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30- Sacramentals in the Catholic Church: (L) The technical definition: Sacramentals are liturgical ceremonies instituted by the Catholic Church that bear some resem​​blance to the seven sac​ra​ments and dispose the Christian to receive and cooperate with grace. Each includes a prayer of blessing accompanied by a sacred sign representing bene​fits obtained through the intercession of the Church. Hence the term “sacramental” is applied to the rite of blessing itself, not the object blessed. But according to the Council of Trent (Session XXII, 15), sacramentals (sacramentalia) are material objects, things or actions set apart or blessed by the Roman Catholic Church, the Orthodox Churches, or the Anglican Churches, to manifest the respect due to the Sacraments, and so to excite good thoughts and to increase devotion, and through these movements of the heart to remit venial sin. According to the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy of the Second Vatican Council, sacramentals are “sacred signs instituted by the Church that dispose people to receive the chief effects of the sacraments, and they make holy various occasions in human life.” While older definitions (e.g., that of  Council of Trent), referred to sacramentals as objects and actions usually “done by” the clergy, this newer definition identifies sacramentals as dynamic signs used in celebration. 

Difference from sacraments: The western theologians separated the seven Christ-instituted sacraments from the Church-instituted sacramentals in the twelfth century. The seven Sacraments are Christ-instituted. Sacraments always do exactly what they signify (ex opere operato= "from the deed done"). This means that they produce  the grace irrespective of the merits of either minister or recipient (ex opere operantis), though the intention of conferring the sacrament is required in the minister and the intention of receiving in the recipient, if he be an adult, for a valid and worthy reception of the sacrament. The sacramentals are usually Church-instituted (though some are Christ-instituted). They work through the power and prayers of the Church (ex opere operantis = through the pious disposition of the one using them).  Only a priest has the power to bless an object and make it a sacramental. The sacraments are necessary for salvation; the sacramentals are not necessary. Nevertheless, the prayers, pious objects, sacred signs and ceremonies of Mother Church are means to salvation. The direct relationship between some sacra​men​tals and a particular sacrament are easy to see: the blessing of meals is connected to the Euch​arist, the blessing of homes relates to Matrimony, while the sprinkling of Holy Water recalls Bap​tism.

Structure, Purpose and Efficacy: The first purpose of the sacramentals is to prepare for and extend the grace of the sacraments. In the sacraments, it is Christ Himself who is acting, and so grace is objectively conferred ex opere operato, that is, by virtue of the performing of the rite by a valid minister acting as Christ’s instrument. As acts of the Church, the sacramentals may also be occasions for grace ex opere operantis ecclesiae, that is, by virtue of the intercession of the Church. They are not efficacious in the same way nor to the same degree as the sacraments, but are more powerful than the private intercession of Christians precisely because they represent and make present the intercession of the entire Church. The second purpose of sacramentals is the sanctification of every occasion of life. Hence, the Book of Blessings contains blessings of work places, tools, schools, athletic events, etc.
 Different types of sacramentals: We might divide the sacramentals into prayers, pious objects, sacred signs, and religious ceremonies. 1) Devotional articles a) Objects used in the church like Holy oils, bells, incense, candles, Holy water, ashes for Ash Wednesday, and palms for Palm Sunday. b) Pious objects like crosses, crucifixes, medals, scapulars, sacred pictures, religious statues.  When such articles are blessed by an ordained minister according to the liturgy of the sacra​​mentals, they are closely linked to the Church’s public, official prayer, but are nonetheless distinct from it. Holy water, ashes, palms, candles are used mainly for liturgical purposes. Other sacramentals, such as rosaries and medals, are not used in a specifically liturgical context, but they do remind individuals of God’s presence in their lives and call them to prayer. 2) Actions like the Sign of the Cross, genuflection, prayers, the washing of the feet on Holy Thursday, the dedication of a church building, the consecra​tion of its altar, or the acceptance of a nun’s perpetual vows etc.). 3) Combination of objects and prayers: The Rosary, for example, is a pious object and a prayer. The Sign of the Cross is a prayer and a sign. Liturgical prayers and rites used in administering the sacraments, funerals, exorcisms, blessings of people, consecrations, and blessings of objects are also included as sacramentals. 4) The ceremonies performed in the various sacraments are also sacramentals, like the extending of the hands in Confirmation. 

Biblical background of sacramentals: While the terminology is medieval in origin, the practice of imparting blessings goes much further back, even to the Old Testament. In Exodus 40:9-11, for example, all the fur​nish​ings of the sanctu​ary were con​se​crated through an anointing with sacred chrism. In Gene​sis, on the other hand, we read of the great importance attached to the bles​​sings given by the pat​ri​archs to their children. Such blessings were considered efficacious and even irrevocable (see Gen. 27:27). In the New Testament, Jesus himself blesses little children through the sign of the laying on of hands (Mark 10:16) and instructs the apostles to bless the homes that receive them (Luke 10:5; Matthew 10:12f).

