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How do we express  
our Catholic identity? 

 
 

There are so many things that come to mind when 
we consider what is unique and identifying about 
being Catholic Christians. Some of them are very 
familiar: our Trinitarian roots, the primacy of the 
Eucharist, seven sacraments, the role of Mary and 
the saints, special Holy Days, days of fasting and 
abstaining from meat, clear teachings about almost 
every topic. 
 

Some of them are getting more emphasis in recent 
years. These include stewardship, evangelization 
(sharing the Good News), and social justice. 
 

One way to approach the question of Catholic 
identity is to consider the seven precepts of the 
Catholic Church. These precepts give us a bare 
bones description of what it looks like for a person 
to be a practicing Catholic. They are very practical 
ways we express our love of God and neighbors. 
 

“The precepts of the Church are set in the context of 
a moral life bound to and nourished by liturgical 
life” (Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 2041). Our 
living in Christ is formed by our participation in the 
Liturgy of the Church. 
 

For each precept I have included reflection 
questions and Scripture citations for further 
reflection and prayer. 
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The First Precept   
 

To keep holy the day of the Lord’s Resurrection;  
to worship God by participating in Mass  

every Sunday and on the holy days of obligation;  
to avoid those activities that would  

hinder renewal of the soul and body. 
 

Our Jewish friends practice Saturday as their day 
of rest and special worship of God. This day comes 
at the end of the week to reflect on all that has 
happened during the week. For Christians, this 
special day is Sunday, the first day of the week, 
since the resurrection of Jesus happened on 
Sunday. We gather with the community of 
believers on this first day of the week to give 
direction and a Christ-like flavor to our week of 
work and school. 
 

This is listed as the first precept of the Church as a 
way of highlighting its importance in our lives. 
Therefore, Catholics should make every effort to 
participate in the Eucharist every Sunday. It is not 
enough for us to simply pray by ourselves on 
Sunday. The Eucharist is a social sacrament. We 
gather for Mass on Sunday to celebrate and 
strengthen our social identity as a community of 
disciples of the Risen Christ.  

 

Reflection question: 
How does Sunday Mass provide you and your 
family new life for the week? 

 
Scripture readings: 
Exodus 20:8-11 
Luke 24:13-35 
I Corinthians 10:16-17; 11:23-26 
Hebrews 12:22-24 
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The Second Precept 
 

To lead a sacramental life by receiving  
Holy Communion frequently  

and the Sacrament of Reconciliation regularly.  
Catholics are to confess serious or mortal sins 
before they are to receive Holy Communion. 

 

This second precept echoes the first precept with 
an emphasis on the importance of the Eucharist in 
our lives. The Eucharist is the most repeatable 
sacrament. It is like a lifeline. It is the life-blood of 
our existence as a community of followers of the 
Risen Christ. The Eucharist nourishes and unites us 
as the Body of Christ today. 
 

Sacraments are very important in the life of 
Catholics. We have three sacraments of initiation: 
Baptism, Confirmation, Eucharist; two sacraments 
that provide healing: Reconciliation and Anointing 
of the Sick; and two sacraments of commitment: 
Matrimony and Holy Orders. The sacraments help 
us to know the rich presence and action of Christ 
in our personal and communal lives.  
 

Reflection question: 
How do the sacraments help you to know the 
saving love of Christ? 
 
Scripture readings: 
John 4:7-15 
John 19:31-37 
John 20:19-23 
James 5:13-15 
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The Third Precept  
 

To study Catholic teaching in preparation for the 
sacrament of confirmation, to be confirmed, and 
then to continue to study and advance the cause 

of Christ. 
 

There are two aspects of this precept that are 
important. The first has to do with the sacrament 
of confirmation. It is one of the three sacraments 
of Christian Initiation. It is part of the process of 
becoming fully initiated into the Christian 
community. Here is what one of the church 
documents says: “By the sacrament of 
confirmation, the baptized are more perfectly 
bound to the church and are enriched with a 
special strength of the Holy Spirit.” Confirmation 
strengthens and confirms our baptismal identity 
as persons who are configured to Christ Jesus. This 
sacrament also helps us to pay attention to the 
promptings and stirrings of the Holy Spirit in our 
lives. 
 

The other aspect of this precept is the sense of 
ongoing formation and study that is part of our life
-long journey. One of the bishops puts it this way 
during the confirmation liturgy: “Remember, this 
is confirmation, not graduation.” Our learning 
about Christ continues to evolve.  
 

Reflection questions: 
How does being a confirmed person seal and 
strengthen what it means for you to be a baptized 
person? What helps you to grow in faith? 
 
Scripture readings: 
Acts 2:36-39 
Acts 8:14-16 
II Corinthians 2:14-17 
Hebrews 6:1-12 
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The Fifth Precept  
 

To strengthen and support the Church— 
one’s own parish community and parish priests, 

the worldwide Church, and the pope. 
 

This precept points us to the Catholic 
understanding of stewardship. This begins with a 
realization of how God is present and active in 
our lives and has blessed us in many ways. 
Among these blessings we include the gift of our 
time, our talents, and our financial resources. 
Then we dedicate the first portion of our time, 
talent, and treasure to God and look for ways to 
return this first portion to God. 
 

