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In his essay “Sign and Symbol” in Ransoming the Time, Jacques Maritain
devotes a scant five paragraphs to the special problem of the sacraments in
a semiotic context. In this paper, I would like to take Maritain’s sketch of
sacramental sign and apply it to a semiotic account of the three sacraments
of initiation: baptism, confirmation, and the Eucharist. To perform this ap-
plication, I will refer to the standard ecclesiastical presentation of the three
sacraments found in The Catechism of the Catholic Church.

I. Semiotic Theory

Maritain situates his theory of the sacraments within his broader con-
sideration of the practical sign. In developing his theory of the practical
sign, Maritain follows the Aristotelian-Thomistic distinction between the
speculative and the practical intellect. “The good proper to the speculative
intellect is purely and simply the true; the good proper to the practical in-
tellect is the true as leading to right action. In one way or another—that is
to say, for reasons and to degrees which differ greatly with cases—the prac-
tical intellect presupposes the will; its object, in so far as it is known as ob-
ject, is something to be put into existence, something to be made concrete
in action.”! The emphasis of this definition of the practical sign on will and
action recurs in Maritain’s treatment of the particular problems associated
with the status of the sacrament.

In his consideration of the sacrament, Maritain treats it as the preem-

1. Jacques Maritain, Ransoming the Time, translated by Harry Lorin Binsse (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1941), 222.
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