 Sacramentals in the tradition: In the patristic era, formal blessings were part of the liturgy and interest in blessings was keen. Two of the earliest Christian commentaries on Scripture, written by St. Hippolytus around the year 200, were On the Blessings of Jacob and On the Blessings of Joseph (ANF 5). The same author also describes the liturgical blessing of such things as baptismal water, the oil used in baptism and confirmation, and even produce such as cheese, fruits and olives. (Apostolic Tradition, 5-6, 21, 28).

Theology of the sacramentals: The fact that the Church formally blesses such visible aids to devotion flows from her appreciation of what the Catechism of the Catholic Church calls “the Sacramental Econ​o​my.” She under​stands that God, who created us body and soul, communicates his truth to us not only through ideas and words but through sensible signs as well. Through his Incarna​tion, the Eternal Word has forever ennobled matter, endowing it with the potential to be an instrument of His life-changing power. So sacramentals  are instituted by the Church  to make holy almost every event in the lives of believers and, like the sacraments, they draw their power from the Paschal Mystery. They also the underscore the Church’s deeply held conviction that all of creation is a potential medium for the revelation of God’s presence and blessing. In speaking about sacramentals, the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy affirms the goodness of the material world and plainly states that “there is hardly any proper use of material things that cannot be directed toward human sanctification and the praise of God.” (SC 79). Along with the sacraments themselves which sanctify the key moments of human life, the Liturgy of the Hours (Divine Office) which sanctifies the Christian day and the liturgical year which relates the annual cycle of seasons to God’s grace, sacramentals address the myriad of occasions in the lives of believers. 
The liturgy of sacramental blessings: There are generally two parts to any liturgy of sacramental blessing: 1) proclamation of the Word of God through Scripture readings and an optional homily and 2) praise of God’s goodness followed by petition for His help and protection (BB 20). Since it is in Christ and especially through his death and resurrection that God pours out his blessings upon us, virtually all the sac​ra​mentals contain the name of Jesus and the sign of the cross (Eph 1:3; SC 61, CCC #1671). In requiring that proclamation of God’s Word never be omitted from the celebration of the sacra​men​tals, the Church wishes to make clear that these rites depend on and are intended to strengthen faith. Superstition, the idea that certain rituals properly performed automatically obtain certain benefits from God (BB 10, 18, 23, 27), is alien to this perspective of faith and must never be confused with the truly Catholic use of the sacramentals. The Church’s intercession, made present by the sacra​mentals, can bear fruit only in the lives of those who are properly disposed (SC 11 cited in BB 15; SC 61).
Ceremonies and Ministers: Normally, an ordained minister (bishop, priest, or deacon, presides over the sacramental bles​sings of the Church. Since Vatican II, a lay person may preside over many of them, particularly those having to do with family life, such as the blessing of a newly engaged couple (CIC 1168-9). The formula and visible sign of blessing is different, however, when a layperson presides. Instead of imparting a blessing say​ing “I bless you”, etc. with out​stretched arms or making the sign of the cross, the layperson, with hands joined, says “may God bless us” thus preserving the distinction between ordained and non-ordained ministry. The official blessings of the Latin Rite of the Catholic Church can mostly be found in the Book of Blessings and the two volume work published in the U.S. as The Rites. The various Eastern Catholic Churches have their own distinctive sacramentals such as those found in the Byzantine book of blessings, the Euchologion (Trebnik).

Additional resources: 

1) http://www.ewtn.com/library/ANSWERS/WHATARE.htm 

2) http://www.americancatholic.org/features/traditions/ 

3) http://www.crossroadsinitiative.com/library_article/49/Sacramentals__their_role_in_Catholic_Sacramental_Life.html 

4) http://www.fisheaters.com/sacramentalsintro.html 

5) http://www.catholicnewsagency.com/resources/catechism/baltimore-catechism/lesson-27-on-the-sacramentals/ 

6) http://www.aboutcatholics.com/beliefs/sacramentals/ 

Additional notes on sacramentals. 

Selected sacramentals explained: 1) Holy Water: It is a sacramental. The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches that the “holy water” is "water blessed by the priest with solemn prayer, to beg God's blessing on those who use it, and to get protection from the powers of darkness.” It is a common practice to have holy water fonts at the entrances of churches so that people dip their finger into it and bless themselves with the sign of the cross. In the past, Catholics used to keep it at home in small fonts at the doorways of certain rooms. Asperges ("You will sprinkle") is the term for the blessing with holy water during the Mass; it taken from the Latin of the first words of the psalm used in the rite: “You will sprinkle me with hyssop….”

2) Holy Oils: The blessing of the Holy Oils has traditionally been done on Holy Thursday by the bishop. The Oil of Chrism is used in Baptism, Confirmation and Holy Orders. It is also used in blessings and consecrations. The Oil of the Catechumens is used in Baptism. The Oil of the Sick is used in the Sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick. 

