1 Corinthians 11:27-29 " So then, whoever eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an
unworthy manner will be guilty of sinning against the body and blood of the Lord. Everyone
ought to examine themselves before they eat of the bread and drink from the cup. For those who
eat and drink without discerning the body of Christ eat and drink judgment on themselves."
Can. 915 Those who have been excommunicated or interdicted after the imposition or
declaration of the penalty and others obstinately persevering in manifest grave sin are not to
be admitted to holy communion.
Can. 916 A person who is conscious of grave sin is not to celebrate Mass or receive the
body of the Lord without previous sacramental confession unless there is a grave reason
and there is no opportunity to confess; in this case the person is to remember the obligation to
make an act of perfect contrition which includes the resolution of confessing as soon as possible.
CCC 1385 "To respond to this invitation we must prepare ourselves for so great and so holy a
moment. St. Paul urges us to examine our conscience: "Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or
drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of profaning the body and blood
of the Lord. Let a man examine himself, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For anyone
who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment upon himself."
Anyone conscious of a grave sin must receive the sacrament of Reconciliation before coming to
communion."
http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/congregations/ccdds/documents/rc_con_ccdds_doc_2004042
3_redemptionis-sacramentum_en.html
CONGREGATION FOR DIVINE WORSHIP
AND THE DISCIPLINE OF THE SACRAMENT
INSTRUCTION
Redemptionis Sacramentum
On certain matters to be observed or to be avoided
regarding the Most Holy Eucharist

Chapter IV
HOLY COMMUNION
1. Dispositions for the Reception of Holy Communion
[80.] The Eucharist is to be offered to the faithful, among other reasons, “as an antidote, by
which we are freed from daily faults and preserved from mortal sins”,[160]as is brought to light

in various parts of the Mass. As for the Penitential Act placed at the beginning of Mass, it has the
purpose of preparing all to be ready to celebrate the sacred mysteries;[161]even so, “it lacks the
efficacy of the Sacrament of Penance”,[162] and cannot be regarded as a substitute for the
Sacrament of Penance in remission of graver sins. Pastors of souls should take care to ensure
diligent catechetical instruction, so that Christian doctrine is handed on to Christ’s faithful in this
matter.
[81.] The Church’s custom shows that it is necessary for each person to examine himself at
depth,[163] and that anyone who is conscious of grave sin should not celebrate or receive the
Body of the Lord without prior sacramental confession, except for grave reason when the
possibility of confession is lacking; in this case he will remember that he is bound by the
obligation of making an act of perfect contrition, which includes the intention to confess as soon
as possible”.[164]
[82.] Moreover, “the Church has drawn up norms aimed at fostering the frequent and fruitful
access of the faithful to the Eucharistic table and at determining the objective conditions under
which Communion may not be given”.[165]
[83.] It is certainly best that all who are participating in the celebration of Holy Mass with the
necessary dispositions should receive Communion. Nevertheless, it sometimes happens that
Christ’s faithful approach the altar as a group indiscriminately. It pertains to the Pastors
prudently and firmly to correct such an abuse.
[84.] Furthermore when Holy Mass is celebrated for a large crowd - for example, in large cities care should be taken lest out of ignorance non-Catholics or even non-Christians come forward
for Holy Communion, without taking into account the Church’s Magisterium in matters
pertaining to doctrine and discipline. It is the duty of Pastors at an opportune moment to inform
those present of the authenticity and the discipline that are strictly to be observed.
[85.] Catholic ministers licitly administer the Sacraments only to the Catholic faithful, who
likewise receive them licitly only from Catholic ministers, except for those situations for which
provision is made in can. 844 §§ 2,3, and 4, and can. 861 § 2.[166] In addition, the conditions
comprising can. 844 § 4, from which no dispensation can be given,[167] cannot be separated;
thus, it is necessary that all of these conditions be present together.
[86.] The faithful should be led insistently to the practice whereby they approach the Sacrament
of Penance outside the celebration of Mass, especially at the scheduled times, so that the
Sacrament may be administered in a manner that is tranquil and truly beneficial to them, so as
not to be prevented from active participation at Mass. Those who are accustomed to receiving
Communion often or daily should be instructed that they should approach the Sacrament of
Penance at appropriate intervals, in accordance with the condition of each.[168]
http://www.ewtn.com/library/curia/cdfworthycom.htm

Worthiness to Receive Holy Communion: General Principles
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger
Prefect, Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith

[Note: The following memorandum was sent by Cardinal Ratzinger to Cardinal
McCarrick and was made public in the first week of July 2004.]
1. Presenting oneself to receive Holy Communion should be a conscious decision,
based on a reasoned judgment regarding one’s worthiness to do so, according to the
Church’s objective criteria, asking such questions as: "Am I in full communion with
the Catholic Church? Am I guilty of grave sin? Have I incurred a penalty (e.g.
excommunication, interdict) that forbids me to receive Holy Communion? Have I
prepared myself by fasting for at least an hour?" The practice of indiscriminately
presenting oneself to receive Holy Communion, merely as a consequence of being
present at Mass, is an abuse that must be corrected (cf. Instruction "Redemptionis
Sacramentum," nos. 81, 83).
2. The Church teaches that abortion or euthanasia is a grave sin. The Encyclical
Letter Evangelium vitae, with reference to judicial decisions or civil laws that
authorize or promote abortion or euthanasia, states that there is a "grave and clear
obligation to oppose them by conscientious objection. [...] In the case of an
intrinsically unjust law, such as a law permitting abortion or euthanasia, it is
therefore never licit to obey it, or to 'take part in a propaganda campaign in favour of
such a law or vote for it'" (no. 73). Christians have a "grave obligation of conscience
not to cooperate formally in practices which, even if permitted by civil legislation,
are contrary to God’s law. Indeed, from the moral standpoint, it is never licit to
cooperate formally in evil. [...] This cooperation can never be justified either by
invoking respect for the freedom of others or by appealing to the fact that civil law
permits it or requires it" (no. 74).
3. Not all moral issues have the same moral weight as abortion and euthanasia. For
example, if a Catholic were to be at odds with the Holy Father on the application of
capital punishment or on the decision to wage war, he would not for that reason be
considered unworthy to present himself to receive Holy Communion. While the
Church exhorts civil authorities to seek peace, not war, and to exercise discretion
and mercy in imposing punishment on criminals, it may still be permissible to take
up arms to repel an aggressor or to have recourse to capital punishment. There may
be a legitimate diversity of opinion even among Catholics about waging war and

applying the death penalty, but not however with regard to abortion and euthanasia.
4. Apart from an individual's judgment about his worthiness to present himself
to receive the Holy Eucharist, the minister of Holy Communion may find
himself in the situation where he must refuse to distribute Holy Communion to
someone, such as in cases of a declared excommunication, a declared interdict,
or an obstinate persistence in manifest grave sin (cf. can. 915).
5. Regarding the grave sin of abortion or euthanasia, when a person’s formal
cooperation becomes manifest (understood, in the case of a Catholic politician, as
his consistently campaigning and voting for permissive abortion and euthanasia
laws), his Pastor should meet with him, instructing him about the Church’s teaching,
informing him that he is not to present himself for Holy Communion until he brings
to an end the objective situation of sin, and warning him that he will otherwise be
denied the Eucharist.
6. When "these precautionary measures have not had their effect or in which
they were not possible," and the person in question, with obstinate persistence,
still presents himself to receive the Holy Eucharist, "the minister of Holy
Communion must refuse to distribute it" (cf. Pontifical Council for Legislative
Texts Declaration "Holy Communion and Divorced, Civilly Remarried
Catholics" [2002], nos. 3-4). This decision, properly speaking, is not a sanction
or a penalty. Nor is the minister of Holy Communion passing judgment on the
person’s subjective guilt, but rather is reacting to the person’s public
unworthiness to receive Holy Communion due to an objective situation of sin.
[N.B. A Catholic would be guilty of formal cooperation in evil, and so unworthy to
present himself for Holy Communion, if he were to deliberately vote for a candidate
precisely because of the candidate’s permissive stand on abortion and/or euthanasia.
When a Catholic does not share a candidate’s stand in favour of abortion and/or
euthanasia, but votes for that candidate for other reasons, it is considered remote
material cooperation, which can be permitted in the presence of proportionate
reasons.]
http://www.vatican.va/holy_father/special_features/encyclicals/documents/hf_jpii_enc_20030417_ecclesia_eucharistia_en.html
ENCYCLICAL LETTER
ECCLESIA DE EUCHARISTIA
OF HIS HOLINESS
POPE JOHN PAUL II

