“Wisdom [our Lord Jesus Christ] has built her house [the Church], She has hewn out her seven pillars
[the seven Sacraments]” (Prov 9:1)
E Lecture I: What is a Sacrament? E
E Introduction:
To materialists, this world is opaque like a curtain; nothing can be seen through it. A mountain is just
a mountain, a sunset just a sunset; but to poets, artists and saints, the world is transparent like a windowpane
– it tells of something beyond. For example, a mountain tells of the power of God, the sunset of His beauty,
and the snowflake of His purity. A Sacrament, in a very broad sense of the term, combines two elements:
one visible, the other invisible – one can be seen, or tasted, or touched, or heard while the other remains
unseen to the eyes of the flesh. There is, however, some kind of relation or significance between the two. A
spoken word is a kind of sacrament because there is something material or audible about it; there is also
something spiritual about it, namely, its meaning. A horse can hear a funny story just as well as a man. It is
conceivable that the horse may even hear the words better than the man and at the end of the story the man
may laugh, but the horse will never give a horselaugh. The reason is that the horse gets the material side of
the ‘sacrament’ namely the sound, but man gets the invisible or the spiritual side, namely, the meaning. A
handshake is a kind of sacrament, because there is something seen and felt, namely the clasping of the hands,
but there is something mysterious and unseen, namely, the communication of friendship. A kiss is a kind of
sacrament, the physical side of it is present if one kisses one’s own hand, but the spiritual side of it is missing
because there is no sign of affection for another. No wonder our Lord said to Judas, “are you betraying the
son of Man with a kiss?” (Jn 22:48)
Take the brazen serpent in the desert. When the Jewish people were bitten by poisonous serpents,
God commanded Moses to make a brazen serpent, and to hang it over the crotch of a tree (Num 21:8-9); all
who would look upon that serpent of brass would be healed of the serpent’s sting. This apparently was a
rather ridiculous remedy for poison and not everyone looked at it. If one could discern or guess their reason,
it would probably be because they concentrated on only one side of the symbol, namely, the shinny, lifeless
brass thing hanging on a pole. But it proved to be a symbol of faith; God used that material thing as a symbol
of trust or faith in Him. The symbolism goes still further, the Old Testament is fulfilled in our Lord Jesus
Christ who revealed the full mystery of the brazen serpent. Our Lord told Nicodemus that the brass serpent
was lifted up in the desert so that He would have to be lifted up on the cross (Jn 3:14). The meaning now
becomes clear; the brass serpent in the desert looked like the serpent that bit the people, but though it seemed
to be the same, it was actually without any poison. Our Blessed Lord now says that He is like that brazen
serpent. He, too, would be lifted up on the crotch of a tree, a cross. He would look as if He Himself was
filled with the poison of sin, for His body would bear the marks, and the stings, and the piercing of sin; and
yet as the brass serpent was without poison so He would be without sin. As those who looked upon that brass
serpent in the desert in faith were healed of the bite of the serpent, so all who would look upon Him on His
cross bearing the sins and poisons of the world would also be healed of the poison of the serpent, Satan.
The word “sacrament” in Greek means “mystery”, and our Lord Jesus Christ has been called by St.
Paul “a great mystery” (1 Tim 3:16). In Him is something divine, something human, something eternal,
something temporal, something invisible, something visible. The Human Nature of our Blessed Lord had no
power to sanctify of and by itself; that is to say, apart from its union with the Divinity, but because of that
union, the Humanity of the Lord became the efficient cause of our justification and sanctification and will be
until the end of the world. Herein is hidden a hint of the Sacraments. The Humanity of the Lord was the
bearer of Divine life and the means of making men holy, the Sacraments were also to become the effective
means of the sanctification purchased by his death. As our Blessed Lord was the sensible sign of God (He is
truly God), so the Sacraments were to become the sensible signs of the grace (they are truly grace), which
our Lord had won for us.
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If men were angels or pure spirits, there would have been no need of our Lord Jesus Christ using
human nature or material things for the communication of the divine, but because man is composed of matter
and spirit, body and soul, man functions best when he sees the material as the revealer of the spiritual. From
the very beginning of man’s life, his mother’s fondling is not merely to leave an impress upon his infant
body, but rather to communicate the sublimely beautiful and invisible love of the mother. It is not the
material thing that man values, but rather what is signified by it.
