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Sacramental Records
Baptism • Reconciliation • Eucharist • Confirmation • Matrimony •

Anointing of the Sick • Holy Orders/Ordinations
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Infant Baptism
• Pre-date civil registration statutes
• May be the earliest record noting birth of ancestor

• Baptism registers include the following:
• Child's name
• Date of baptism
• Date of birth
• Parents' names (sometimes mother's maiden name is 

noted)
• Place of residence
• Names of sponsors/godparents
• Name of person (usually the priest) who performed 

ceremony
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Baptism Register, 1917, Our Lady of Czestochowa 
(South Boston), AmericanAncestors.org
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Adult Baptisms
• Abbreviated baptism entries

• May be required by local parish in order to marry 
in Catholic church

• Do not typically include parents' names

• Records will usually note birth date or age

• May only include one sponsor
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Baptisms, 1830, St. Mary (Charlestown), 
AmericanAncestors.org
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Baptismal Certificates
• Formal document given after a baptism that includes 

their name, date baptized, and where baptized.

• Sometimes the sponsors/godparents are noted.

• Does NOT usually include any notes left by the clergy

• Immigrants may have brought these over from the 
"old country" as a birth certificate substitute.

• These certificates may be included with marriage 
records if priests were verifying baptism status.
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Baptismal Certificate, 1920, St. Anne Church, 
Seattle, Washington, Ebay.com
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Baptismal Certificate from Italy, Dated 2015 for 1821 
Baptism, Wikimedia Commons
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Tip
Review the comments 
made by the priest in 
the baptism registers
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Baptism Entry, 1884, St. Stephen (Boston), 
AmericanAncestors.org
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Baptism Entry, 1874, St. John the Baptist (Quincy, 
Massachusetts), AmericanAncestors.org
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Reconciliation/Penance
• Received before First Holy Communion

• A list of children may be noted and included 
in communion records

• Also recorded in sick calls
– The sick parishioner would confess their sins to the 

priest who came to their home
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Eucharist/Holy Communion
• Usually received at 7 or 8 years old
– Adults may be included if they converted to 

Catholicism
– Prefixes often used with women to denote marital 

status

• Date and name were recorded

• Separate lists for boys, girls, adult men, and adult 
women
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First Communion, Girls, 1883, Gate of Heaven 
(South Boston), AmericanAncestors.org
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First Communion, Adult Women, 1887, All 
Saints (Roxbury) AmericanAncestors.org
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Confirmation
• Usually received between 12 and 16 years old

• Details can include:
– Date
– Name (including Confirmation Name)
– Age
– Sponsor
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Confirmation Register, 1897, St. Mary of the 
Annunciation (Melrose), 
AmericanAncestors.org
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"Speak Now or Forever Hold Your 
Peace"

• Banns were a public notice of an intended marriage. It was a 
common requirement during the colonial era.

• Typically given over 3 consecutive Sundays in church or in a 
public place
 Dispensations may be issued to remove the banns 

requirement
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"Speak Now or Forever Hold Your 
Peace" Cont'd

• By the 19th and 20th Century, the practice faded when marriage licenses were 
used instead.
 The Catholic church removed the banns requirement in 1983.

 Allows anyone who has an objection to the marriage to state their case
 One or both parties were too young
 One or both parties were already married
 Close cousins
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Matrimony
• Weddings would traditionally take place at the 

bride's parish church

• Details included:
– Name of couple
– Date
– Names of witnesses
– Priest's name (usually signed on the marriage record)
– Parents' names
– Date and place of baptism
– Dispensation of banns
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Pre-Nuptial Investigations
• Some immigrants carried their baptismal 

certificates with them.

• When there was no baptismal record, priests 
would often send a letter to the home parish of the 
person to verify they were baptized Catholic.

• By the early 20th century, many priests would 
record in the marginal notes for the baptism 
register the details of the marriage taking place 
outside of the parish, especially if overseas.
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Marriage Register, Holy Cross (Boston), 
1916, AmericanAncestors.org
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Marriage Register, 1916 Cont'd
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Tip
Marriage witnesses 

may be close relatives 
(siblings, cousins, or in-

laws of the couple)
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Marriage Register, 1916 Cont'd
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Anointing of the sick
• Last rites administered by priest to sick person 

(usually on death bed)

• Details included:
• Date of visit
• Were last rites administered (Y/N)
• Location of visit or home address
• Date of death and cause of death may also be noted
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Sick Call Record Example
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Holy Orders/Ordinations
• Priests' records located in archdiocese where 

ordained or the church they served

• For specific orders of priests and nuns, records 
kept in provincial or national houses of the order