TO THE BISHOPS
PRIESTS AND DEACONS
MEN AND WOMEN
IN THE CONSECRATED LIFE
AND ALL THE LAY FAITHFUL
ON THE EUCHARIST
IN ITS RELATIONSHIP TO THE CHURCH
34. The Eucharist thus appears as the culmination of all the sacraments in
perfecting our communion with God the Father by identification with his onlybegotten Son through the working of the Holy Spirit. With discerning faith a
distinguished writer of the Byzantine tradition voiced this truth: in the
Eucharist “unlike any other sacrament, the mystery [of communion] is so
perfect that it brings us to the heights of every good thing: here is the ultimate
goal of every human desire, because here we attain God and God joins himself
to us in the most perfect union”.69 Precisely for this reason it is good to cultivate
in our hearts a constant desire for the sacrament of the Eucharist. This was the
origin of the practice of “spiritual communion”, which has happily been
established in the Church for centuries and recommended by saints who were
masters of the spiritual life. Saint Teresa of Jesus wrote: “When you do not
receive communion and you do not attend Mass, you can make a spiritual
communion, which is a most beneficial practice; by it the love of God will be
greatly impressed on you”.70
35. The celebration of the Eucharist, however, cannot be the starting-point for
communion; it presupposes that communion already exists, a communion
which it seeks to consolidate and bring to perfection. The sacrament is an
expression of this bond of communion both in its invisible dimension, which, in
Christ and through the working of the Holy Spirit, unites us to the Father and
among ourselves, and in its visible dimension, which entails communion in the
teaching of the Apostles, in the sacraments and in the Church's hierarchical
order. The profound relationship between the invisible and the visible elements
of ecclesial communion is constitutive of the Church as the sacrament of
salvation.71 Only in this context can there be a legitimate celebration of the
Eucharist and true participation in it. Consequently it is an intrinsic
requirement of the Eucharist that it should be celebrated in communion, and
specifically maintaining the various bonds of that communion intact.
36. Keeping these invisible bonds intact is a specific moral duty incumbent
upon Christians who wish to participate fully in the Eucharist by receiving the
body and blood of Christ. The Apostle Paul appeals to this duty when he

warns: “Let a man examine himself, and so eat of the bread and drink of the
cup” (1 Cor 11:28). Saint John Chrysostom, with his stirring eloquence,
exhorted the faithful: “I too raise my voice, I beseech, beg and implore that no
one draw near to this sacred table with a sullied and corrupt conscience. Such
an act, in fact, can never be called 'communion', not even were we to touch the
Lord's body a thousand times over, but 'condemnation', 'torment' and
'increase of punishment'”.73
Along these same lines, the Catechism of the Catholic Church rightly stipulates
that “anyone conscious of a grave sin must receive the sacrament of
Reconciliation before coming to communion”.74 I therefore desire to reaffirm
that in the Church there remains in force, now and in the future, the rule by
which the Council of Trent gave concrete expression to the Apostle Paul's stern
warning when it affirmed that, in order to receive the Eucharist in a worthy
manner, “one must first confess one's sins, when one is aware of mortal sin”.75
37. The two sacraments of the Eucharist and Penance are very closely
connected. Because the Eucharist makes present the redeeming sacrifice of the
Cross, perpetuating it sacramentally, it naturally gives rise to a continuous
need for conversion, for a personal response to the appeal made by Saint Paul
to the Christians of Corinth: “We beseech you on behalf of Christ, be
reconciled to God” (2 Cor 5:20). If a Christian's conscience is burdened by
serious sin, then the path of penance through the sacrament of Reconciliation
becomes necessary for full participation in the Eucharistic Sacrifice.
The judgment of one's state of grace obviously belongs only to the person
involved, since it is a question of examining one's conscience. However, in cases
of outward conduct which is seriously, clearly and steadfastly contrary to the
moral norm, the Church, in her pastoral concern for the good order of the
community and out of respect for the sacrament, cannot fail to feel directly
involved. The Code of Canon Law refers to this situation of a manifest lack of
proper moral disposition when it states that those who “obstinately persist in
manifest grave sin” are not to be admitted to Eucharistic communion.76
39. Every valid celebration of the Eucharist expresses this universal
communion with Peter and with the whole Church, or objectively calls for it, as
in the case of the Christian Churches separated from Rome”.83
42. The safeguarding and promotion of ecclesial communion is a task of each
member of the faithful, who finds in the Eucharist, as the sacrament of the
Church's unity, an area of special concern. More specifically, this task is the
particular responsibility of the Church's Pastors, each according to his rank

and ecclesiastical office. For this reason the Church has drawn up norms aimed
both at fostering the frequent and fruitful access of the faithful to the
Eucharistic table and at determining the objective conditions under which
communion may not be given. The care shown in promoting the faithful
observance of these norms becomes a practical means of showing love for the
Eucharist and for the Church.

http://www.therealpresence.org/eucharst/holycom/denial.htm
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Introduction
During the election campaign of 2004 in the United States of America, some
Bishops found themselves under question by other Bishops regarding the application
of can. 915 of the Code of Canon Law in the case of Catholic politicians who
publicly, after admonition, continue to support legislation favoring procured
abortion and other legislation contrary to the natural moral law, for example,
legislation permitting the cloning of human life for the purpose of harvesting stem
cells by the destruction of the artificially-generated human embryo, and legislation
redefining marriage to include a relationship between persons of the same sex. The
gravity of the sin of procured abortion and of the sins involved in the commission of
other intrinsically-evil acts seemed to place the Catholic politicians among those

who obstinately persevere in manifest grave sin, about whom can. 915 treats.
The discussion among the Bishops uncovered a fair amount of serious confusion
regarding the discipline of can. 915. First of all, the denial of Holy Communion was
repeatedly characterized as the imposition of a canonical penalty, when, in reality, it
plainly articulates the responsibility of the minister of Holy Communion, ordinary or
extraordinary, to deny Holy Communion to those who obstinately persevere in
manifest grave sin [1]. The denial of Holy Communion can be the effect of the
imposition or declaration of the canonical penalties of Excommunication and
Interdict (cf. cann. 1331 §1, 2º; and 1332), but there are other cases in which Holy
Communion must be denied, apart from any imposition or declaration of a canonical
penalty, in order to respect the holiness of the Sacrament, to safeguard the salvation
of the soul of the party presenting himself to receive Holy Communion, and to avoid
scandal.
The matter in question was extensively discussed by the Bishops of the United
States during their meeting in June of 2004. The statement of the United States
Bishops, "Catholics in Political Life", adopted on June 18, 2004, which was the fruit
of the discussion, failed to take account of the clear requirement to exclude from
Holy Communion those who, after appropriate admonition, obstinately persist in
supporting publicly legislation which is contrary to the natural moral law. The
statement reads:
The question has been raised as to whether the denial of holy communion to some
Catholics in political life is necessary because of their public support for abortion on
demand. Given the wide range of circumstances involved in arriving at a prudential
judgment on a matter of this seriousness, we recognize that such decisions rest with
the individual bishop in accord with the established canonical and pastoral
principles. Bishops can legitimately make different judgments on the most prudent
course of pastoral action. [2]
While the judgment regarding the disposition of the individual who presents himself
to receive Holy Communion belongs to the minister of the Sacrament, the question
regarding the objective state of Catholic politicians who knowingly and willingly
hold opinions contrary to the natural moral law would hardly seem to change from
place to place.
The question of the scandal involved does not seem to be addressed by the
Statement. While concern was expressed about <<circumstances in which Catholic
teaching and sacramental practice can be misused for political ends>>, there is no
mention of the gravely wrong conclusion which is per se drawn from the Church's
admission of politicians, who are persistent in supporting positions and legislation

which gravely violate the natural moral law, to receive Holy Communion [3].
The Statement also seems to take away the serious responsibility of the minister of
Holy Communion, resting the matter entirely with the Bishop. One bishop issued a
statement on the same day as the statement of the body of Bishops, which intimated
that can. 915 is not to be applied in his diocese. He stated:
The archdiocese will continue to follow church teaching, which places the duty of
each Catholic to examine their consciences as to their worthiness to receive holy
communion. That is not the role of the person distributing the body and blood of
Christ [4].
The statement of the bishop in question confuses the norm of can. 916, which
applies to the self-examination of the individual communicant, with the norm of can.
915, which obliges the minister of Holy Communion to refuse the Sacrament in the
cases indicated.
Other bishops issued statements questioning the denial of the Holy Eucharist on the
grounds that it somehow contradicts the whole nature of the Eucharist itself,
asserting that the practice transforms the celebration of the sacrament of unity into a
theater of conflicts [5].
In the midst of what must objectively be called confusion, it seems best to study the
history of the legislation articulated in can. 915, in order to understand the Church's
constant practice and the mind of Pope John Paul II, the legislator of the 1983 Code
of Canon Law.
1. 1 Cor 11,27-29 and Ecclesia de Eucharistia
The canonical discipline in question has its source in the Word of God. In the First
Letter to the Corinthians, Saint Paul addressed the question of unworthiness to
receive the Body and Blood of Christ. First, he gives an account of the institution of
the Holy Eucharist, in which the teaching on the Eucharist as Sacrifice and Real
Presence is clear (1Cor 11,23-26). He then admonishes the disciples to examine
their consciences before approaching to receive Holy Communion. He states:
Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy
manner will be guilty of profaning the body and blood of the Lord. Let a man
examine himself, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For any one who eats
and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks judgment upon himself
(1Cor 11,27-29) [6].
The relationship between the teaching on the Holy Eucharist as Sacrifice and Real

