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“We’ve somebody just died on Ward 22, Father, and he was a Catholic. The family want a priest to do the Last Rites. Could you come in, please?” Whatever the time of day or night, a hospital chaplain is on call.

One of the frustrating aspects which hospital priests report nowadays is the frequency with which they are called out when the patient is already dead. 

Obviously, if someone has died suddenly from a heart attack or in an accident, this is unavoidable. The chaplain recites the prayers for the dead, leading the relatives in prayer, commending the soul to Almighty God. 

Even in the early hours of the morning, and even if no-one else is present, one comes away with a sense of the visit being worthwhile - that at least someone was there to pray for Divine Mercy for the passing soul and give some dignity to his dying. 

However, when a patient has suffered a protracted illness, there can be a feeling of regret and even annoyance. Why didn’t they call me earlier? The Sacraments are for the living, not for the dead. Sometimes it is ward staff who have failed in their duty, sometimes it is the relatives. An over-strict interpretation of the Data Protection Act means that hospital chaplains often aren’t receiving information about the presence of Catholic patients. 

It is far better to be summoned at the beginning of a serious illness, so that the sick person has the benefit of the Sacraments, to help him cope with his illness and unite himself with the Christ’s sufferings.

Who can receive the Sacrament of Anointing?

The Catechism (CCC 1514) reads: “The Anointing of the Sick is not a sacrament for those only who are at the point of death. Hence, as soon as anyone of the faithful begins to be in danger of death from sickness or old age, the fitting time for him to receive this sacrament has certainly already arrived.”

The phrasing is curious. It implies that a person can receive the Anointing before they are in danger of death. From about 1200 until 1972 the Anointing was referred to as Extreme Unction, and had become reserved for the dying. However, Pope Paul VI desired that it revert to its more ancient purpose – seen for example in the writings of St Bede c.730 AD - as a sacrament for all those seriously ill, but not necessarily dying.

The priests’ handbook, Pastoral Care of the Sick, is explicit. “Great care and concern should be taken to see that those of the faithful whose health is seriously impaired by sickness or old age receive this sacrament.” 

If a person is due to be admitted to hospital for serious surgery, it may be possible to anoint them during or after Mass, on Sundays or weekdays. This has the advantage of gathering the community in prayer for one of its members. The point when a parishioner first becomes housebound due to old age or infirmity, might be considered another indicator for administering the Anointing of the Sick.
A generous interpretation of the law need not restrict the Sacrament to the physically sick. Those who are struggling to overcome an alcohol or drug addiction, or suffer mental illness or depression – surely have a claim upon the Sacrament too. Its spiritual effects – the forgiveness of venial sins and the wiping away of the guilt and self-reproach resulting from sin –  is even more potent when combined with a thorough Confession.

Can the Sacrament of the Sick be repeated? 

CCC 1515  “If a sick person who received this anointing recovers his health, he can in the case of another grave illness receive this sacrament again. If during the same illness the person's condition becomes more serious, the sacrament may be repeated. It is fitting to receive the Anointing of the Sick just prior to a serious operation. The same holds for the elderly whose frailty becomes more pronounced.” 

Can the Sacrament be given to those who are unconscious, or to someone who has just died?

The Anointing may be imparted to the sick “who, although they have lost consciousness or the use of reason, would, as Christian believers, probably have asked for it were they in control of their faculties.” (CIC 943). 

However, as regards the dead: “When a priest is called to attend those who are already dead, he should not administer the sacrament of anointing. Instead he should pray for them, asking that God forgive their sins and graciously receive them into his kingdom. But if the priest is doubtful whether the sick person is dead, he may give the sacrament conditionally.” (CIC 941)

The ritual contains sets of prayers for a dying Christian e.g. Scripture readings, the Litany of the Saints, the Prayer of Commendation. After death has occurred, we use “Saints of God, come to his aid”, “Out of the depths”, and prayers similar to those in the Funeral Rite.

What are the “Last Rites”?

 In the case of the sudden danger of death, there is a Continuous Rite which includes the following: Introductory and Instruction, Sacrament of Penance, Apostolic Pardon (the plenary indulgence), Baptismal Profession of Faith, Sacrament of Confirmation (if not previously received), Liturgy of Anointing, Liturgy of Viaticum, and Concluding Rites. 

The ‘Rite for Emergencies’ alters the order slightly: It begins with Penance, Apostolic Pardon, Lord’s Prayer, Communion as Viaticum, then the Anointing if time allows. 

Thus Viaticum is considered even more important than the Anointing. It is the reception of the Lord in one’s final Communion. 



Does the Sacrament of the Sick include making a Confession?
Confession should precede Anointing if the patient has committed serious sin or been away from Church. Before the Laying on of Hands and Anointing the Ritual says: “If the sick person wishes, the sacrament of penance may now be celebrated.”

If the patient is unconscious or near death this is not possible, although conditional absolution and the plenary indulgence for the dying can be imparted. There is also the problem of people in irregular marriage (or non-marriage) situations who are very ill – can they be anointed? In danger of death the usual canonical laws give way to personal need.

How well understood is Viaticum as the last Sacrament?  

"Viaticum" means that which you take on the road. This special Communion prepares us to travel with the Lord on the final part of our journey. Having repented of our sins and received Reconciliation, we travel with Jesus out of this earthly life, towards eternal happiness in heaven. 

However, in practice, a dying person is often unable to renew their baptismal promises and receive the Host, although a tiny fragment might be administered. A nil by mouth notice may prohibit food, or the patient is unconscious. So in hospital chaplaincy, it is rare to give Viaticum as envisaged in the Pastoral Care of the Sick. The last Holy Communion a dying patient receives may be that of the previous Sunday, when an extraordinary Minister did the regular Holy Communion round. 

The comfort of Viaticum has long been valued. The Council of Nicaea in 325, decreed: "Concerning the departing, the ancient canonical law is still to be maintained, to wit, that, if any man be at the point of death, he must not be deprived of the last and most indispensable Viaticum." 
Can non-Catholics be anointed? 

Canon 844.1 states, “Catholic ministers may lawfully administer the sacraments only to Catholic members of Christ's faithful, who equally may lawfully receive them only from Catholic members, except as provided in Canons 844.2,3,4 and 861.2.” 

Canon 844. 4 adds "If there is danger of death or if, in the judgment of the diocesan bishop or of the bishops' conference, there is some other grave and pressing need, Catholic ministers may lawfully administer these same sacraments [Reconciliation, Eucharist and Anointing of the Sick] to other Christians not in full communion with the Catholic Church who cannot approach a minister of their own community and who spontaneously ask for them, provided that they demonstrate the Catholic faith in respect of these sacraments and are properly disposed." 

When last I was called to an old people’s home in the parish, the sick resident turned out to be Church of England. Her daughter was a convert to Catholicism, and she asked me to anoint her dying mother. Another close relative there was an unchurched Anglican, but very appreciative of my presence. 

The daughter said her semi-conscious mother had had a simple but deep faith. To refuse would have been pastorally disastrous. I absolved -“in so far as I am able” - and anointed. About Holy Communion I might have had scruples, because a person needs to be consciously received into the Church in order to communicate. 

Given her condition this question didn’t really arise. Previously she had been agitated, but after being anointed she very peacefully went off to sleep. God is good!

So if a member of your family is seriously ill, please ask the priest to come and give them the Sacraments. Don’t wait until they are dead!