• Class 5 will discuss this in more detail
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Ordination Record Example
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Where to Find 
Sacramental Records
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Published Records
• American-Canadian Genealogical Society 

(https://acgs.org)
o Compiled over 150 volumes of parish vital records 

(repertoires)
o Cover New England, Northern and Hudson River 

Valley New York, Quebec, Maritimes, and Acadian 
records

o Index on AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Local Archdiocese
• Look up the local archdiocese on the United 

States Conference of Catholic Bishops web site

• The sacramental record inventory should be 
consulted (if available) to see what records 
survived and if there were any church merges that 
occurred

• Contact the Archdiocese archives for access to 
their records – some of the records may still be 
held at the parish church
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https://www.usccb.org/about/bishops-and-dioceses/all-dioceses
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www.bostoncatholic.org
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www.bostoncatholic.org
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Genealogy Web Sites
• Ancestry.com

• FindMyPast

• FamilySearch.org

• American Ancestors.org
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Ancestry.com
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https://www.findmypast.com/page/catholic-records
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https://www.findmypast.com/page/catholic-records
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FamilySearch
• In the catalogue, search under the town where the 

church was located

• If available, the records will be located in the 
"Church Records" category

• Search by keywords in catalogue with "Catholic" 
to identify all collections available, which includes 
records as well as published materials.
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org

Class 3: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 47



FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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FamilySearch.org
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Baptismal Register, St. Joseph (Cordova, Maryland) 
Diocese of Wilmington
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FamilySearch.org
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Archdiocese of Boston 
Databases on 

AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
• The Boston Roman Catholic Archdiocese records are 

being digitized by volunteers and staff

• Types of records:
– Baptisms and marriages
– First communions, confirmations, ordinations, sick 

calls, deaths
– Church admissions, accounting records

• Records are from 1789 through 1920

• Languages:
– Latin, English, French, German, Italian

Class 3: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 55



AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Case Study: Catherine 
Doherty
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Background
• Catherine Doherty 
• b. 23 Oct. 1863 Prince Edward Island to parents 

Michael Doherty and Bridget Mullen
• m. Peter Chaisson (informant on death record)
• d. 16 Apr. 1907 Quincy, Massachusetts
• bur. Mount Benedict Cemetery in Boston, 

Massachusetts
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Goals
• Locate the marriage record between Catherine 

Doherty and Peter Chaisson

• Identify any relatives of Catherine Doherty who 
may have emigrated to the United States from 
Prince Edward Island
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Marriage of Peter Chaisson and Kate Doherty, 1886, 
Boston, AmericanAncestors.org

Officiant = John F. Cummins of 
Boston

Kate Doherty’s parents were listed 
as John and Mary, which doesn’t 
match her death record and baptism 
record
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Marriage Record, 1886, St. Thomas Aquinas 
(Jamaica Plain), AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org

Class 3: Researching Catholic Ancestors

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center 70



AmericanAncestors.org
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Baptism of Mary M. Chaisson, 1888, St. Thomas 
Aquinas (Jamaica Plain), AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Marriage Register of Joseph Chaisson and Ellen Doherty, 1892, 
Boston, Massachusetts, AmericanAncestors.org
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Baptism Record, Francis Chaisson, 1891, St. 
Joseph (Somerville), AmericanAncestors.org 
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AmericanAncestors.org
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Marriage Register, Boston, 1896, 
AmericanAncestors.org
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Marriage Record of Margaret Doherty and John M. Haugh, 
1896, Boston, Massachusetts, AmericanAncestors.org
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Summary of Findings
• Catherine's sister Margaret emigrated and married 

in Boston. Her marriage record confirms her 
parents' names.

• Catherine's sister Ellen also emigrated. She 
married Peter Chaisson's brother Joseph. Her 
marriage record confirms her parents' names.
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Conclusion
• We can conclude from the marriage register of 

Catherine "Kate" Doherty and Peter Chaisson that 
her parents' names were incorrectly recorded.

• We found evidence of two sisters who 
emigrated who had the correct parents' names 
listed on their civil marriage records.
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Review
1. Researching the 

sponsors/godparents, and witnesses 
can lead you to relatives of your 
ancestor.

2. Search for all of the relevant 
sacramental records of your 
ancestors, including their siblings.

3. Many sacramental records are not 
digitized and may be held locally.
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THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education
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