Presence, and the admonition regarding the correct disposition for reception of the
Holy Eucharist is clear in the text.
To receive Holy Communion unworthily is to sin against Christ Himself. One
commentator observed:
The focus remains on Christ, and Christ crucified, as proclaimed through a selfinvolving sharing in the bread and wine. If stance and lifestyle make this empty of
content and seriousness, participants will be held accountable for so treating the
body and blood of the Lord. [7]
In approaching to receive the Sacrament of the Body and Blood of Christ, the
faithful must both respect the holiness of the Sacrament, the Real Presence of Christ,
and examine their own worthiness, lest they condemn themselves by receiving the
Lord unworthily.
The emphasis is on self-examination, in order to discover preparedness to receive
the Sacrament or not. If one is not prepared, for example, because of serious sin
which is unremitted, then he simply is not to approach to receive Holy Communion.
Here, one is dealing with what may be simply called a "reality check". Does the
actual state of my soul dispose me to receive the true Body and Blood of Christ?
The self-examination necessarily has reference to one's relationship both to God and
to others. Communion with Christ in His Body and Blood means putting into
practice what He has taught us, namely love of God and of neighbor. Serious sin
against God or against neighbor makes one unworthy to receive Holy Communion,
until the sin has been confessed and forgiveness received through the Sacrament of
Penance.
If the lack of right disposition is serious and public, and the person, nevertheless,
approaches to receive the Sacrament, then he is to be admonished and denied Holy
Communion. In other words, the Church cannot remain silent and indifferent to a
public offense against the Body and Blood of Christ.
Perhaps the most recent authoritative commentary on Saint Paul's teaching regarding
unworthiness to receive Holy Communion is found in Pope John Paul II's Encyclical
Letter Ecclesia de Eucharistia, "On the Eucharist in Its Relationship to the Church,"
issued on Holy Thursday, April 17, 2003. In Chapter Four of the Encyclical Letter,
"The Eucharist and Ecclesial Communion," Pope John Paul declared:
The celebration of the Eucharist, however, cannot be the starting point for
communion; it presupposes that communion already exists, a communion which it
seeks to consolidate and bring to perfection. The sacrament is an expression of this

bond of communion both in its invisible dimension, which, in Christ and through the
working of the Holy Spirit, unites us to the Father and among ourselves, and in its
visible dimension, which entails communion in the teaching of the apostles, in the
sacraments and in the Church's hierarchical order [8].
It is especially the invisible dimension which the discipline of can. 915 safeguards.
Regarding the invisible dimension of communion, the Holy Father reminded us of
the requirement that we be in the state of grace in order to receive Holy
Communion. Making reference to 1Cor 11,28, Pope John Paul II declared that he
who desires to participate in Holy Communion must be about the daily work of
growing in holiness of life, that is, in the practice of the virtues of faith, hope and
love [9]. He quoted from a homily on the Book of the Prophet Isaiah by Saint John
Chrysostom:
I too raise my voice, I beseech, beg and implore that no one draw near to this sacred
table with a sullied and corrupt conscience. Such an act, in fact, can never be called
"communion," not even were we to touch the Lord's body a thousand times over, but
"condemnation," "torment" and "increase of punishment" [10].
Noting the teaching in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (n. 1385) and
following the rule of the Council of Trent, Pope John Paul II reaffirmed that, in
order to receive Holy Communion worthily, one must have confessed and been
absolved of any mortal sin of which he is guilty.
Pope John Paul II then proceeded to discuss the case of grave public sin, relating the
self-judgment of unworthiness to receive to the refusal of Holy Communion to the
person remaining in manifest grievous sin. He declared:
The judgment of one's state of grace obviously belongs only to the person involved,
since it is a question of examining one's conscience. However, in cases of outward
conduct which is seriously, clearly and steadfastly contrary to the moral norm, the
Church, in her pastoral concern for the good order of the community and out of
respect for the sacrament, cannot fail to feel directly involved. The Code of Canon
Law refers to the situation of a manifest lack of proper moral disposition when it
states that those who <<obstinately persist in manifest grave sin are not to be
admitted to Eucharistic communion [11].
Pope John Paul II made it clear that the norm of can. 915 is required by the
Church's teaching on the respect due to the Most Blessed Sacrament and her
concern to avoid scandal in the community.
With the words, <<cannot fail to feel directly involved>>, the Roman Pontiff

clarified the obligation, on the part of the Church, to take action, when a
person who remains in grievous and public sin approaches to receive Holy
Communion. The obligation in question is distinct from the obligation of the
person to examine his conscience regarding grave sin before approaching,
which is treated in can. 916.
2. Fathers of the Church and Theologians
The Fathers of the Church and approved theologians have addressed the Church's
serious concern that due respect be paid to the Most Blessed Sacrament, that souls
not fall into the sin of sacrilege by receiving the Body and Blood of Christ
unworthily, and that scandal not be given to the faithful by a careless administration
of the Holy Eucharist to individuals who clearly are not rightly disposed, that is,
who obstinately persevere in manifest serious sin. The just-cited text from Saint
John Chrysostom, found in Ecclesia de Eucharistia, is an excellent example.
Saint Basil the Great, in his First Letter on the Canons, indicates that the man who
marries his brother's wife is not to be permitted to receive Holy Communion, until
he separates from her. [12] He, likewise, declares that the widow who takes a husband
after her sixtieth year is not to be admitted to Holy Communion, until <<she will
have renounced her impure passion>> [13]. Although little commentary is offered
regarding the reason for the discipline, it seems clear that, in both cases, the reason
for the prohibition is a public violation of the Church's discipline regarding marriage
and the resulting scandal in the community. The just-mentioned canons of Saint
Basil the Great are among the fonts of can. 712 of the Code of Canons of the Eastern
Churches, which corresponds to the discipline articulated in can. 915 of the Code of
Canon Law14.
The fonts of can. 712 of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches also include a
text of Saint Timothy of Alexandria, which underlines the responsibility of the
minister of Holy Communion to refuse the Blessed Sacrament to a public sinner.
The question is posed: Whether it is permitted to give Holy Communion to a heretic
who presents himself to receive amidst a large crowd? Saint Timothy of Alexandria
responds that it is not permitted to give Holy Communion to the heretic, even if he is
not recognized in the huge crowd. He comments that the one who gives Holy
Communion to the heretic in such a situation, that is, not recognizing the heretic in
the crowd, <<is not responsible because of the crowd and of his ignorance of the
fact>> [15]. The discipline is clear. Holy Communion is to be denied to the public
sinner, whether the congregation is large or small. The minister, however, is not
responsible for giving the Sacrament to the known heretic whom he fails to
recognize because of the size of the crowd.

Saint Augustine, in Sermon 227, preached to the newly-baptized on Easter Sunday,
comments on the text of Saint Paul regarding worthy reception of Holy Communion.
Giving the newly baptized a fuller catechesis on the Holy Eucharist, he instructs
them:
What is receiving unworthily? Receiving with contempt, receiving with derision.
Don't let yourselves think that what you can see is of no account. What you can see
passes away, but the invisible reality signified does not pass away, but remains.
Look, it's received, it's eaten, it's consumed. Is the body of Christ consumed, is the
Church of Christ consumed, are the members of Christ consumed? Perish the
thought! Here they are being purified, there they will be crowned with the victor's
laurels. So what is signified will remain eternally, although the thing that signifies it
seems to pass away. So receive the sacrament in such a way that you think about
yourselves, that you retain unity in your hearts, that you always fix your hearts up
above. Don't let your hope be placed on earth, but in heaven. Let your faith be firm
in God, let it be acceptable to God. Because what you don't see now, but believe,
you are going to see there, where you will have joy without end. [16]
Saint Augustine draws the attention of the newly-baptized to the reality of the
Eucharistic species, the glorious Body, Blood, Soul and Divinity of Christ,
cautioning them, lest in looking upon the species, which passes away, they fail or
forget to recognize that the reality, the substance, is eternal, that is, never passes
away. Saint Augustine's text recalls to mind the words of Pope John Paul II about
the invisible dimension of Holy Communion, which demands that those who
stubbornly remain in "manifest grave sin" be denied the Sacrament. [17]
Saint Francis of Assisi addressed the question of the indiscriminate distribution of
Holy Communion in his Letter or Exhortation to the Clergy. Saint Francis, first of
all, lamented the lack of care for the sacred vessels and sacred linens, which hold
and touch the Body and Blood of Christ, on the part of the clergy, the ministers of
Holy Communion. He, then, addressed their responsibility to attend to their own
worthiness and to the right disposition of those who present themselves to receive.
He declared:
And besides, many clerics reserve the Blessed Sacrament in unsuitable places, or
carry It about irreverently, or receive It unworthily, or give It to all-comers without
distinction. [18]
With regard to the reception of Holy Communion, Saint Francis underlined two
solemn moral obligations of the minister of Holy Communion: first, the obligation
to be personally disposed to receive the Body and Blood of Christ worthily, and,
second, the obligation to give Holy Communion with discretion, that is, with

