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Sacraments of Healing. Help in Tough Times  

by Tony Tamberino 

Amy called me at the parish youth ministry office, asking to see me after school. 
When she arrived, her news was a sad surprise. 

"My grandfather was diagnosed with terminal cancer," Amy said. Between tears, 
she continued, "He’s shut himself up in the house. He won’t see or talk to anyone, 
doesn’t eat and won’t even go back to his doctor. 

"My grandmother is a mess. My dad is angry because my grandfather won’t even 
talk on the phone. I’m afraid he’s going to die—without seeing me or any of the 
family! What can I do?" 

Her grandfather belonged to our parish and bowled in the same league as the pastor. 
But he wouldn’t even see the pastor! 

I suggested that Amy send her grandfather a letter to tell him how she felt. When 
she was little, she told me, she made him cards and would write in big letters, "I 
love you, Pop-Pop," on the front. She agreed to try. 

As she prepared to leave, she asked me how her grandfather could change so much, 
so fast. There could be lots of reasons, I said. When people face really tough times, 
they can become overwhelmed with fear and grief and anger. They can feel 
isolated, abandoned and even guilty about lots of stuff. There’s a strong temptation 
to just shut yourself away, thinking that healing and happiness are gone forever. 

All Amy said, as the tears began again, was, "That’s really sad!" 

Always a Healer 

What do you do when someone feels that healing and happiness are gone forever? 
There are no easy answers, but the Church has always been very concerned about 
that problem. 

In fact, Jesus expressed that concern consistently. As he preached the Kingdom of 
God, he spent a fair amount of his ministry healing the sick and reaching out to 
those who were alienated and alone. 

In the first chapter of Mark, it seems that the whole city of Capernaum sought 
healing from Jesus after he healed Peter’s mother-in law. Jesus’ healing ministry 
wasn’t limited to people who sought him out. Often Jesus himself initiated healing. 



The people of Israel understood that such power to heal was a clear sign of the 
coming of the Messiah. Many saw in Jesus’ healing ministry a sign of God’s saving 
power.  

But it is also clear that Jesus considered physical healing only one part of his total 
mission. Before curing a paralytic brought to Jesus by his friends, he proclaimed 
that the man’s sins were forgiven. He preached repentance and demanded that 
people turn from sin and selfishness. 

In the story of Zacchaeus, who climbed a tree just to see him, Jesus offered another 
kind of healing—one that looks to repentance and forgiveness and a complete 
change of heart. Zacchaeus is healed, but it is a healing of the heart and conscience 
as he declares that, "Behold, half of my possessions, Lord, I shall give to the poor, 
and if I have extorted anything from anyone I shall repay it four times over" (Luke 
19:8).  

Jesus understood that there is much more to healing than physical cures. Have you 
ever had friends who were sick of heart or overcome with sadness or doubt? Even 
before they said what was bothering them, you knew that they were in some kind of 
pain—in need of healing. 

Jesus could sense when a person’s spirit was sick and in need of healing, too. While 
he often cured physical troubles, he also brought healing to those overcome by sin, 
selfishness or sadness. He invited them to experience God’s saving love and 
forgiveness and he offers you that same invitation. 

 Jesus not only offers you healing, but also asks you to share the gift you have 
received. Have you ever had the desire to be an instrument of healing for others: to 
help someone with a fractured friendship or who was struggling with alcohol or an 
eating disorder? 

You can! Jesus shared his ministry of healing and forgiveness with his followers 
and sent his disciples to take up his mission. Even after his resurrection, as he 
commissioned the disciples to "go and make disciples of all nations" (Matthew 
28:19), he entrusted to them the power to forgive sins in his name. 

As the Church began to preach Jesus Christ as the risen Lord, it became clear that 
the healing power of Jesus was present in the community and that the apostles 
continued the ministry of Jesus as they preached and healed and even suffered in 
the name of Christ.  

Those first disciples understood that, through Jesus’ saving death, resurrection and 
glorification, forgiveness and reconciliation had been won. The power of sin and 
evil had been conquered. Jesus brought the healing power of God’s grace to all who 
longed for it. He empowered his followers to do the same. 



Where Is God? 

You know it isn’t always easy to feel God’s presence in your life. Especially when 
things don’t seem to be going well, it seems almost natural to wonder where God is 
in all of this. Think about Amy’s grandfather. 

The good news is that God is present in tough times. How do you know that? 
Where can you find and experience God’s presence when things go wrong? Turn to 
Christ. Rely on his word. Pour your heart out in prayer. Turn to your family and 
friends. And call on the Church, which is the Body of Christ on earth. 

In James 5:14-15, we read, "Is anyone among you sick? He should summon the 
presbyters 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." 

You can’t handle the tough times alone. Amy understood that much better than her 
grandfather. Whether it’s sickness or grief or anger, or even your own sin and 
weakness, you need to turn to the community of faith and in that community 
recognize the presence of Christ who wants to offer healing and grace. 

You believe in a God who stands with us in difficult times, who knows pain, 
rejection and heartbreak. You are part of a Church that, in the sacraments of 
healing, proclaims and celebrates that God is alive and cares when his children 
suffer.  

Healing Hearts 

Reconciliation is one of the sacraments of healing, I explained to my youth group. 
The focus of the sacrament is on your sorrow for sin and humbly receiving God’s 
forgiveness through the ministry of the priest. But Alan didn’t buy it. 

He challenged, "It doesn’t feel like healing to me. I get nervous and embarrassed 
and I always think that Father Tim is going to hate me." 

