SACRAMENT

A central theological, pastoral, and even aesthetic characteristic of Catholicism is its
sacramental vision. Catholic faith affirms that all of reality carries a “mysterious”
depth—cosmos, nature, history, persons, events, objects, rituals, and words. In principle,
everything is capable of bearing meaning and of mediating the divine presence. God is
everywhere, all-powerful, and at work in creation, and there is no finite reality that God
cannot use as an instrument of grace.

At the same time, we as human beings have only finite realities—words, signs, actions,
and symbols—through which we respond to God’s self-communication. The meeting
point between God’s self-gift and our human response takes place in the sacramental
encounter. For Christians, this encounter finds its fullness in Jesus Christ, who is himself
the primordial sacrament of God’s presence.

Signs of Faith

Catholic sacramental theology has not always maintained a balanced relationship
between sign and causality. In the period following the Reformation, and up to the
liturgical renewal of the Second Vatican Council, sacramental theology often emphasized
the causality of the sacraments more than their role as signs. Yet the Council of Trent
clearly taught that the sacraments cause grace insofar as they signify it (Session VII,
1547), a teaching deeply rooted in St. Thomas Aquinas (Summa Theologiae 111, qq. 60—
65). The renewal of sacramental theology in the twentieth century can be understood as a
recovery of this more integrated Thomistic vision.

Earlier tradition, especially in St. Augustine, emphasized the sacrament as a “visible sign
of invisible grace.” This emphasis on sign continued through the early Church until the
later scholastic period, when St. Thomas Aquinas brought together both sign and
causality in a more unified way. For Thomas, sacraments are not only signs of grace but
efficacious signs—they bring about what they signify.

In later theological development, this balance was sometimes lost, and sacraments came
to be viewed primarily as instruments that produced grace almost mechanically, ex opere
operato, by the very performance of the rite.

For St. Thomas, however, the sign remains central. A sacramental sign instructs, calls to
mind the reality it signifies, and draws the believer into that reality. In this way,
sacraments both teach the faith and express the faith of the one who celebrates them.
Second, sacraments are signs of worship. Through sacramental celebration, the Church
participates in Christ’s own worship of the Father. This is especially evident in the
Eucharist, which is rooted in the Passover tradition. At the Last Supper, Jesus gathers up
Israel’s Passover memory and brings it to fulfillment in himself. The early Church
recognized Christ as our Passover Lamb (1 Cor 5:7) and understood its Eucharistic life in
continuity with his sacrificial self-gift (1 Cor 10:16-17).
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Third, sacraments are signs of the unity of the Church. The faith expressed in each
sacrament is not individual or private, but the faith of the whole Church, received and
lived in communion. In the sacraments, the Church both expresses and is formed as one
body in Christ.

Fourth, sacraments are signs of the presence of Christ—and ultimately of the Father.
Because Christ is the incarnate Son, fully God and fully human, his saving actions are not
limited to the past. Christ himself is the primordial sacrament, the visible sign of the
invisible God.

Because God transcends time and space, the saving presence of Christ is made present in

every sacramental celebration. The risen Lord is alive now, in this moment, and his
presence is truly signified and encountered in each sacrament of the Church.

RCIA Vocabulary



