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Healing Through Holy Unction
by Shannon Sakellariou

We are beginning our journey through
Great Lent, and soon it will culminate with
the services of Holy Week, itself a journey
that culminates in the celebration of the
Resurrection of Christ. On Wednesday of
that week, we have the opportunity to
receive the sacrament of Holy Unction,
a service of prayers for healing, which is
founded on James 5:14-16:
“Are any among you sick? They
should call for the leaders of the church
and have them pray over them, anointing
them with oil in the name of the Lord.
The prayer of faith will save the sick, and
the Lord will raise them up; and anyone
who has committed sins will be forgiven.”
This is a beautiful service for the whole
family, utilizing all the senses that provide
a memorable experience for children.
While Holy Unction is available at any
time of the year, its position in Holy Week
is significant. Bridegroom Matins calls for
vigilance as we approach the passion of
Christ, that we not be found sleeping, as
we prepare for the Resurrection. Like the
wise virgins, will our lamps be trimmed
with oil, ready to meet the Bridegroom
at the wedding feast? After these services
comes Holy Unction, which shows this
sacrament to be an integral part of our
preparation to receive Christ.
For this reflection, I want to use the
model of one mother’s experience of
seeking healing–Lynette Hoppe, an OCMC
missionary to Albania with her husband,
Nathan, and their children Tristan and
Katherine. Lynette was diagnosed with
stage 4 breast cancer in November, 2004,
and 20 months later, she fell asleep in
the Lord. Her journal during her illness
records how she confronted death, prayed
for healing and trusted in God’s mercy. I
would like to share some quotes from her
journal, which are in the book Lynette’s
Hope (ed. Fr. Luke Veronis, Conciliar
Press).
Lynette tells of a recurring daydream
that expresses her experience vividly: “I
would walk out on a narrow stone bridge
that spans a chasm and suddenly find that
the bridge has vanished. Although I don’t
fall, I’m left suspended with no support
and no ability to move to safety. As I begin
to panic, I hear a voice saying, ‘Look up.’
I look up and see a silvery rope coming
down through the darkness. I grab on and
am pulled to safety.” This is the way we
also should approach Holy Unction, with
total reliance on Christ’s saving power,
reaching out for that “rope” of grace.
In Scripture and the Church’s teachings, the healing of soul is always included
alongside the healing of the body.
We see this when Christ first tells the
paralytic, “your sins are forgiven” and after
“take up your mat.” (Luke 5:17-26)
The second prayer of Holy Unction
asks, “O merciful Master…take up Your
abode in these, Your servants, who acknowledge their iniquities, and draw
near to You in faith…forgiving them...and
cleanse them from every sin…”
As Lynette started to focus on the
healing of her soul, it bore much fruit. She
wrote, “I see so much healing occurring
in my soul ... areas in my life that I didn’t
even suspect needed healing have been
touched at a depth that makes me gasp
with wonder ... whatever may lie ahead,
I embrace it with thankfulness, for I have
been so deeply blessed and touched.”

In the same way, our expectations from
Holy Unction should be directed toward
our spiritual needs as much as any physical need, and we should not let a state of
physical health blind us to our soul’s need
for healing. This spiritual healing is the
very essence of our journey through Lent.
These reflections help us define healing and what we seek from the sacrament
of Holy Unction, but there is a responsibility that follows.
In Metropolitan Anthony Bloom’s
sermon on healing, he says, “To be healed
does not mean to become whole only in
order to go back to the same kind of life
that we lived before; it means to be whole

in order to begin a new life. Are we capable
of receiving healing? Do we agree to take
upon ourselves the responsibility of a
new wholeness, in order to enter again,
and yet again, into the world in which we
live, with knowledge of our renewal; to
be light, to be salt?” The prayers of Holy
Unction reiterate these responsibilities;
that the healed person may “serve you
with all thanksgiving, pleasing you and
abiding in your will.”
As Lynette envisioned the Kingdom
of God and began to sense its reality and
imminence in her life, someone wrote to
her about the “borderland” she occupied.
She reflected, “It struck me that even if I