attention to those who, in a public way, have made themselves unworthy to receive
the Sacrament.
3. Decretal Law
The first legislation in the matter, collected in the Decree of Gratian, is a letter from
Pope Gregory the Great to an elderly Bishop Januarius who was reported to have
gone out to take the harvest of a certain man before the celebration of the Mass and,
then, to have proceeded to celebrate the Mass. The letter comments: <<All who hear
about the fact know that a punishment ought to follow it>>. [19] The case is
somewhat complicated. The discipline, in fact, is not imposed upon the Bishop
because of his simple-mindedness and age. Pope Gregory, however, imposed two
months of excommunication upon those who counseled the Bishop to act in such a
way. The letter further specifies that, if they will have suffered illness within the two
months, they are not to be deprived of the blessing of Viaticum. The letter concludes
by reminding the Bishop that, henceforth, he has been cautioned against the counsel
of such persons. [20]
Although the norm, as is proper for legislation, does not comment on the reason for
the severe discipline, it is clear that the action of Bishop Januarius was in public
violation of the divine precept to avoid servile labor on the Lord's Day. Clearly, the
scandal caused was greater because the sin was committed by a bishop.
The Decree of Gratian also quotes the discipline from the Council of Carthage that
an excommunicated bishop or priest who receives Holy Communion before a
hearing is judged to have passed upon himself a judgment of condemnation. [21].
Once again, the case of denying Holy Communion involves a public and grave sin,
which until it has been addressed through an ecclesiastical hearing, demands that the
bishop or priest be refused Holy Communion.
In addition, the Decree of Gratian quotes the discipline of the Council of Agde or
Montpellier: <<And we have judged that murderers and false witnesses are to be
kept from ecclesiastical communion, unless their crimes will have been absolved by
the satisfaction of penitence>>. [22] The cases which demand refusal of Holy
Communion are seen to include murder and false witness, both public acts involving
grave matter. Until the guilty party has been absolved of the grave sin, his reception
of Holy Communion would constitute sacrilege and would give scandal to others,
leading them to confusion regarding the sacredness of the Most Blessed Sacrament.
In the Decree of Gratian, we also find a quotation from a letter of Cyprian
Euricacius to a confrère, in which he responds to a request for counsel regarding the
question of whether a certain charlatan and sorcerer ought to be given Holy

Communion. The question makes reference to the fact that the person in question
perseveres in the shamefulness of his art, becoming a teacher and expert for children
who, because of his bad example, are not educated but are led astray [23]. It further
references the truth that evil taught to some also reaches others, which seems to be a
clear reference to scandal. The response is: <<I think that it is neither congruent with
the divine majesty or evangelical discipline, in order that the modesty and honor of
the Church not be sullied by such an indecent and infamous contagion>>. [24]
In the Decretals of Pope Gregory IX, we find the decree of the Third Lateran
Council, which established that <<manifest usurers are not to be admitted to the
communion of the altar>>. The decree also denied ecclesiastical burial to an
unrepentant usurer, mandated that their offerings were not to be accepted, and
suspended from the execution of his office the cleric who would accept their
offerings, until, in the judgment of his Bishop, he had returned the offerings [25].
From the Decretal Law, it is clear that Church discipline places an obligation on the
minister of Holy Communion to refuse Holy Communion to persons known, by the
public, to be in mortal sin. The discipline, faithful to the teaching of Saint Paul,
safeguards the recognition of the most sacred nature of the Holy Eucharist,
preventing public sinners from inflicting further grave damage upon their souls
through the unworthy reception of the Holy Eucharist and safeguarding the faithful
from the inevitable confusion regarding the sacredness of the Sacrament, which is
caused by the admission of manifest and grave sinners to the reception of Holy
Communion.
4. Rituale Romanum of 1614
The Rituale Romanum published by Pope Paul V on June 17, 1614, presents the
discipline of the Church regarding the Sacraments and sacramentals, in accord
with the reforms of the Council of Trent. It was published principally for the
use of priests, even as the Pontificale Romanum and Caeremoniale Episcoporum
were published, in 1595-1596 and 1600, respectively, for the bishops. It is a
universal vademecum for priests in what is their principal and highest activity,
the celebration of the Sacraments and sacramentals.
In the section, "On the Most Holy Sacrament of the Eucharist" (De Sanctissimo
Eucharistiae Sacramento), the priests are reminded that the Holy Eucharist contains
<<the principal and greatest gift of God, Christ the Lord, the very author and font of
all grace and holiness>>. [26] They are, therefore, urged to put forth the greatest
effort in the reverence before and care of the Most Blessed Sacrament, on their own
part, and in the worship and holy reception of the Sacrament, on the part of the
faithful in their pastoral care. The priests are reminded of the specific instructions

which they should give to the faithful in preparing to receive and in receiving Holy
Communion.
The discipline regarding the reservation of the Holy Eucharist in the tabernacle and
the tabernacle itself is given in detail. The parish priest is reminded that he is to take
care that everything ordered to the worship of the Most Blessed Sacrament be intact
and clean, and be maintained so. [27] The care of the sacred linens and vessels is a
very concrete expression of the integral respect owed to the Most Blessed
Sacrament, as Saint Francis of Assisi had declared in his succinct admonition to the
clergy regarding the care to be given to the Holy Eucharist.
Regarding the ministering of the Sacrament to the faithful, the Rituale
Romanum established:
All the faithful are to be admitted to Holy Communion, except those who are
prohibited for a just reason. The publicly unworthy, which are the
excommunicated, those under interdict, and the manifestly infamous, such as
prostitutes, those cohabiting, usurers, sorcerers, fortune-tellers, blasphemers
and other sinners of the public kind, are, however, to be prevented, unless their
penitence and amendment has been established and they will have repaired the
public scandal. [28]
The discipline by which those persevering in manifest and grievous sin are kept
from receiving Holy Communion is seen as integral to the worship and care of the
Holy Eucharist. The responsibility of the Church in the matter clearly rests with the
priest as the minister of the Sacrament, lest the greatest good of the Church be
violated, the communicant commit sacrilege, and the faithful, in general, be
scandalized.
The language of the discipline reflects the language of the Decretal Law. The same
language will be found in the subsequent articulation of the Church's discipline.
The Rituale Romanum concludes the instruction to the priests by taking up three
other cases of persons to whom it may be necessary to refuse Holy Communion. The
first case involves occult grievous sinners who ask for Holy Communion. If they ask
occultly and the priest does not recognize them as having amended their life, he is to
refuse Holy Communion to them. If, however, they publicly seek the Sacrament and
the priest cannot deny the Sacrament to them without causing scandal, then he is to
give Holy Communion to them.
Here, it is necessary to note two meanings of the term, scandal, in Church discipline.
The first and properly theological meaning of scandal is to do or omit something
which leads others into error or sin. The second meaning is to do or omit something