We designate a portion of our time to God in 
prayer. For me this means I take an hour of 
personal prayer at the beginning of each day. 
We also dedicate a portion of our talents and 
skills for the good of our parish by becoming 
involved with a ministry, committee, project, or 
other way of serving. And thirdly, we dedicate a 
portion of our financial resources to God by 
supporting our parish and other charities of our 
choice. The portion one gives can vary from 1% 
to 10% of one’s resources. 
 

Reflection questions: 
How do you experience God’s blessings in your 
life? What portion of your time, talent, and 
treasure do you return to God? How do you feel 
about your generosity? To what is God inviting 
you?  
 
Scripture readings: 
Acts 2:42-47 
I Corinthians 12:12-31 
Ephesians 4:1-16 
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The Fourth Precept  
 

To observe the marriage laws of the Church;  
to give religious training, by example and word,  

to one’s children;  
to use parish schools and catechetical programs. 

 

The first part of this precept refers to the 
marriage laws of the Church. The basic teaching of 
the Catholic Church is that couples must be 
married in the Catholic Church or have their 
marriage blessed by a priest or deacon for it to be 
a valid sacramental marriage. In the Catholic 
Church, marriage is lifted up to the level of a 
sacrament, like Baptism and Eucharist. The day to 
day living of the sacrament of matrimony 
becomes a means of grace and mirrors the loving 
relationship with Christ and the Church. 
 

The second part of this precept recognizes that 
parents are the first teachers of the faith to their 
children. This teaching happens first by lives of 
virtue and actions of charity, justice, and peace 
making. Our actions speak louder than our words. 
Enrolling children in a Catholic school and 
participating in faith formation programs in the 
parish supplement the teaching of the parents.  
 

Reflection questions: 
How do married Christians reflect God’s 
faithfulness    to us? 
Parents – how do you teach your children by your 
actions and your words? 
 
Scripture readings: 
Mark 3:31-35 Acts 18:1-11; 16:25-34 
Mark 10:6-9 Colossians 3:12-17 
John 2:1-11 
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The Seventh Precept   

                                                                                                                                            

To join in the missionary spirit  
and apostolate (work) of the Church. 

 

In one of the Vatican II documents there is a short 
sentence that is packed with meaning. “The pilgrim 
Church is missionary by her very nature.” This means 
that this dimension of our spirituality is not merely 
an afterthought. It is part of our identity. It is woven 
into our very being as followers of Christ. 
 

This identity of ours is rooted in the very identity of 
our Triune God. At the heart of God’s fountain-like 
love is a movement outward toward us. God’s life 
and love naturally reach out toward us in Jesus and 
the Holy Spirit, in our experience of the sacraments, 
in our love of one another, in our actions of peace 
making and justice. 
 

A few people are called to do literal missionary 
activity in other countries—to bring the good news 
of salvation in Jesus Christ to more people. But all of 
us are called to be this fountain of love reaching out 
to others—in our families, schools, work places, and 
neighborhoods. This can be a simple act of charity 
and kindness toward people. It can be generous 
support of mission appeals. It can be involvement in 
the evangelization initiative in the archdiocese as we 
try to connect with people who feel disconnected 
from the Church and the love of God. 
  

Reflection questions: 
How is God calling you to be part of this flowing 
fountain of love? How does God want to use you to 
bring Good News to others? 
  
Scripture readings: 
Matthew 5:13-16 Romans 16:1-16 
Matthew 25:31-46 Philippians 4:1-9 
Matthew 28:16-20 
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The Sixth Precept  
 

To do penance, including abstaining from meat  
and fasting from food on the appointed days. 

 

Fasting and abstaining from meat used to be more 
rigorous in the lives of Catholics (when I was 
growing up). Currently, Catholics are asked to fast 
on Ash Wednesday and Good Friday and to abstain 
from meat on the Fridays of Lent. The reason for 
fewer times of “obligatory” regulations was to give 
people more freedom to choose their own ways of 
incorporating the virtue of penance in their lives. 
 

The introduction of the Rite of Penance (Sacrament 
of Reconciliation) states: “The people of God 
accomplishes and prefects this continual 
repentance in many different ways. It shares in the 
sufferings of Christ by enduring its own difficulties, 
carries out works of mercy and charity, and adopts 
ever more fully the outlook of the Gospel message. 
Thus the people of God become in the world a sign 
of conversion to God.” 
 

Penance is related to repentance. It is about a life 
that is more and more oriented to God and to what 
is of God.  
 

Reflection questions: 
What disciplines in your life and in the life of your 
family signify a turning to God? What spiritual 
disciplines can you incorporate in your life that 
help you to keep your sight focused on Jesus 
Christ? 

   
Scripture readings: 
Isaiah 1:16-18  Matthew 5:23-26 
Isaiah 58:1-9  Matthew 6:1-4, 16-18 
Amos 5:23-24               1 Peter 4:7-11 
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