were to get well, I would want to live all
of my life in that borderland—that place
where one has sight of the great City of
God and yet remains with a foot on earth.
. . It would remind me that I am an exile
and pilgrim here. My true home is in that
Great City with God, and I must spend my
life journeying to that city, doing all the
good that I can along the way.”
If we walk away from the sacrament
of Holy Unction without this transformation, to go forth and serve, to live more
intentionally in the presence of the Divine,
we have not received the blessing that
God intended.
Though Lynette did not ultimately
receive a physical healing, her life was such
a witness to God’s power and Christ’s Resurrection, especially in post-Communist
Albania, a testimony of faith where many
families had lost faith. It is the same hope
in the resurrection and the healing of our
brokenness, both spiritually and physically, that brings us to Holy Unction and its
oil. When we receive this holy sacrament,
we participate in God’s Divine realm, ask
to be transformed by it, and bring its reality to the world. In our actions and in our
faith, we declare, “Christ is risen! Truly,
He is risen!”
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Preparing Your Family for Holy Unction

1. Study: *Well–known Orthodox
scholar and author Fr. Stanley Harakas in
his book titled Of Life and Salvation, offers reflections on living the Christian life
based on the seven epistles and gospel
readings designated in the Holy Unction
service.
Perhaps families could read together
the reflections offered in the book as
means, each time, of preparing for participation in the sacrament.
*In addition to reading over the
text of the service prior to partaking of
Holy Unction, it is important to make
available for those who do not speak the
language(s) used in the service, a copy in
their own language to follow.

3. Confession/self–examination:
*Even if someone has confessed somewhat close in time to their participation
in Holy Unction, it is still appropriate to
at least make a self-examination of our
thoughts, words and deeds, praying to the
Lord that He, “help us see our sins so that
we may repent of them.”
This increases our sense of insufficiency, humility, and reliance on God’s
strength, and indicates to ourselves what
areas of our lives are in most need of healing and correction.
*As we do for Holy Communion, it
is appropriate to seek out others we may
have wronged or who have wronged us
in some way and ask their forgiveness,
seeking to be reconciled with all.
*We can have our children ask forgiveness of all their family members setting an
example for them by asking forgiveness
from them first. In all these ways, our
children become more aware that something special is about to happen during
Holy Unction.

2. Fasting: *Though we normally
associate fasting with the sacrament of
Holy Communion, fasting is an important
means of preparation. The goal is to assist
our ability to concentrate during the service itself and to heighten our sensitivity
to God’s presence.
*Avoiding arguments or conflicts
with our children over their having to
‘do something else that they don’t want’,
parents can explain that by fasting they
will be preparing their bodies, minds, and
hearts to meet Christ.

4. Faith: *Often, before healing
someone of their disease or handicap Jesus asked them if they believed He could
heal them. Conversely, we know that in
his own country Jesus did not do many
works of healing because of their unbelief.
Faith is the most essential ingredient in
our experiencing God’s healing power.
*It is important that we prepare
ourselves and our families before receiving Holy Unction by asking ourselves the
question, “Do I believe that Jesus will heal
me through this mystery?”

In order to properly approach the
mystery of Holy Unction and benefit most
from it, we need, as with all the sacraments, to prepare ourselves.
The following are listed as five important means of preparation for Holy
Unction for individuals and families.

5. Preparing Our Bodies for
Anointing: *We are coming before the
Lord, and offering our bodies to be filled
with His Grace—that He may be signed
upon us. Do we go to the doctor for a
physical without having washed or the
dentist without having brushed our teeth?
How much more should we be aware of
presenting ourselves to the Lord looking
the best we can; not fancy, just clean (especially our face and hands) and properly
dressed.
* This is an excerpt taken from the
article “Heal the Sick” by Fr. Theodore
Petrides and can be read in its entirety at
www.family.goarch.org