which causes wonderment (admiratio) in others. Denying Holy Communion
publicly to the occult sinner involves scandal in the second sense. Giving Holy
Communion to the obstinately serious and public sinner involves scandal in the first
sense.
The second case involves persons suffering from mental illness. The third case
involves those who, because of senility, no longer recognize the Sacrament [29].
In the section, "On the Communion of the Sick" (De Communione infirmorum), the
priests are urged to employ the greatest effort and diligence in providing Viaticum to
the sick, lest, through the pastor's lack of attention, the sick die without the Blessed
Sacrament. The priests, however, are cautioned lest, to the scandal of others, they
give Holy Communion to the unworthy. The following groups of people are listed as
examples of the unworthy: <<public usurers; the cohabiting; the notoriously
criminal, namely, the excommunicated or the denounced, unless beforehand they
will have purified themselves by holy Confession, and will have repaired, as
according to the law, the public offense>>. [30] The discipline set forth, with its
particular application to the case of the sick and the dying, is the same as that
articulated in the section on the Holy Eucharist.
5. Pope Benedict XIV
In order to understand the discipline of can. 915 of the Code of Canon Law, it is
important to review briefly the teaching of Pope Benedict XIV, the noted canonist
Prospero Lambertini, in the matter. Pope Benedict XIV served as Successor of Saint
Peter from August 17, 1740, until his death on May 3, 1758. The case in which his
teaching is set forth concerns the followers of Pasquier Quesnel (1634-1719).
Pope Clement XI (1700-1721), by his Constitution Unigenitus Dei Filius of
September 8, 1713, condemned certain propositions taken from the writings of
Quesnel, a French Oratorian who fell into the errors of Jansenism and Gallicanism.
[31]
Sadly, Quesnel refused correction and became obstinate in his errors. As is not
uncommon in the history of the Church, he gained a following.
Pope Benedict XIV had to address the question regarding whether adherents to the
errors of Quesnel might be admitted to receive Holy Communion as Viaticum [32]. In
his Encyclical Letter Ex omnibus, to the Cardinals, Archbishops and Bishops of the
Kingdom of France ("Regni Galliarum"), dated October 16, 1756, he responded that
<<inasmuch as they are publicly and notoriously obstinate before the just mentioned
Constitution, it is to be denied to them; assuredly from the general rule which
forbids that a public and notorious sinner be admitted to participation of Eucharistic
Communion, whether he publicly or privately requests it>>. [33]

Pope Benedict XIV goes on to provide pastoral instructions for those ministering to
a person who is believed to be obstinate in holding to Quesnel's errors. He urges a
personal and calm and understanding approach to ascertain the truth regarding the
individual's conscience. If the individual holds to the errors which endanger his or
her eternal salvation, the Holy Father urges the minister of Holy Communion to
point out that receiving the Body of Christ will not make him secure before the
tribunal of Christ but rather guilty of a new and more detestable sin, because he has
eaten and drunk judgment on himself. [34] The allusion is clearly to Saint Paul's First
Letter to the Corinthians (1Cor 11,27-29).
6. Synodal Legislation of the Eastern Churches
The discipline regarding the denial of Holy Communion to public sinners is also
clearly enunciated in the synodal legislation of the Eastern Churches. For example,
in 1599, the Malabar Church of southern India held a synod in the city of Diamper,
which was convoked by the Latin Archbishop of Goa, Alexius de Menezes [35].
Decree III of the Synod of Diamper, referring to the teaching of Saint Paul in the
First Letter to the Corinthians, declared:
Wherefore, it is not permitted to give this Sacrament to public sinners, until they will
have given up their sins, such as are public sorcerers, prostitutes, the publicly
cohabiting, and those who publicly profess hatreds without reconciliation. [36]
The decree in question also gives careful instruction regarding the vigilance of the
local vicars, lest they sin gravely by offering the Sacrament to public sinners.
In 1720, the Ruthenian Church held a provincial council at Zamostia, in which the
Apostolic Nuncio, the metropolitan archbishop, 7 bishops, 8 major superiors of
religious, and 129 members of the secular and regular clergy participated. [37]
Regarding the denial of Holy Communion, the Synod made its own the perennial
discipline of the Church:
Lest occasion be given to some scandal or loss of good name, the Holy Eucharist is
not to be denied to the unworthy sinner because of some secret sin, above all, if the
priest giving Communion will have received news of it from the confession of the
sinner himself, seeking publicly the Eucharist. Heretics, schismatics, the
excommunicated, the interdicted, public criminals, the openly infamous, as also
prostitutes, the publicly cohabiting, major usurers, fortune-tellers, and other evildoing men of the same kind, however, are not to be admitted to the reception of this
Sacrament, according to the precept of Christ: <<Do not give the Holy to dogs>>.
[38]

The legislation seeks to safeguard the good name of the sinner whose sin is not

public. The term, scandal, is used in the second sense, that is, wonderment causing
loss of good name. At the same time, the legislation requires that the public sinner
be denied Holy Communion. The Scriptural quotation is from the Sermon on the
Mount (Mt 7,6). The legislation, however, >makes reference to the healing of the
Canaanite woman, recounted in the Gospel according to Matthew (15,26),
underlining the necessity of integrity of faith for the reception of grace. The
Canaanite woman, in fact, because of her faith was the recipient of the healing grace
of our Lord. The person who persists in grave and public sin lacks the integrity of
faith, which is required to receive the Sacrament.
Regarding the discipline of the Eastern Churches in the matter, the legislation of the
Synod of the Maronites of 1736, confirmed "in forma specifica” by Pope Benedict
XIV on September 1, 1741, is most instructive. The legislation of the Synod of 1736
is the principal font of the canonical legislation of Catholics of the Maronite Rite
and is also a font of can. 712 of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches. [39]
Regarding Holy Communion, the Synod of 1736 legislated that the "publicly
unworthy" are not to be admitted to Holy Communion. The legislation gives as
examples of those to be denied Holy Communion the following: <<heretics,
schismatics, apostates, the excommunicated, the interdicted, and the openly
notorious, such as prostitutes, the cohabiting, usurers, sorcerers, fortune-tellers,
blasphemers and other sinners of this public kind>>. The legislation gives two
conditions under which they may subsequently be admitted to receive Holy
Communion: 1) the establishment of their penance and change of life; and 2) the
prior repair of public scandal. [40] In other words, the canonical discipline is directed
both to the eternal salvation of the soul of the sinner and to the correction of the
scandal given by a person who publicly violates the moral law in a grave mat>ter
and then presumes to receive Holy Communion.
7. Responses of the Dicasteries of the Roman Curia
The understanding of the canonical discipline regarding the refusal of Holy
Communion is also illustrated through the responses of the Dicasteries of the Roman
Curia in the matter. For example, on April 29, 1784, the Sacred Congregation of the
Propagation of the Faith issued an instruction to the Apostolic Vicariate of
Soochow, addressing several pastoral questions of missionaries in China.
One of the questions concerned the withholding of Holy Communion from those
who had confessed and repented of their sins but, in the judgment of the
missionaries, were not sufficiently disposed to receive the Most Blessed Sacrament.
The Instruction takes due note of the fitting preparation which is required for the
reception of Holy Communion, making allusion to Saint Paul's First Letter to the

Corinthians.
After providing direction for the missionaries, drawn especially from the teaching of
the Council of Trent, the Instruction makes reference to the section of the Roman
Ritual on the Holy Eucharist, which prohibited the giving of Holy Communion to
those guilty of scandalous behavior, namely <<drunks, usurers, the impure, the
sacrilegious, the disturbers of the peace, the inconstant in faith, hypocrites, those
who hand over their daughters for marriage to the unbaptized, the scandalous, and
others who are contaminated by the more serious shameful acts>>. [41] The
Instruction goes on to ask the question:
But, if pitiable and completely defiled men of this type have truly and soundly
repented of their sins; if they will have carried out those remedies, given to them by
confessors, for the conversion of life, the restitution of stolen goods and the repair of
scandal, according to the above-given rules, and moreover will have shown the
worthy fruits of penitence, by which they also hope for forgiveness from God, and
nothing prohibits the request of the absolution of their crimes by the priest
penitentiary, why would they not be admitted to Eucharistic Communion? [42]
To be noted here are the requirements of true conversion, restitution in the case of
sins against the Seventh Commandment, and the repair of scandal.
On December 10, 1860, the Sacred Apostolic Penitentiary published a number of
responses to serious pastoral questions. Question no. 20 read: <<Whether the Most
Blessed Eucharist may be given to those who are notoriously bound by censure,
unless, as is fitting, they first will have been reconciled with the Church?>> [43] The
response is negative.
Although no explanation of the response is given, one has to suppose that three
reasons underlie the response. They are: the most sacred nature of the Sacrament of
the Holy Eucharist, the serious sin committed by a public sinner who would receive
Holy Communion without repenting of his sin, and the grave scandal caused by
giving Holy Communion to a member of the faithful notoriously bound by censure,
who has not been reconciled.
On July 27, 1892, the Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office responded to the
question: <<Whether it is permitted to administer the sacraments of the dying to the
faithful who certainly do not adhere to the Masonic sect and are not led by its
principles, but, moved by other reasons, have ordered their bodies to be cremated
after death, if they refuse to retract the order?>>. [44] The response given was: <<If,
having been warned, they refuse, No. As to whether or not a warning should be
given, the rules handed on by the proven authors are to be followed, taking into