3) Bells: The use of bells has had a long history in marking a variety of ceremonies in the Church. Bells were silenced from Holy Thursday (after the Gloria during the Liturgy) until the Gloria at the Easter Vigil, as a commemoration of Christ’s Passion. A single swinging bell traditionally called people to Church. Pealing of two or more swinging bells signaled a special celebration. The Angelus Bell consists of three strokes, each followed by a pause; then nine strokes while the Angelus prayer is being finished. The “Sanctus” bell is sounded during the Mass, at the Sanctus (three times), to signal the consecration, and three times each at the elevation of the Host and the Chalice.
Incense: Incense is symbolic in its burning (zeal and fervor), its fragrance (virtue) and its rising smoke (acceptable prayer) as in Psalm 141:2: “Let my prayer be incense before you; my uplifted hands an evening sacrifice.” Veneration is shown by incensing, as in the incensing of the altar, the book of the Gospel, the people and the body of the deceased at a funeral. Five grains of incense are found imbedded in the Paschal Candle to signify the five wounds in Christ.

Candles: Altar candles express devotion, and the lighting of the Baptismal candle from the Christ candle is part of Christian initiation. A prime Christ/Easter symbol (the Paschal Candle), remains lit from its enthronement during the Easter Vigil, throughout the fifty days of Easter. After that time it is used for its resurrection symbolism at baptisms and funerals. The familiar Sanctuary candle signals the “Presence of the Blessed Sacrament.” A recent innovation for weddings is the Unity candle which is flanked by two other candles representing the couple and their baptism. Vigil candles (votive candles) represent the prayer vigilance of expectant faith.

Medals: Medals are often worn as a necklace to commemorate, memorialize, and inspire us about God, Mary or one of the saints.

Scapulars: Originally, the scapular was a part of a religious habit. With the rise of third orders (lay associates of a religious community), in the thirteenth century, the scapular also evolved into a symbol worn under the outer garments. A lay scapular evolved as a devotional article: two small rectangles of cloth worn front and back, connected by ribbons and worn under clothing. The five most familiar scapulars approved by the Church are: 1)the Brown Scapular of Our Lady of Mt. Carmel; 2) the Red Scapular of Christ Passion; 3) the Black Scapular of the Seven Sorrows of Mary; 4) the Blue Scapular of the Immaculate Conception; 5) The White Scapular of the Holy Trinity. The Scapular medal is a substitute for the brown scapular and has the Sacred Heart on one side and Mary on the other side.

Sign of the Cross: The most important sacramental of our Church, and the one most frequently used, is the sign of the cross. Whenever we use it we are reminded of the sufferings and death of our Blessed Savior, and thereby we are filled with more fervent love, more profound gratitude and more earnest contrition. The sign of the cross is the symbol of our deliverance and the emblem of the mercy of God giving redemption to sinful man. Crossing one's self recalls this seal, and the invocation that is said while making this holy sign calls on our God -- the Father, His Son, and the Holy Spirit. It is a sign of our belief –  a "mini-creed" that asserts our belief in the Triune God and a prayer that invokes Him. The use of holy water when making this sign, such as we do when we enter a church, also recalls our Baptism and should bring to mind that we are born again of water and Spirit, thanks be to God. With the right hand: i) we touch our forehead as we say (or pray mentally), " In the name of the Father," ii) touch the breastbone or top of the belly as we say "and of the Son" iii) and touch the left shoulder, then right shoulder, as we say "and of the Holy Spirit. Amen," 

Genuflection is bending the right leg so that the knee touches the floor or ground as a sign of worship. The general rule should be to reserve the most solemn reverence, i.e. genuflection, for the most solemn times. Genuflection is particularly appropriate in the presence of God Himself! If we are going to worship in a Church in which the Body of Christ (the Blessed Sacrament) is reserved, it is right  that we acknowledge the Lord's Real Presence with a brief act of worship on entering or leaving the building. Normally a genuflection in the direction of the place of reservation, coupled with a turning of the mind towards Him is used. If the Blessed Sacrament is reserved in the church we look for the tell-tale sign of a permanently lit lamp, red or white, near to a wall-safe or box fitted to, near or suspended above the altar. The wall-safe is called an AUMBRY; the box is called a TABERNACLE. During the Eucharist, when the priest consecrates the bread and wine, God Himself –  the Real Presence of the Lord Jesus Christ,   Body and Blood, Soul and Divinity, risen from the dead, alive forever – comes among us under the appearances of bread and wine, as St. Paul's first letter to the Corinthians (ch. 11) reminds us. When we move from our seat to go up for Communion, we remember Who is waiting for us at the altar, and we bow to adore our Lord and our God

Eucharistic adoration is a practice in which the Blessed Sacrament is exposed to and adored by the faithful. The exposure is done by placing the Blessed Sacrament in a Monstrance.  When this exposure and adoration is constant (that is, twenty-four hours a day), it is called perpetual adoration. One may sign up to be an "adorer," which allows one to schedule oneself for one or more hours per week to pray before the very presence of Our Lord, exposed in the monstrance. This means that we can have some time alone with Jesus to recite our favorite prayers, read the Bible, contemplate acts of faith, hope, charity, thanksgiving, reparation, pray a rosary or do whatever type of prayerful devotion that suits us before Our Lord. We can just sit and say nothing, simply keeping Him company, just as we would with a dear friend. (Compiled by Fr. Tony). L/13
