
In Joy and Hope
by!

 Archbishop Thomas J. Murphy

The Progress

This Saturday we celebrate the feast of Our Lady of Lourdes. It is a day on which we recall 
the apparitions of the Blessed Virgin Mary that took place last century in the small 
community of Lourdes in France. Lourdes has become a place where pilgrims from 
throughout the world gather to pray for healing and health. Over the years, there have 
been records of unexplainable cures of terminal diseases as a result of the intercession of 
Our Lady of Lourdes. !

The sudden physical cure at Lourdes is by far the exception. Yet, it seems that any pilgrim 
to Lourdes receives a special grace of being able to find new meaning to the realities of 
suffering, sickness, and even death. Perhaps this is the reason why Pope John Paul II has 
designated Feb. 11 as a Worldwide Day of Prayer for the Sick. !

The reality of sickness!

We need not live long as human beings without realizing that sickness, suffering and death 
are part of the human experience. Yet, when these realities impact our own lives, or the 
lives of those we love, we have a thousand and one questions. !

In the General Introduction to the Pastoral Care of the Sick: Rites of Anointing and 
Viaticum, there is a powerful reflection on what suffering and illness mean for the person of 
faith. It states: “Suffering and illness have always been among the greatest problems that 
trouble the human spirit. Christians feel and experience pain as do all other people; yet 
their faith helps them to grasp more deeply the mystery of suffering and to bear their pain 
with greater courage. From Christ's words they know that sickness has meaning and value 
for their own salvation and for the salvation of the world. They also know that Christ, who 
during his life often visited and healed the sick, loves them in their illness."!

Sickness is not a punishment for one's personal sins, but is rather part and parcel of the 
human condition. Those who experience sickness can be witnesses to the essential 
values of our religious tradition. They can help people appreciate the fact that our mortal 
existence is redeemed through the mystery of Christ's death and resurrection. !

Ministry to the sick!

A wonderful gift that the church offers to the sick and dying is the sacrament of the 
Anointing of the Sick. Parish communities often celebrate this sacrament in a communal 
setting on a regular basis throughout the year. Such celebrations provide grace and 
strength to those who are impaired by serious illness and old age, as well as those 
anticipating surgery. These celebrations also help remind the Christian community of its 
opportunity to share in a ministry to the sick. 
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Though only an ordained priest is able to celebrate the sacrament of the Anointing of the 
Sick, a designated lay person may celebrate the ritual of Viaticum. Viaticum is the 
reception of the body and blood of Jesus at the time when people experience the passage 
from life to death. Receiving Communion as Viaticum is a special sign of participation in 
the mystery of Christ's passion, death and resurrection. The celebration of Viaticum is an 
opportunity to renew one's baptismal faith through which people share in divine life and 
receive the promise of eternal life. !

All Christians can share in the ministry to the sick by their love, care and presence to the 
sick person, as well as to family and friends. The ministry of prayer for and with the sick is 
a gift that is most appreciated. The church offers tremendous resources for the ministry to 
the sick in its rituals and prayers. !

The challenge!

It is wonderful to see the various ways in which people are discovering the difference they 
can make through a ministry to the sick. Parish communities are providing ways in which 
people can be ministers of care who visit the homebound, the terminally ill, persons with 
AIDS. It is a ministry that brings hope and comfort to the sick and enriches the minister in 
so many different ways. More than any other reality, sickness helps us realize that we are 
not in control, that we need to acknowledge the presence of a good and gracious God. !

As we celebrate Worldwide Day of Prayer for the Sick, may we join our prayers with so 
many others for those who are sick today, for people suffering and dying alone. Ministry to 
the sick and dying is an opportunity to participate in the core mystery of Christian faith - 
the life, passion, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It can be a ministry that is life-
giving to the sick and dying as well as to those who minister to them. I pray we may meet 
the challenge of ministry and service to the sick. May God 's grace and peace by yours. !
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