account, above all, the need to avoid scandal>>. [45]
The response centers upon the correction of a wrongly formed conscience before the
denial of Holy Communion. It rightly requires that scandal be avoided.
On July 1, 1949, the Supreme Sacred Congregation of the Holy Office issued a
decree in response to four questions regarding the involvement of Catholics with the
Communist Party. The third question was: <<Whether Christ's faithful, who have
knowingly and freely performed the acts treated in nos. 1 and 2, may be admitted to
the Sacraments>>. [46] The acts treated in the first two questions were: <<whether it
would be lawful to join the Communist Party or to offer support to it>>; and
<<whether it would be lawful to edit, distribute or read books, periodicals, journals
or manuscripts, which support the teaching or action of Communists, or to write in
them>>. [47]
The response to the third question was: <<To 3. No, according to the ordinary
principles of denying the Sacraments to those who are not disposed>>. [48] In the
response to the first question, the reason why those who cooperate, in some formal
way, with the Communist Party are not disposed to receive the Sacraments is
provided. The response explains:
For Communism is materialistic and anti-Christian; the leaders of the Communist
Party, moreover, even if at times they declare that they do not oppose Religion, in
truth, they show themselves, both by teaching and by action, to be inimical to God,
to true Religion, and to the Church of Christ. [49]
The discipline, in particular, indicates that among the categories of persons who are
to be denied Holy Communion are they who publicly espouse political doctrines
which are hostile to the Faith and to the Church. In a similar way, those who
publicly support political platforms or legislative agenda which are gravely contrary
to the natural moral law show that they are not rightly disposed to receive Holy
Communion.
On November 26, 1983, the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith issued a
declaration regarding Masonic associations, with the approval of Pope John Paul II
who ordered its publication. The declaration responded to the question whether the
judgment of the Church had changed regarding Masonic associations, since they are
not expressly mentioned in the 1983 Code of Canon Law, as they were in the 1917
Code of Canon Law. The response given in the declaration contains four points: 1)
the Church's negative judgment regarding Masonic associations remains unchanged
because the principles of the associations are irreconcilable with the Church's
teaching; 2) membership, therefore, in them remains forbidden; 3) members of the

faithful who join Masonic associations fall into serious sin; and 4) <<they may not
approach for Holy Communion>>. [50] Making reference to the Congregation's
declaration of February 17, 1981, the declaration further indicates that local
ecclesiastical authorities do not enjoy the faculty <<of offering a judgment regarding
the nature of Masonic associations, which would involve the derogation of the
above-stated judgment>>. [51]
Before the meeting of the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops in June of
2004, various Bishops had spoken and written about the application of can. 915 in
the case of Catholic politicians who, after being duly admonished, publicly persist in
supporting legislation grievously contrary to the natural moral law. A certain and, in
some cases, serious diversity of judgment in the matter became evident among the
Bishops. In early June, in order to assist the Bishops, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger sent
a memorandum, entitled "Worthiness to Receive Holy Communion," to Cardinal
Theodore McCarrick who was exercising leadership in the Conference of Bishops
regarding matters of domestic policy. The memorandum sets forth six "general
principles" regarding worthiness to receive Holy Communion.
The first principle reads: <<Presenting oneself to receive Holy Communion should
be a conscious decision, based on a reasoned judgment regarding one's worthiness to
do so, according to the Church's objective criteria>>. [52] It further declares: <<The
practice of indiscriminately presenting oneself to receive Holy Communion merely
as a consequence of being present at Mass is an abuse that must be corrected>>. [53]
The second principle quotes nos. 73 and 74 of the Encyclical Letter Evangelium
vitae, in which Pope John Paul II sets forth the Church's perennial moral teaching
forbidding, always and everywhere, formal cooperation in intrinsically evil acts.
With respect to the activity of legislatures and courts, the principle makes it clear
that Catholics must oppose <judicial decisions or civil laws that authorize or
promote abortion or euthanasia>> [54].
The third principle underlines the diversity of moral weight between abortion and
euthanasia, on the one hand, and war and the death penalty, on the other. The
memorandum declares: <<There may be a legitimate diversity of opinion even
among Catholics about waging war and applying the death penalty, but not however
with regard to abortion and euthanasia>> [55].
The fourth principle distinguishes between the judgment which the individual must
make about his worthiness and the discretion which the minister of Holy
Communion must employ regarding those who present themselves to receive the
Sacrament. The principle calls to mind that <<the minister of Holy Communion may
find himself in the situation where he must refuse to distribute Holy Communion to

someone, such as in cases of a declared excommunication, a declared interdict or an
obstinate persistence in manifest grave sin>>. [56]
The fifth principle provides instruction for the pastor regarding the handling of a
case of obstinate persistence in public serious sin. It refers explicitly to the case of
Catholic politicians:
Regarding the grave sin of abortion or euthanasia, when a person's formal
cooperation becomes manifest (understood, in the case of a Catholic politician, as
his consistently campaigning and voting for permissive abortion and euthanasia
laws), his pastor should meet with him, instructing him about the Church's teaching,
informing him that he is not to present himself for Holy Communion until he brings
to an end the objective situation of sin and warning him that he will otherwise be
denied the Eucharist. [57]
The principle makes clear the application of can. 915 to the case of a Catholic
politician who persists in publicly supporting legislation in grave violation of the
natural moral law. It also provides the pastoral instruction regarding the procedure to
be followed in observing the norm of the law in the matter.
The sixth principle, making reference to a declaration of the Pontifical Council for
Legislative Texts of June 4, 2000, declares that, when a person who has been duly
admonished persists in presenting himself for Holy Communion, the minister of
Holy Communion must refuse to give the Sacrament. The principle further clarifies
that the decision of the minister of Holy Communion <<is not a sanction or a
penalty>> but rather the recognition of objective and public unworthiness to receive
Holy Communion. [58]
The memorandum has an appended note regarding the situation of the Catholic who
would deliberately vote for a candidate <<precisely because of the candidate's
permissive stand on abortion and/or euthanasia>>. [59] It also states the applicable
moral principles governing the action of a Catholic who <<does not share a
candidate's stand in favor of abortion and/or euthanasia, but votes for that candidate
for other reasons>>. [60]
On July 9, 2004, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger wrote a letter to Cardinal Theodore
McCarrick who had forwarded to him a copy of the statement of the United States
Conference of Catholic Bishops, “Catholics in Political Life," adopted on June 18,
2004. The letter declared:
The statement is very much in harmony with the general principles "Worthiness to
Receive Holy Communion," sent as a fraternal service – to clarify the doctrine of the
Church on this specific issue – in order to assist the American Bishops in their

related discussion and determinations. [61]
The letter does not offer further comment on “Catholics in Political Life."
8. The Pio-Benedictine Code of Canon Law (1917)
The question of those to be excluded from the reception of Most Holy Communion
is treated in can. 855 of the 1917 Code of Canon Law. The canon reads:
Can.855 §I . The publicly unworthy, who are the excommunicated, the interdicted
and the manifestly infamous, unless their penance and conversion have been
established and they will have first made up for the public scandal, are to be
excluded from the Eucharist.
§2. The minister is also to refuse occult sinners, if they request secretly and he will
not have recognized them as converted; not, however, if they publicly request and he
is not able to pass over them without scandal. [62]
Father Felice Cappello, S.J., noted commentator on the Pio-Benedictine Code,
describes the principle which underlies the discipline of can. 855. He reminds us that
the minister of Holy Communion is held, under pain of mortal sin, to deny the
sacraments to the unworthy, that is, <<to those who are indeed a capable subject of
the sacrament, but are not able to receive its effect, because they are in the state of
mortal sin without the will of reforming themselves>>. [63]
Basing himself on Saint Thomas Aquinas and Saint Alphonsus Liguori, Father
Cappello goes on to explain the reason for the discipline:
The dignity itself of the sacraments and the virtue of religion demand it, lest sacred
things be exposed to profanation; the fidelity of the minister demands it, who is
forbidden to give holy things to the dogs and to throw pearls before the swine; the
law of charity> demands it, lest the minister cooperate with those who unworthily
attempt and dare to receive the sacraments, and offer scandal. [64]
Father Cappello clearly summarizes what are the certain elements of the canonical
discipline regarding the denial of Holy Communion before the codification of 1917.
The sublime reality of the Sacrament demands that it not be subjected to profanation
by unworthy reception. The responsibility of the minister of Holy Communion
demands that he not give the Sacrament indiscriminately to those who are not rightly
disposed. Pastoral charity requires that Holy Communion be denied for the sake of
the salvation of the person wrongly presenting himself to receive and for the sake of
those who would be led astray regarding the truth of the Sacrament and the
requirements for worthy reception.

