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Diocesan Education Service 

All you need to know about… 

the Sacrament of Confirmation 

What is it and what is the purpose of Confirmation? 

 Confirmation is one of the seven Sacraments of the Church. 

 It is the second of the three sacraments of initiation into the Church which are 

necessary for people to become full members of the Church. The other two 

Sacraments of initiation are the Sacraments of Baptism and Eucharist. 

 Under Canon Law, Confirmation can precede the receiving of the Eucharist for the 

first time but it does not have to. This decision is left to the local Ordinary (the 

diocesan Bishop). In the Archdiocese of Birmingham Confirmation follows Baptism 

and Eucharist. 

 Through Confirmation the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit are received: wisdom, 

knowledge, reverence, understanding, courage, right-judgement and awe. These 

gifts can help a person to live as a follower of Christ. 

 Through receiving the gifts of the Holy Spirit it is hoped that the candidate will 

through their thoughts, words and actions bear the nine fruits of the Holy Spirit: 

love, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, gentleness, faithfulness, self-control and 

joy. 

 It is a means by which the candidate publically professes their faith and shows their 

commitment to becoming a full member of the Church. 

How did Confirmation originate? 

 The Sacrament of Confirmation is rooted in the event of Pentecost: the day upon 

which the disciples were sent the Holy Spirit as promised by Jesus before he died 

(John 14:15, 14:26, 15:26) and before he ascended into Heaven (Luke 24:49, Acts 1: 4-

5, 1:8). It was through the power of the gifts of the Holy Spirit received at Pentecost 

that the disciples were able to leave the Upper Room and go out into the streets of 

Jerusalem to proclaim the Good News (Acts 2:1-42). Throughout the Acts of the 

Apostles and the Letters of the New Testament we hear dramatic accounts of the 

lives of the Apostles and the new Christian followers as they work to spread the 

Good News. Reference to the Holy Spirit is made many time (69 times in Acts and 

Letters).  It is the gifts and fruits of the Holy Spirit that help them to face these 

challenges even in the face of death and it is the Holy Spirit that aids in the 

conversion of new followers. 
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When does Confirmation take place? 

 Candidates can be confirmed any time after they have reached the age of reason, 

seen by the Church as aged seven. The bishop or archbishop of each Diocese makes 

the decision as to when. In some Dioceses it is as early as eight whilst in others it is 

as late as aged 15. In the Archdiocese of Birmingham Confirmation candidates are 

confirmed in the year in which they are 11 years old (Y6). 

 The date and time of Confirmation is arranged by the parish priest with the bishop. 

 Confirmation usually takes place within the celebration of Mass and at such Masses a 

significant number of people will be confirmed. 

Where does Confirmation take place? 

 Confirmation is usually an annual celebration which takes place in the parish church. 

Can anyone be confirmed? 

 Anyone who has been baptised may be confirmed. 

 The candidate must also have received the Sacrament of Reconciliation.  

How many times can you be confirmed? 

 A person can only be confirmed once. 

Who can celebrate Confirmation? 

 Traditionally the Archbishop or Bishop carries out the Sacrament of Confirmation. 

 A priest may, in special circumstances, be directed by the Bishop to carry out the 

Sacrament of Confirmation.   

Who has to be present at a Confirmation? 

 An ordained bishop or priest must be there to administer the Sacrament. 

 The candidates for Confirmation. 

 A sponsor for each individual candidate who must also be a baptised Catholic over 

the age of 14. Parents cannot be sponsors for their own children.  It is expected that 

the sponsor and the candidate would seek an opportunity to receive the Sacrament 

of Reconciliation before the day of Confirmation. 

Are any special clothes worn? 

 If the celebration takes place during the celebration of Mass the Bishop and priests 

will wear the vestments for Mass. If Confirmation takes place outside of Mass they 

may wear cassock and cottar or an alb. 
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 By virtue of his office the Bishop will wear his mitre (ceremonial headwear), zucchetto 

(skull cap) and carry his crozier (pastoral staff) for the celebration. At the anointing of 

the candidates with Chrism he will wear the mitre. 

 There are no specific regulations about what is to be worn by the candidates. Such 

decisions are usually made at local parish level. Some parishes allow candidates to 

wear clothes of their own choice whilst others prefer the equality of school uniform. 

In some areas of France there is a custom for candidates to wear a white alb. 

 

What happens at the Sacrament of Confirmation?  

The Rite of Confirmation normally takes place within the celebration of Mass and begins 

during the Liturgy of the Word following the homily by the Bishop. 

 The Candidates stand and renew their Baptismal Promises. 

By renewing their Baptismal Promises the candidates are professing their faith. This act is 

taking place at the point during the Mass where the profession of faith is usually said in the 

form of the Creed. 

There is a strong link between Baptism and Confirmation and many aspects of the Rite of 

Baptism are revisited and echoed in the rite of Confirmation.  

In renewing their vows the candidates are professing the beliefs of the Church for 

themselves whereas at Baptism the parents and Godparents do so on their behalf. 

 The bishop lays his hands upon those present by extending his hands over them all 

and at the same time prays for the Holy Spirit to come upon them. 

The gesture of the Bishop is used to invoke the power of the Holy Spirit. It is the same 

gesture used in other Sacraments: invoking the Holy Spirit at the consecration of the bread 

and wine at Mass, the ordination of a deacon, priest or bishop and in the absolution in the 

Sacrament of Reconciliation.   

 Each candidate kneels before the bishop in turn. Their sponsor stands behind them 

with their right hand placed on their right shoulder. The bishop addresses each 

candidate by their new saint’s name and anoints them with the Oil of Chrism on their 

forehead. 

Through the laying on of hands and the anointing with the Oil of Chrism the Sacrament is 

received. As the bishops anoints with the Oil of Chrism he says “N. be sealed with the Gift 

of the Holy Spirit.”   
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Kneeling before the Bishop is an act of reverence towards his authority. 

The sponsor is present to provide spiritual support to the candidate. 

The name of a saint is chosen by the candidate following a period of research and 

reflection. It should be someone whom they admire and would aspire to be like and 

someone to whom they can offer their prayers of intercession. 

The choosing of the saint’s name is reaffirming the fact that the candidate is choosing to 

be a full member of the Church. Just as their parents chose their name at baptism and said 

the Baptismal Promises for them now the candidate is establishing themselves as a full 

member of the Church by saying the Baptismal Promises and by choosing a new name. The 

chosen saint’s name has no legal status and is not used. 

In Jewish tradition only kings were anointed as it was believed they had been specially 

chosen by God. By anointing the candidate with the Oil of Chrism it is emphasising that 

they too have been chosen by God.  

The act of anointing is seen as making a mark or a seal upon the child which is indelible. 

Because the mark is permanent there is no need for the Sacrament ever to be re-

administered.  

Chrism comes from the Greek word meaning ‘oil of anointing’. The Oil of Chrism is olive oil 

perfumed with balsam. The richness of the fragrance serves to remind us of the importance 

of this anointing. 

The Oil of Chrism is blessed by the Archbishop at a special Mass during Holy Week at 

which all the clergy are present. Traditionally this is celebrated on Holy Thursday but, in the 

Archdiocese of Birmingham, for practical reasons it is celebrated on Holy Wednesday. 

 The Bishop gives the final blessing. 

In the final blessing the Bishop speaks words of encouragement to the Confirmandi that 

they, like the first disciples, will go out and proclaim the Word in all their words and 

actions. 

 


