
5th Sunday in Ordinary Time: The Sacrament of the Sick 

St. Mark 1:29-39 

The gospel passage from St. Mark depicting Jesus’ power over sickness and disease 

provides a wonderful opportunity to re-introduce The Sacrament of the Sick, also 

called The Anointing of the Sick. 

Prior to the Second Vatican Council, this sacrament was referred to as Extreme 

Unction, in many ways “the sacrament of the dying”, reserved for the final hours of 

life. But the Council restored its original intent as the Sacrament of the Sick and not 

only for the dying. Those suffering from any serious illness or injury can be anointed 

and this is a repeatable sacrament that can be ministered more than once in the 

course of an illness or disability. The sick person can be anointed even if this 

particular disease or injury is not ordinarily fatal. 

For many Catholics, this has been a difficult transition of understanding. We still 

know of families trying to find a priest as a loved one slips away from this life to the 

next. This is true even if the loved one was recently anointed. Or at times, a Catholic 

patient in a hospital room reacts with anxiety as a priest enters the room with oils in 

hand. “Why is he here and what does he know that I don’t know?” 

THE SACRAMENT OF THE SICK PRESENTS MANY “TRUTHS” OF OUR FAITH 

Here are only some of those “truths”, not in any particular order of importance. 
However, each of these truths is of particular importance to all of us. 
 

Jesus Saves Us Body and Soul; Our Entire Humanity 
 

This Sacrament attests that our entire humanity is destined for eternal life. God cares 
for the whole person, our entire humanity, and not just the soul. When we anoint the 
body experiencing illness or injury, we proclaim God’s concern for every level of 
suffering: physical, emotional and spiritual. The ancient church was more apt to use 
words “resurrection of the body” rather than “saving souls”. 
 
We proclaim emphatically that Jesus rose body and soul from death to glory. We 
proclaim that our rising will be one with his Resurrection. Jesus’s salvation involves 
our entire humanity. 
  

The Challenge to Faith 
  
The Sacrament of the Sick confronts those times when sickness presents a great 
challenge to faith. Questions such as: “Why me?” “Is God punishing me?” “What did I 
do to deserve this?” may beg for answers, but no answer is sufficient or appropriate. 
But like all sacraments, the Sacrament of the Sick manifests an encounter with the 
Risen Christ who faced his own darkness of undeserved suffering and questioned from 
the cross his seeming abandonment by his Father in heaven.  
Drawn closer to the Lord’s triumph over suffering strengthens us to face our illnesses 
and injuries even if our questions yield no answers this side of The Kingdom of God. 

 
 

Human Dignity Not Diminished by Suffering 
 
Our society holds one’s physical strength, visible beauty and youthfulness as 
indications of human perfection. Aging, sickness, and disabilities can be imaged as 
burdens on society. The Sacrament of the Sick recognizes the undiminished dignity of 
every person, especially those sick, injured or suffering in any way. Lavishing God’s 



Spirit on the infirm becomes a call for everyone to recognize the inner sanctity and 
dignity that is never diminished by disease, suffering, or disability. 
 
The Sacrament of the Sick like all sacraments constantly teach us that human 
perfection is found in love and in love alone. In the gospels Jesus approached the sick 
and the sick approached him. Their encounter with Jesus revealed first and foremost 
God’s passionate love for them and divine care for them in their suffering. 

 
 

The Consolation and Forgiveness of God 
 

All sacraments bring us to a personal and intimate encounter with the crucified and 
Risen Christ. In that encounter we recognize our title as “Beloved” before The Living 
God. The more we respond to God’s invitation to be loved and to love in return, the 
more we experience divine consolation and divine forgiveness in our hearts and souls. 

 
 

The Ultimate Healing: Salvation and Eternal Life 

 
Distinctions are needed between a cure and a healing. A cure represents complete 
recovery from physical, illness or injury. The designated therapies or medications were 
successful in turning back the disease or repairing the broken parts of our bodies.  
 
We stand in awe of the tremendous breakthroughs in medical science. While we need 
to be grateful that medical science can delay death, often for long periods of time, 
death can only be delayed and never ultimately denied. 
 
The Sacrament of the Sick prepares the person for a complete physical cure if that is 
possible. But the Sacrament’s real strength comes in preparing the person for the 
ultimate healing. The Lord Jesus Christ transformed death as a separation from God 
to a complete communion of life with God. The Sacrament of the Sick deepens our 
hope for this truth and prepares our heart and soul for the ultimate healing of journey 
from this life to eternal life with God and all the saints in heaven.  
 

 
Sacraments: The Works of Christ Continue in the Life of the Church 

 
The Sacrament of the Sick manifests for the brother/sister being anointed what Christ 
is still doing throughout the life of the Church. As Jesus encounters the sick and 
suffering throughout the gospels, the Risen Lord still encounters them today through 
the mystery of the Church. The Church’s care for the one being anointed is but a 
continual response in fidelity to the Risen Christ to care for the sick and to provide for 
the sick and their loved ones.  
 

In this one gospel passage we have two incidents of intercession on behalf of the sick. 

When Jesus first enters the house, he is told of Simon’s mother-in-law sickness. He 

raises her and heals her. Then people from throughout the surrounding area carry the 

sick and possessed to Jesus.  

These are two ways the Church continues this intercession for the sick in our own 

day. People often ask me to pray for them or a loved one. The vast majority of times 

this request involves a sickness, surgery, or injury. Think about your own prayer life. 

How many times do you pray for someone you know is sick, diseased, or disabled? 

You carry the sick before Christ today like the people in Capernaum did in the gospel. 



Many can provide a “hands on” assistance to sick patients involving difficult duties of 

bandage changes and cleaning up bodily discharges. Others are simply unable to 

perform such duties. But others can pray for the sick, provide errands such as grocery 

shopping or provide meals for the family. In all of these and many more such services, 

you continue the work of Christ in the life of the church. The sacraments make clear 

what Christ does through everyone in the church. 

Over the church’s twenty plus centuries of life, God has affirmed this care for all the 

sick through the church. Some of the most ancient cathedrals included properties for 

charitable works. Almost always, this included an infirmary where the sick would be 

cared for. 

Throughout the church’s history, God’s Spirit has continually raised up religious 

orders of women and men often for the sole purpose of providing health care for those 

unable to access or refused treatment. The sick and suffering are constantly close to 

the Church’s heart throughout her history. 

In our own diocese, three separate religious orders founded Catholic hospitals to 

provide such care. In Portland, Mercy Hospital was founded by the Sisters of Mercy; 

St. Mary’s Hospital in Lewiston was founded by the Sisters of Charity; and St. 

Joseph’s Hospital in Bangor was founded by the Felician Sisters. From these grew 

other health care institutions of nursing homes, orphanages, and home health care. 

From this rich tradition, we come to know that basic health care is a human right and 

not a luxury for those who can afford it. When the Catholic Church speaks out on 

health care in our nation, they do not simply speak from a lofty and uninformed 

position. The Catholic Church’s ability to speak on issues of health care come from a 

two thousand year experience of providing health care to the poor and recognizing the 

dignity and humanity of all people, especially the sick and suffering. 

There will be more about this important sacrament over the next several weeks and 

months. I hope to be able to make this Sacrament of the Sick available at on certain 

weekend Masses and weekday Masses. Fr. Ed, Fr. Claude and I are already discussing 

this and will be sharing more in the near future. 

 


