive 
number for us—seven. The seven are: Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist, Penance, Anointing of the Sick, Marriage, 
and Holy Orders. However, this does not mean that we cannot understand “sacrament” in other ways: for example, 
the Church was called the Sacrament of Christ by Vatican II. But these seven sacraments are unique because they 
each, in their own way, connect us to the Paschal Mystery so that our lives may be directed to living out our salvation 
in Christ.  

The question we might ask then is: how do the sacraments impact our lives? We believe that the sacraments are an 
instrumental “cause” of grace. What does that mean? It means that God, and God alone, is the principle cause of 
grace, and the sacraments “work” because God chooses to act through them. It’s like this: I, right now, am typing this 
article into my computer. The computer keyboard is the instrumental cause of allowing my thoughts and words to 
be entered into the document. It cannot accomplish this on its own. So, if I do not type, nothing will happen. I am the 
principle cause for what is being written and the meaning that is being conveyed. The sacraments work in exactly the 
same way. God chooses to use water and the baptismal formula to baptize. The sacraments are not magic: we cannot 
coerce God to act contrary to his wishes. The sacraments work because God created them for this purpose. We are 
simply following God’s intentions and fulfilling his wishes. And, as God is the principle cause of grace, we also believe 
that Christ is the primary minister of the sacraments. The minister we see is acting in the name of Christ, and Christ 
acts through the minister.  It is irrelevant whether or not the minister is in good moral standing. The sacraments are 
not about the minister or even the recipient. The sacraments are about the Church acting in the name and person of 
Christ to ensure that his saving work continues. Christ will use whoever is duly appointed to serve in the name of the 
Church as minister of the sacrament. The minister, of course, will need to answer to God if he is not in a state of 
grace, but that does not prevent God from using him as an instrument of his mercy in the lives of others. 

It is also important to understand that, though grace is always available through the sacraments, grace may not 
always be received. Because the sacraments are not magic, as they do not coerce God, they also do not coerce us. 
We must be open to worthily receive the sacraments. In other words, we need to be in a state of grace and truly 
open to God acting in our lives. God will never force himself upon a person. And as such, the person must be properly 
disposed to respond to God acting in their life. Hence, whether the sacraments are fruitful or not depends solely on 
the recipient; and whether or not grace is available to be received remains solely with God.  



 

 

Our ultimate understanding of the sacraments, then, comes down to this—they are God’s gracious gift to us. This gift 
is intended for one purpose: to encourage and strengthen us through God’s grace to live as a people saved in Jesus 
Christ.  Our God loves us so much that He will bestow his grace and mercy upon us through whatever means available, 
so that we can recognize fully his presence in our lives.  

If you have any questions about anything, please do not hesitate to ask me directly, or send your questions to me at 
fr.brian@chelmsfordcatholic.org.  

Please keep me in your prayers. 

In Christ, 

 

 
 
Fr. Brian 

 

  