9. 1983 Code of Canon Law
In order to understand the mind of the Legislator of the Code of Canon Law of 1983,
it is necessary to review the work of the Pontifical Commission for the Revision of
the Code of Canon Law, appointed by the Roman Pontiff to assist him in his
responsibility as legislator. Regarding the discipline contained in can. 855 of the
1917 Code of Canon Law, the first proposal for the text of the legislation read:
They who have sinned grievously and manifestly remain in contumacy are not to be
admitted to the celebration of the Most Holy Eucharist or to Communion. [65]
The proposed canon was discussed by the Special Committee on the Sacraments
(Coetus specialis de Sacramentis) at its meeting from May 29 to June 2 of 1978. [66]
Cardinal Pericle Felici, President of the Commission, the then Archbishop Rosalio I.
Castillo Lara, Secretary of the Commission, and Monsignor Willy Onclin, Adjunct
Secretary of the Commission, were present. Father Mariano De Nicolò took the
minutes of the meeting.
The first observation regarding the discipline sought to provide for the reception of
Holy Communion by the divorced and remarried. All of the Consultors of the
Commission responded that it was not the work of the Commission to treat such
matters and that it would be for the Holy See to respond to the observation. [67]
Secondly, the words referring to the celebration of the Most Holy Eucharist were
removed, because the canon treats of participation in the Holy Eucharist. It was
observed that exclusion from the celebration carries with it the nature of a
punishment and, therefore, is treated in the penal law. The removal of the reference
to the celebration was also seen to respect the title of the section, namely,
"Regarding Participation in the Most Holy Eucharist”. [68] Finally, the words <<and
publicly>> were added after <<grievously>>. [69]
The discipline in question appeared as canon 867 in the 1980 Schema of the Code of
Canon Law and read:
They who have grievously and publicly sinned, and manifestly remain in contumacy
are not to be admitted to Holy Communion. [70]
The observations presented by the Fathers of the Commission and the responses
from the Secretariat and Consultors of the Commission are indicated in the Report
Including the Synthesis of the Observations by the Most Eminent and Most Excellent
Fathers of the Commission to the Latest Schema of the Code of Canon Law, with the
Responses Given by the Secretary and by the Consultors. [71]. The section of the
Observations regarding the Sanctifying Office of the Church is also found in

Communicationes 15 (1983) 170-253; the observations regarding can. 867 are found
on page 194.
Regarding can. 867, one of the Fathers, namely Cardinal Ermenegildo Florit of
Florence, indicated that he found the text too generic in relation to can. 1135 of the
Schema. Canon 1135, in Chapter 2, "On Those to be Granted and to Be Denied
Ecclesiastical Burial," of the Second Title, "On Ecclesiastical Burial," of the 1980
Schema read:
§1. They are to be deprived of ecclesiastical burial, unless before death they will
have given some signs of repentance:
1. notorious apostates, heretics and schismatics;
2. who have chosen the cremation of their body for reasons adverse to
the Christian faith;
3. other manifest sinners to whom ecclesiastical burial cannot be
granted without the public scandal of the faithful.
§2. When there is any doubt, the Ordinary of the place is to be consulted, whose
judgment is to be followed. [72]
Cardinal Florit also urged that attention be given to can. 855 of the Pio-Benedictine
Code of Canon Law.
Can. 1135 §1, of the 1980 Schema provides examples of those who are to be denied
ecclesiastical burial, as can. 855 §1, of the 1917 Code provides examples of those
who are to be denied reception of Holy Communion. Although Cardinal Florit's
observation is not further elaborated, it seems that he was asking that the canon on
the refusal of Holy Communion to those who persist in public and grievous sin
should give examples, as can. 1135 §1, of the 1980 Schema and can. 855 §1, do.
Cardinal Pietro Palazzini observed that can. 855 of the Pio-Benedictine Code of
Canon Law had been too much tempered in the matter. He further objected that the
scandal, which can. 855 §2, of the 1917 Code treats, was not considered, in any
manner, by the proposed text. It should be noted that the term, scandal, in can. 855
§2, is used in the second, not properly theological, sense, that is, wonderment
(admiratio) causing loss of good name.
The response given to both observations was:
The text suffices for it contains all of the requirements: namely, gravity of the act,
the public nature of the act, and contumacy. Most certainly the text refers also to the

divorced and remarried. [73]
The response seemingly does not address, in any way, the request of a list of some
of those to be denied the Sacrament. The question of scandal, in either of the senses
noted above, is not addressed.
The text of the discipline in the 1982 draft of the Code of Canon Law appears in can.
913. The 1982 draft was prepared after consultation with the Cardinals of the Holy
Roman Church, the Conferences of Bishops, the Dicasteries of the Roman Curia, the
Faculties of Ecclesiastical Universities and the Superiors of Institutes of the
Consecrated Life. It had been revised at the pleasure of the Fathers of the
Commission and had been presented to Pope John Paul II. Can. 913 read:
The excommunicated and interdicted after the imposition or declaration of the
penalty and others who remain obstinately in manifestly grievous sin are not to be
admitted to Holy Communion. [74]
The text appears unchanged, as can. 915, in the final text promulgated by Pope John
Paul II.
The text of the canon is clear. Those under the imposed or declared ecclesiastical
penalties of interdict and excommunication, and those who obstinately persist in
manifest grave sin are not to be given Holy Communion. The text makes it clear that
the Church has the responsibility to deny Holy Communion to those who are known
to be under the imposed or declared penalties of excommunication and interdict, and
to those who are known to persist obstinately in manifest grave sin. Although the
text does not state so explicitly, it is clear that the Church's responsibility is carried
out by the minister of Holy Communion.
Regarding those who obstinately persist in manifest grave sin, it is necessary to
know that indeed the person does obstinately persist, that is, that his pastor has
informed him about the grave and public sinfulness of what he is doing and has
cautioned him about not approaching to receive Holy Communion. The commentary
on the 1983 Code of Canon Law, prepared by the Canon Law Society of Great
Britain and Ireland, summarizes the point:
Likewise excluded are those <<who obstinately persist in manifest grave sin>>. In
this third case, unlike the first two, there has been no public imposition or
declaration of the person's state and so, before a minister can lawfully refuse the
Eucharist, he must be certain that the person obstinately persists in a sinful situation
or in sinful behavior that is manifest (i.e. public) and objectively grave. [75]
Clearly, the burden is on the minister of Holy Communion who, by the nature of his

responsibility, must prevent anything which profanes the Blessed Sacrament and
endangers the salvation of the soul of the recipient and of those scandalized by his
unworthy reception of Holy Communion.
What about the question of scandal? The safeguarding of the sacred necessarily
means avoiding scandal. In its properly theological sense, scandal is an objective
word, action or omission which leads others into wrong thoughts, actions or
omissions.
John M. Huels, the commentator on can. 915 in the New Commentary on the Code
of Canon Law, commissioned by the Canon Law Society of America, reduces
scandal to a subjective reality, ignoring its essential connection to what is objective,
what is right and wrong. He states:
The fact of actual scandal is, moreover, culturally relative. What causes scandal in
one part of the world may not cause scandal elsewhere. In North America the
faithful often are more scandalized by the Church's denial of sacraments and
sacramentals than by the sin that occasions it, because it seems to them contrary to
the mercy and forgiveness commanded by Christ. [76]
If a word, an action or an omission leads another into error or sin, there is scandal,
whether the person who is led astray knows that he has been scandalized or not. If,
as the commentator suggests, the faithful in North America believe that persons who
publicly and grievously sin should be admitted to Holy Communion and that it
would be wrong to deny to them the Sacrament, then effectively the faithful have
been scandalized, that is, they have been led to forget or to disregard what the
perennial discipline of the Church, beginning with Saint Paul's admonition to the
Corinthians, has always remembered and safeguarded. This is not the scandal to
which can. 855 §2, of the Pio-Benedictine Code refers.
Two kinds of error are involved. One has to do with the supreme holiness of the
Eucharist, that is, the necessity to be well-disposed before approaching to receive the
Sacrament. The other regards the objective moral evil of the acts which the person is
known to have committed. Giving Holy Communion to one who is known to be a
serious sinner leads people astray in two ways. Either they are led to think that it is
not wrong for an unrepentant sinner to receive Holy Communion (and to be given
the Holy Eucharist), or they are led to think that what the person is known to have
done was not gravely sinful.
10. Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches
The first draft of the canons regarding divine worship and, above all, the Sacraments
(Schema Canonum de Cultu Divino et Praesertim de Sacramentis) of the Code of