Before I could respond, one of the other kids in the group said, "Yeah, but how do 
you feel when you’re all done?" Alan answered that he feels glad it’s over with. 

Someone else asked, "But how do you feel inside?" He reluctantly admitted that he 
always feels "lighter—my heart seems less heavy."  

Most of the young people reported that, when they confess their sins in the 
Sacrament of Reconciliation, they feel relief. They have a sense of coming clean, of 
being better connected to God and others. We concluded that healing did take 
place—a healing of heart and soul as we accepted God’s grace of forgiveness. 



Jesus gave the apostles the power to forgive and hold back (bind and loose) sins 
after the resurrection. (See Matthew 18:18.) The Church has always understood 
that, at this point, Jesus was giving us the Sacrament of Reconciliation so that we 
could experience God’s love and grace even when we had fallen prey to selfishness 
and sin. 

It has always been true that human beings fall easily into sin. From the story of the 
Original Sin to present-day examples of pride, greed, violence and lust, it is clear 
that sin is real. 

Jesus in his ministry of healing reached out not only to the physically sick, but also 
to those whose hearts and souls were ailing. In many ways, Jesus was the ultimate 
psychologist. He understood the human heart and human behavior better than 
anyone else. He understood that sin and selfishness injured the sinner more than 
they hurt anyone else. 

Sin is choosing self over God and others. Such selfishness hardens your heart, leads 
you to care mostly about yourself and weakens or cuts off your relationships with 
others.  

When Jesus looked into the eyes of people caught in sin, they understood that they 
were being offered an opportunity for healing and a new lease on life. Oh, they 
could refuse it and some did. But many people opened themselves to that offer. 
They recognized that God knew them through and through, and loved them just the 
same. 

The Sacrament of Reconciliation requires that you have true sorrow for your sins 
and that you confess them to the priest. The priest acts in the name of the Church 
and as a representative of Christ. He offers absolution—that infallible statement 
that, indeed, God forgives you and brings you back to grace. Finally, the priest 
gives you a penance or asks you to do something to show your inner attitude of 
sorrow and your desire to change and avoid sin. 

It is Christ who forgives in the sacrament. It is the healing presence of Christ that 
you experience.  

Jesus is still offering that healing today. Through the ministry of the Church and the 
life of the faith community, Christ reaches out to all who sin. His words remind you 
that healing is possible and that when you have true sorrow and trust in the Father's 
mercy and compassion you can experience God’s love anew! What could be more 
healing than that? 

Pray for the Sick 

On the Fourth Sunday of Lent, some members of the peer ministry team were 
helping at the parish Mass that would include the Anointing of the Sick. It was a 



very powerful celebration, with over 130 parishioners receiving the sacrament. 
After the homily, the pastor invited the whole community to pray as he invited 
those to be anointed to open their hearts to the power of God’s grace. 

Then he and two other priests began to lay hands on each person who desired to 
receive the sacrament. Most of them processed down the aisle, but some couldn’t so 
the priests went to them. As the priests put both hands on the heads of the sick, the 
whole assembly prayed in silence. 

Then the anointing ritual began. As each person came to the priest, he anointed him 
or her on the forehead and prayed, "Through this holy anointing may the Lord help 
you with the grace of the Holy Spirit." Then he anointed the person’s hands and 
prayed, "May the Lord who frees you from sin save you and raise you up."  

At a reception after Mass, a couple of the peer ministers said they were surprised 
that a lot of healthy-looking young people came for anointing. They thought that 
you had to be close to death or very old to receive the Anointing of the Sick. 

I explained that in order to receive the sacrament one had to be seriously ill, with an 
illness that could be life-threatening. In fact, I said, even people with depression or 
mental illness could avail themselves of the sacrament if their illness is serious. 

The young people helped serve punch and cookies and met some of those who had 
been anointed. While we were cleaning up, one of them said, "This was pretty cool. 
A lot of the people here today usually don’t get to Mass. It was good to be able to 
have them come and be a part of the Church." 

Another one added, "It took their minds off themselves and their troubles for a 
while. This Sacrament of Anointing is a great idea!" I couldn’t have agreed more. 

Amy’s Pop-Pop 

I had hoped to see Amy and her grandfather at that Mass. They hadn’t come, 
though, and I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. It had been about six weeks since 
her visit. Our pastor hadn’t been allowed to visit either, though he’d tried twice. 

On the Thursday after Easter, I learned that Amy’s grandfather had died. This was 
very sad news. When I went to the wake, I expected to find a troubled family. When 
I walked into the room, Amy almost ran to greet me—with good news. 

On Easter Sunday she and her parents went to her grandfather’s house and 
announced that they wouldn’t leave the front porch until they had seen him! After a 
full two hours, he finally gave up and let them in. (It seems that they were playing 
and singing Easter songs while they waited.) 



When Amy walked into her grandfather’s room, all her recent cards with "I love 
you, Pop-Pop" were hanging around the room. She burst into tears. 

Her grandfather said he was sorry for the heartache he’d caused, and the family 
spent a very tearful but happy Easter together. The next morning, Easter Monday, 
her grandfather called the pastor and went to confession. The whole family gathered 
for the Sacrament of Anointing and received Communion together. Pop-Pop died 
Wednesday night. 

At the funeral Mass, Amy managed to smile through her tears. She had experienced the 
healing power of Christ and had actually served as an instrument of that healing for her 
family. I couldn’t help but shed a tear or two myself as I marveled at the way God’s grace 
can work through the sacraments of healing.  
 


