
ANOINTING OF 

THE SICK 

“Is anyone among you sick? He 
should summon the Priest of the 
church, and they should pray over 
him and anoint [him] with oil in 
the name of the Lord and the prayer 
of faith will save the sick person, and 

the Lord will raise him up. If he has 
committed any sins, he will be 
forgiven.”          -James 5:14-15 
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What are 

“Last Rites?” 

 

“L ast Rites” 

refers to the reception of 

Holy Communion by a 

person near death. It is 

called “VIATICUM” (food 

for the journey). It is a 

beautiful sacrament and 

can be repeated over 

several days as the 

person nears death. 

Viaticum may be 

administered by any 

Catholic pastoral 

minister or special 

minister of communion 

as well as by a priest. 
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Time Brings Changes 

Some centuries later, a rite for the anointing of 

the sick appeared. 

This rite assumed that the community was 

gathered and the sick person was generally able 

to be restored to health. 

Meanwhile, people began putting off the 

sacrament of Penance until their death bed 

because it could be received only once. 

Therefore they couldn’t receive the sacrament of 

the sick until they had confessed and been 

reconciled to the Church. 

Since both sacraments would therefore often 

occur at the time of death, the Anointing of the 

Sick unfortunately became associated            

with dying. 

Church teachers who knew only of this practice 

began to explain the anointing as a preparation 

for death (rather than a prayer for the sick). 

 

The Result 

Even though the official teaching of the Church 

urged people not to wait until the time of death 

to receive the anointing, in practice most people 

did wait. Some families even waited until the 

dying person was unconscious before calling      

a priest.  

What had been a sacrament for the sick became 

incorrectly known as the “Last Rites” and many 

of us grew up with images of the priest 

anointing the dying person, even anointing 

someone who  had died. 

Today—The Proper Practice 

Anointing of the Sick is for the seriously sick. A person need not be in danger of dying. The 

beginning of serious illness is the best time to request the sacrament. It may be repeated during 

the length of a long illness or during a new illness change as  the elderly struggle with the 

infirmities of age.  

THERE IS NOT AN ABSOLUTE OR EMERGENCY REQUIREMENT FOR THIS 

SACRAMENT. 

The purpose of the sacrament is to unite the one who is sick with the suffering, death and 

resurrection of Christ so the sick may know the healing presence and love of the Lord, be 

strengthened in faith and experience the support of the Church. 

The Sacrament is a prayer, normally celebrated with sufficient time and suitable surroundings. 

Parish communal celebrations of this sacrament present an ideal setting. This is especially true 

as health care moves more to home and local settings and as priests are less available                 

in hospitals.  

THE SACRAMENT IS FOR THE LIVING. THE CHURCH DOES NOT PERMIT THE 

ANOINTING TO BE GIVEN TO ANYONE WHO HAS ALREADY DIED. 

There are other prayers and rites available in the official prayers of the Church for those who 

are near death or who have already died. 

 

 

 

Who May Celebrate These Prayers? 

Parish representatives and members of hospital pastoral care departments are properly  trained 

and appointed to provide the prayers and nonsacramental rites for the sick or the dying. 

As in the past, the priest is the proper minister for the sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick. 

The priest is to be called when available in any serious moment and especially should the sick 

desire the sacrament of Penance (Reconciliation). If a priest is not available please remember 

that the Anointing of the Sick is not required nor absolutely necessary for a peaceful death. 

Other pastoral ministers can provide the prayers appropriate at the time of death. 