E Sacraments and Salvation:
One often sees signs painted on roadways, “Jesus saves”. Now this indeed is true, but the important
question is how does He save? What relation do we have in the twenty- first century to our Lord Jesus Christ
in the first? Do we establish contact with Him only by reading about Him? If that were all, our relationship is
not much closer than that which we can have with Plato. If the Lord Jesus Christ is only a memory of
someone who lived centuries ago, then it is rather difficult to see that His influence will be any different than
that of Socrates or Buddha. The answer to the question of how our Lord Jesus Christ saves is to be found in
the Sacraments. The Divine life of the Lord is communicated through His Church or His mystical body in
exactly the same way that His divine life was communicated when He walked on earth. As He then used His
human nature as the instrument of divinity and used material things as means to confer His grace; clay and
water in the case of the born blind (Jn 9:11). He now uses other human natures (priests) and material things
(water, bread and wine, oil) as instruments for the communication of the same divine life (grace).
Every Sacrament has an outward or visible sign. For example, in Baptism it is water, in the Eucharist
it is bread and wine, but the Sacrament also has a form or formula, words of spiritual significance given to
the matter when it is conferred. Three things then are absolutely required for a Sacrament: (1) Its institution
by the Lord Jesus Christ, (2) an outward sign, (3) the power of conferring the grace purchased for us by the
Passion, Death, and Resurrection of the Lord.
Calvary is like a reservoir of divine life or grace. From it, there flows seven different kinds of
sanctification for man in different stages in his spiritual existence. Each of these seven channels is a
Sacrament by which the power of the Risen Christ is bestowed on souls by a spiritual and effective contact.
This divine grace pours into the soul when we receive the Sacraments, unless we put an obstacle in the way,
just as water will not flow out of a faucet if we put our hand in front of the faucet. But the faucet in a house
has no power to quench thirst unless there is a reservoir and a pipeline. So the Sacraments do not confer
grace as magical signs, they communicate it only because they are in contact with the Risen Christ through
the work of the Holy Spirit about Whom the Lord said, “He will take of what is Mine and declare it to you.”
(Jn 17:14)
E The Seven Holy Sacraments:
1. The Sacrament of Holy Orders (Priesthood)
2. The Sacrament of Baptism
3. The Sacrament of Confirmation
4. The Sacrament of The Eucharist
5. The Sacrament of Repentance & Confession
6. The Sacrament of The Anointing of The Sick
7. The Sacrament of Matrimony
(Adapted from ‘These are the Sacraments’ by Fulton J. Sheen & Yousuf Karsh.)
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Q: The word “mystery” occurred in Holy Scripture with many meanings, how are these meanings
different from the “Sacraments” of the Church?
A: The word “mystery” in Holy Scripture has two meanings:
1. Mysteries of knowledge that God reveals (Secrets or Hidden Truths).
2. Mysteries of grace where the Holy Spirits grants invisible gifts (Sacraments).
1. Mysteries of Knowledge:
• “The secret of the Lord is with those who fear Him” (Ps 25:14)
• “Surely the Lord God does nothing unless He reveals His secret to His servants the prophets” (Amos 3:7)
• “Then the secret was revealed to Daniel” (An 2:19)
• “To you it has been given to know the mysteries [hidden truths] of the Kingdom of God” (Lk 8:10)
• “We speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, the hidden wisdom which God ordained before the ages for
our glory” (1 Cor 2:7)
• “Though I have the gift of prophecy, and understand all mysteries and all knowledge … but have not
love, I am nothing” (1 Cor 13:2)
• “Having made known to us the mystery of His will” (Eph 1:9)
• “That I may open my mouth boldly to make known the mystery of the gospel” (Eph 6:19)
• “The mystery [secret or hidden truth] which has been hidden from ages and from generations, but now
has been revealed to His saints” (Col 1:26)
• “Meanwhile praying also for us, that God would open to us a door for the word, to speak the mystery
[hidden truth] of Christ” (Col 4:3)
• “The knowledge of the mystery of God, both of the Father and of Christ” (Col 2:2)
• “Great is the mystery [hidden truth] of godliness: God was manifested in the flesh” (1 Tim 3:16)
2. Mysteries of Grace:
The word Sacrament is the conjunction of the Latin word sacer (holy) with the Greek word mysterion
(secret rite). Sacrament was thus given a sacred mysterious significance that indicated a spiritual potency.
The power was transmitted through material instruments and vehicles viewed as channels of divine grace and
as benefits in ritual observance instituted by Christ. St. Augustine defines Sacraments as ‘The visible form of
an invisible grace’ (Encyclopedia Britannica; Volume 26, Page 834)
•

“A man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.
This is a great mystery [Sacrament] but I speak concerning Christ and the Church” (Eph 5:31-32)
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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