
You have talked about a “valid Sacrament.” What makes a Sacrament valid? I grew up as a Protestant
and never heard this mentioned.

Anglicanism defines the Sacraments as “outward and visible signs of inward and spiritual grace, given by
Christ as sure and certain means by which we receive that grace” (Book of Common Prayer page 857).

The Sacraments are physical channels or means of grace, instituted by Christ, by which we are sanctified
and given divine life. As St Thomas Aquinas pointed out, the seven Sacraments touch all the stages and
the important moments of Christian life.

*       *       *

A Sacrament is:
– “outward and visible”: it is physical, i.e., it can be perceived by one or more of the senses
– “sign”: a theological term for something which actually conveys that which it signifies 

(as distinguished from a symbol which merely represents something else; e.g. the “accidents” of
consecrated Bread and Wine in the Eucharist are signs of the Body and Blood of Christ, 
not symbols)

– “inward and spiritual grace”: grace is power and strength which God gives to His people
– “given by Christ”: the Sacraments are Christ’s. He instituted them, and it is He who acts in them. 

We celebrate the Sacraments; we do not perform them, i.e. we “set the stage.” It is Christ who
performs the Sacraments through the power of the Holy Spirit. Because they are Christ’s, not ours, 
we must “set the stage” in the manner Christ ordained in order for Sacraments to be real or 
“valid.” We cannot change what Christ instituted and still have an authentic Sacrament.

– “as sure and certain means by which we receive that grace”: the Sacraments are objective realities, i.e.
they exist and act in their own right (“ex opere operato”). Their reality and function are not subjec-
tive; they do not depend on our perception of them to exist or to be operative.

Each of the seven Sacraments has five elements:
– form: the words which actually effect the Sacrament
– matter: the physical element of the Sacrament
– proper minister: the person designated and authorized by Christ to administer the Sacrament
– proper recipient (“subject”): a person capable of receiving the Sacrament
– intention: the intention of the minister to administer the Sacrament as Christ instituted it

All five of these elements as ordained by Christ must be present when a Sacrament is celebrated in order
for it to be valid or real.

This is generally not a theological matter in Protestantism because most Protestants believe that the two
Sacraments which they recognize (“ordinances” as the more radical Protestants call them) are symbols—
subjective reminders of Christ’s teaching—not objective physical channels of God’s grace.

Valid Sacraments are the continuation of Jesus Christ’s ministry on earth and are the principal means God
uses to convey grace to His people today. While the Sacraments are objective realities, they are not spiritual
magic. Intentional preparation and response—cooperation with God’s Will—by the recipient are necessary
in order that the grace the Sacraments convey may be utilized and fully effective in the person’s life.
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