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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor


One of the young Polish men working in Chorley is from near Katowice, where the unemployment rate is above 30%. He was telling me that many Poles go to the Sacrament of Confession at the beginning of each month. The numbers going to receive Holy Communion are always at their highest on the first Sunday of any month. Thereafter it drops off week by week, less and less communicate, until the new surge at the beginning of the next month. 


He was puzzled that he had not seen any similar pattern in English churches.

Is it that the English are saintlier than the Poles and hardly ever commit grave sins?  Or was it that they went to Confession at various times of the month? He felt it strange that at Sunday Mass almost everybody went up to Holy Communion.


Well, what answer would you give? Except to say that the Sacrament of Reconciliation is in crisis and many Catholics in England don’t see any need for it. The illicit and even invalid use of General Absolution has undermined confessional practice in some areas.

This is not to say that large proportions of our congregations are in mortal sin. But human nature being what it is, I am surprised that – at a conservative estimate – approximately half of our congregations feel they have no need of the Sacrament of Reconciliation. Probably many people either have just got out of the habit and are nervous about starting again. Or they never were in the habit from childhood anyway. 


It is a pity, because the Sacrament is not just about washing away mortal sin, vital though that is. It is a sacrament of healing, of increased self-knowledge and spiritual growth. Jesus gives certain graces uniquely through the Sacrament of Penance.


The American bishops evidently have similar problems. Last November they approved [by 201 to 24 votes, making it binding on all dioceses] a teaching document entitled “Happy are those who are called to his supper.”


In this text they first re-iterate clearly what the Church professes by the term “transubstantiation” and the Real Presence of Jesus in the Eucharist. 


The Eucharistic Prayer of the Mass is consummated in our reception of Holy Communion. “The saving efficacy of the sacrifice is fully realized when the Lord’s body and blood are received in communion.”  (Pope John Paul II, Ecclesia de Eucharistia 16)

However this reception of the Lord is never merely a private matter. It has a public dimension, and joins us to other members of Christ’s faithful: 

“Union with Christ is also union with all those to whom he gives himself. I cannot possess Christ just for myself; I can belong to him only in union with all those who have become, or who will become, his own. Communion draws me out of myself towards him, and thus also towards unity with all Christians. We become “one body,” completely joined in a single existence. Love of God and love of neighbour are now truly united: God incarnate draws us all to himself.”  (Benedict XVI, Deus caritas est, 14)

So in receiving Holy Communion we become responsible for one another. We should bear a Christ-like love towards one another. Pope John Paul II described this as solidarity i.e. “a firm and persevering determination to commit oneself to the common good; that is to say to the good of all and of each individual, because we are all really responsible for all.”  (Sollecitudo Rei Socialis 38)

Holy Communion enables the divine life to grow within us. We receive a share in Christ’s death and resurrection. It helps us to become a new creation.

Because Holy Communion can have so profound an effect upon those who receive it worthily, the Catholic Church encourages us communicate frequently. “It is clear that the frequent or daily reception of the Blessed Eucharist increases union with Christ, nourishes the spiritual life more abundantly, strengthens the soul in virtue, and gives the communicant a stronger pledge of eternal happiness.”  (Eucharisticum Mysterium 37) 

Next, the bishops tackle the troublesome question: Should we ever refrain from receiving Holy Communion?  We may find ourselves in a situation where our conscience tells us we should not receive.  If by mortal sin we have broken our communion with God, we must seek sacramental absolution before receiving Holy Communion again.  

“Mortal sin is an act violating God’s law that involves grave matter and that is performed with both full knowledge and complete consent of the will. If we are no longer in the state of grace because of mortal sin, we are seriously obliged to refrain from receiving Holy Communion until we are reconciled with God and the Church.”

However, we must be cautious when making judgments about whether another person should receive Holy Communion.

Catholics in mortal sin remain members of the body of Christ, but have become lifeless or dead members. They no longer share in the common bond of the divine life of the Holy Spirit. Because our sin has separated us from God and from our brothers and sisters in Christ, we have forfeited our right to receive Holy Communion. The Eucharist, by its very nature, expresses and nurtures this lifegiving unity that the sinner has now lost. 

St. Paul warned the Corinthians that “whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord unworthily will have to answer for the body and blood of the Lord” (1 Cor 11:27).


The bishops provide a list of grave sins, following the Ten Commandments. The list does not claim to be comprehensive:

· Believing in or honouring as divine anyone or anything other than the God of the Holy Scriptures

· Swearing a false oath while invoking God as a witness

· Failing to worship God by missing Mass on Sundays and holy days of obligation without a serious reason, such as sickness or the absence of a priest.
· Acting in serious disobedience against proper authority; dishonouring one’s parents by neglecting them in their need and infirmity

· Committing murder, including abortion and euthanasia; harbouring deliberate hatred of others; sexual abuse of another, especially of a minor or vulnerable adult; physical or verbal abuse of others that causes grave physical or psychological harm.
· Engaging in sexual activity outside the bonds of a valid marriage.  [For different reasons, some Catholics find themselves in a marriage that is recognized according to civil law, but is not valid according to Church law. Each individual's subjective moral state may vary. Nonetheless, persons in this situation should seek to have their marriage rectified according to the law of the Church so that they may receive Holy Communion.]
· Stealing in a gravely injurious way, such as robbery, burglary, serious fraud, or other immoral business practices
· Speaking maliciously or slandering people in a way that seriously undermines their good name

· Producing, marketing, or indulging in pornography

· Engaging in envy that leads one to wish grave harm to someone else


The issue which provoked the debate leading to this letter was that of politicians and a presidential candidate who claimed to be Catholic, yet publicly supported “abortion rights.”  Many pro-lifers were scandalized by what they considered to be either a lamentable ignorance of basic Christian morality, or a deliberate hypocrisy which attempts to use a religion no longer believed in to win votes.

The bishops at last agreed. “To give selective assent to the teachings of the Church not only deprives us of her life-giving message, but also seriously endangers our communion with her.”


Therefore a Catholic who knowingly and obstinately rejects the defined doctrines of the Church, or repudiates her definitive teaching on moral issues e.g. abortion or euthanasia – seriously diminishes his communion with the Church. “Reception of Holy Communion in such a situation would not accord with the nature of the Eucharistic celebration, so that he or she should refrain.”

When, by open repudiation of Church teaching, an individual gives public scandal, he becomes responsible for leading others into sin. Jesus Himself warned us: “Temptations to sin are sure to come; but woe to him by whom they come!” (Lk 17:1). This furnishes all the more reason why such individuals should not receive Holy Communion.

"All kinds of people don't understand their responsibilities when going to the Eucharist," commented Bishop Arthur J. Serratelli,  chairman of the U.S. bishops’ Doctrine Committee which prepared the text.


On the other hand, Catholics who have honest doubts and questions about aspects of definitive Church teaching may receive Holy Communion provided that they are “prayerfully and honestly striving to understand the truth of what the Church professes and are taking appropriate steps to resolve their confusion and doubt.”  One imagines this applies to areas like the impossibility of women priests, the immorality of homosexual practices and artificial contraception. 

The remainder of the document, which cannot be covered here for lack of space, provides sound advice on how to receive Holy Communion more worthily, and treats of some ecumenical questions. See www.nccbuscc.org/dpp/Eucharist.pdf   for the full text.
