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Francisco Suárez, De sacramentis, disp. XVI, sect. v. Utrum teneantur ministri 

sacramentorum in sacramentis ministrandis Ecclesiasticum ritum servare, et quomodo  in 

hoc peccent: in Commentariorum ac disputationum in tertiam partem divi Thomæ tom. 

III (Moguntiæ, 1599), p. 199. 

 

SECTION V. 

Whether the ministers of the sacraments, in administering the same, are bound to 

observe the Ecclesiastical rite, and how they might sin in this. 

 

This doubt alone remains, regarding the obligations of the ministers, and these 

obligations are considered in themselves absolutely, without respect to the recipients of 

the sacraments. In this the discussion does not concern the substantial rite instituted by 

Christ, concerning which we have spoken in the second section; rather, it concerns the 

accidental rite, superadded by the Church. Regarding this rite, the heretics of this time 

who do not wholly reject these ceremonies as superstitious, at most admit them as 

voluntary, and not necessary. For it is intolerable (they say), to give human precepts 

regarding these, and make the law of liberty a law of servitude. But this is manifest 

heresy, against the Ecclesiastical power handed over by Christ, and contrary to its use 

and tradition. It is also an error against natural reason, because in any commonwealth it 

is necessary, that in handing over or executing sacred things, there be some prescribed 

form, in order that they be done with due honor and reverence. 

Hence it should be said firstly, that there is in the Church a precept imposed upon the 

ministers of the sacraments, that they not minister them unless they observe the solemnity 

and the ceremonies instituted by the Church. The conclusion is de fide, defined in the 

Council of Trent, seventh session, in the final canon [XIII] on the sacraments in general. 

Concerning which we have said many things above, in disp. XV: where we have shown, 

that this power is in the Church. And that the Church has used this power in giving this 

precept, is clear from consuetude, and from the sense of all the faithful, and from many 

decrees, which we shall present in their own places. For this precept is not one given in 

general regarding all the sacraments, or their ceremonies, but it is an obligation arising 

from the various precepts made in the individual sacraments, according to the mode, and 

the rite proper to each one. 

I say secondly, the contempt of this precept is always a mortal sin, but its 

transgression without contempt is not always so, but according to the gravity of the 

matter. This is clear from the general doctrine regarding all precepts, which is here to be 

applied in particular. And it is to be discerned prudently, what is contempt: for properly, 

in the present matter, if someone were to neglect to observe certain Ecclesiastical 

ceremonies in the administration of the sacraments, thinking those ceremonies to be 

either wholly superfluous, or impertinent, or something of this sort, he properly would 

be said to contemn the Ecclesiastical ceremonies, and would sin gravely, even if he were 

to neglect more trivial ceremonies with this sort of sentiment, because he would do great 

injury to the Church; and would think unworthily of the spirit, by which ceremonies of 

this sort were instituted. Now if someone is negligent in ceremonies of this sort, merely 
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from a certain frailty, although he does so knowingly and with consideration, he is not 

properly said to contemn, even if perhaps he considers a fault of this sort to be more 

trifling, and thus commits it frequently and with ease. Yet he will not be excused from 

grave fault, if he omits in this way in a grave matter the ceremonies commanded and 

received by Ecclesiastical consuetude, because this precept pertains to the virtue of 

religion, the obligation of which is grave from its genus. But what in this affair is to be 

considered grave matter, and what trivial, is to be left to prudent judgment, rather than 

defined with a sure rule: and in the individual sacraments it shall be more conveniently 

explained. Yet we can observe generally, that the ceremonies instituted for the sake of 

sacred signification are more grave, and are omitted more culpably, than those which 

have been instituted only for the sake of adornment and a kind of decency; and by the 

same proportion, those whose signification is more lofty, shall be considered more grave, 

especially if they have some spiritual effect with the signification. Now, of these which 

pertain to decency, the circumstance of place, and of prescribed time, speaking per se, 

usually are considered grave, because these circumstances are much concerned with 

exterior adornment, and public solemnity and esteem, which is most to be observed in 

these circumstances. It should be added, finally, that this obligation is human; and thus, 

speaking per se, it is lesser than that which arises from divine precept; and it sometimes 

can cease on account of urgent necessity, as is clear in Baptism. But how this is to be 

observed in other sacraments, we shall say in their proper places. 