Canons of the Eastern Churches, not surprisingly, contained a discipline similar to
the discipline of the Latin Church, regarding the exclusion of public and grievous
sinners from reception of the Holy Eucharist. Can. 47 read:
The publicly unworthy, unless their repentance and correction has been established,
are to be kept from participation in the Divine Eucharist. [77]
The draft of the canons was sent to the organs of consultation, that is, the
Patriarchates and other Eastern Churches, the Dicasteries of the Roman Curia, the
Conferences of Bishops which have oriental hierarchs as members, the ecclesiastical
universities and faculties of Rome and others. [78]
As a result of the consultation, the draft canon 47 underwent two revisions. First, the
phrase, <<unless their repentance and correction has been established>>, was
omitted, because it was held to be unnecessary. Second, the phrase, <<from
participation in the Divine Eucharist>>, was changed to <<from reception of the
Divine Eucharist>>. [79] No official explanation of the second change is given. No
doubt, the change reflects the greater precision which also marked the drafting of the
Latin Code, taking care not to confuse participation in the Holy Eucharist with
reception of the Holy Eucharist.
The draft of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches (Schema Codicis Iuris
Canonici Orientalis), sent, with the blessing of the Roman Pontiff, to the Members
of the Pontifical Commission for the Revision of Oriental Canon Law, on October
17, 1986, contained the canon as revised. Can. 708 read:
The publicly unworthy are to be kept from the reception of the Divine Eucharist. [80]
The text of the discipline remained unchanged as can. 712 in the Code of Canons of
the Eastern Churches promulgated by Pope John Paul II on October 18, 1990.
Father Victor J. Pospishil, in his commentary on the Code of Canons of the Eastern
Churches, gives only one example of those to be denied Holy Communion, namely,
the member of the faithful who contracts marriage with an Eastern non-Catholic
without the permission of his or her Catholic Bishop. [81] For the rest, he comments
negatively on the denial of Holy Communion to the divorced and remarried,
advocating <<some better future solution>>. [82] His commentary makes no
reference to the lists of those to be prevented from reception of Holy Communion,
which are found in the fonts of can. 712, for example, the legislation of the Synod of
1736 of the Maronite Church.
Father George Nedungatt notes the following in his commentary on the language of

the Code of the Canons of the Eastern Churches:
The Latin word "arcere" means <<to prevent from approaching, keep away,
repulse>> (OLD, s. v. 2). It is more than "to forbid". [83]
Can. 712 of the Code of Canons of the Eastern Churches is more lapidary in its
formulation, but it expresses one and the same discipline found in can. 915 of the
Code of Canon Law.
11. Declaration of the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts
On June 24, 2000, the Pontifical Council for Legislative Texts, <<in agreement with
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith and with the Congregation for Divine
Worship and the Discipline of the Sacraments>>, issued a declaration making it
clear that can. 915 applies to the faithful who are divorced and remarried. Referring
to the text of 1Cor 11,27, 29, the Declaration expresses the theological and
canonical reasons of can. 915:
In effect, the reception of the Body of Christ when one is publicly unworthy
constitutes an objective harm to the ecclesial communion: it is a behavior that
affects the rights of the Church and of all the faithful to live in accord with the
exigencies of that communion. In the concrete case of the admission to Holy
Communion of faithful who are divorced and remarried, the scandal, understood as
an action that prompts others towards wrongdoing, affects at the same time both the
sacrament of the Eucharist and the indissolubility of marriage. That scandal exists
even if such behavior, unfortunately, no longer arouses surprise: in fact it is
precisely with respect to the deformation of the conscience that it becomes more
necessary for pastors to act, with as much patience as firmness, as a protection to the
sanctity of the Sacraments and a defense of Christian morality, and for the correct
formation of the faithful. [84]
The Declaration contains the basic reasons for the discipline of can. 915 and
indicates the serious implications of the application of can. 915 for the communion
of the Church, which Pope John Paul II presented in Ecclesia de Eucharistia. It also
treats the serious element of scandal, noting that the error of so many of the faithful
in the matter confirms, in fact, the scandal, and the need of a patient but firm action
on the part of the Pastors of the Church.
The Statement refers clearly to an objective situation of sin, "a behavior," and the
"objective harm" caused, when a person who exhibits such behavior is given Holy
Communion. The Declaration explicitly addresses those who would say that to deny
Holy Communion, in accord with the norm of can. 915, <<it would be necessary to
establish the presence of all the conditions required for the existence of mortal sin,

including those which are subjective, necessitating a judgment of a type that a
minister of Communion could not make ab externo>> and <<to verify an attitude of
defiance on the part of an individual who had received a legitimate warning from the
Pastor>> [85]. Such requirements would <<render the norm inapplicable>>. [86]
A similar argument has been used to deny the application of can. 915 in the case of a
Catholic politician who votes for legislation which gravely violates the natural moral
law. For example, during the discussion of the matter prior to the meeting of the
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops in June of 2004, after citing the
teaching of the Catechism of the Catholic Church on the conditions necessary for a
sin to be mortal, one Bishop wrote:
Given the long-standing practice of not making a public judgment about the state of
the soul of those who present themselves for Holy Communion, it does not seem
that it is sufficiently clear that in the matter of voting for legislation that supports
abortion such a judgment necessarily follows. The pastoral tradition of the Church
places the responsibility of such a judgment first on those presenting themselves for
Holy Communion. [87]
The opinion expressed effectively, in the language of the Declaration, would make it
impossible to apply can. 915. It confuses the norm of can. 916 with the norm of can.
915 in a way which makes can. 915 superfluous.
The long-standing discipline of the Church requires that the minister of Holy
Communion exercise discretion regarding the distribution of Holy Communion to
those who persist in manifest and grievous sin. The exercise of such discretion is not
a judgment on the subjective state of the soul of the person approaching to receive
Holy Communion, but a judgment regarding the objective condition of serious sin in
a person who, after due admonition from his pastor, persists in cooperating formally
with intrinsically evil acts like procured abortion. In the Encyclical Letter
Evangelium vitae, Pope John Paul II made clear the Church's teaching regarding the
obligation of a Catholic legislator, when he declared:
Abortion and euthanasia, therefore, are crimes which no human law can make
ratified. Laws of this kind not only do not bind the conscience; truly they gravely
and expressly compel that the same be opposed because of repugnance to
conscience. 88
The fifth principle of Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger's memorandum, "Worthiness to
Receive Holy Communion", makes it clear that a Catholic politician's formal
cooperation in abortion or euthanasia, that is, <<his consistently campaigning and
voting for permissive abortion and euthanasia laws>>, constitutes an <<objective

situation of sin>>, and that, therefore, <<he is not to present himself for Holy
Communion until he brings to an end the objective situation of sin>> [89].
Conclusions
What conclusions can be drawn from the study of the history of the canonical
discipline of denying Holy Communion to those who obstinately persist in public
grave sin?
First of all, the consistent canonical discipline permits the administering of the
Sacrament of Holy Communion only to those who are properly disposed externally,
and forbids it to those who are not so disposed, prescinding from the question of
their internal disposition, which cannot be known with certainty.
Secondly, the discipline is required by the invisible bond of communion which
unites us to God and to one another. The person who obstinately remains in public
and grievous sin is appropriately presumed by the Church to lack the interior bond
of communion, the state of grace, required to approach worthily the reception of the
Holy Eucharist.
Thirdly, the discipline is not penal but has to do with the safeguarding of the
objective and supreme sanctity of the Holy Eucharist and with caring for the faithful
who would sin gravely against the Body and Blood of Christ, and for the faithful
who would be led into error by such sinful reception of Holy Communion.
Fourthly, the discipline applies to any public conduct which is gravely sinful, that is,
which violates the law of God in a serious matter. Certainly, the public support of
policies and laws which, in the teaching of the Magisterium, are in grave violation of
the natural moral law falls under the discipline.
Fifthly, the discipline requires the minister of Holy Communion to forbid the
Sacrament to those who are publicly unworthy. Such action must not be precipitous.
The person who sins gravely and publicly must, first, be cautioned not to approach
to receive Holy Communion. The memorandum, "Worthiness to Receive Holy
Communion", of Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, in its fifth principle, gives the perennial
pastoral instruction in the matter. This, in fact, is done effectively in a pastoral
conversation with the person, so that the person knows that he is not to approach to
receive Holy Communion and, therefore, the distribution of Holy Communion does
not become an occasion of conflict. It must also be recalled that <<no ecclesiastical
authority may dispense the minister of Holy Communion from this obligation in any
case, nor may he emanate directives that contradict it>> [90].
Finally, the discipline must be applied in order to avoid serious scandal, for

example, the erroneous acceptance of procured abortion against the constant
teaching of the moral law. No matter how often a Bishop or priest repeats the
teaching of the Church regarding procured abortion, if he stands by and does nothing
to discipline a Catholic who publicly supports legislation permitting the gravest of
injustices and, at the same time, presents himself to receive Holy Communion, then
his teaching rings hollow. To remain silent is to permit serious confusion regarding a
fundamental truth of the moral law. Confusion, of course, is one of the most
insidious fruits of scandalous behavior.
I am deeply aware of the difficulty which is involved in applying the discipline of
can. 915. I am not surprised by it and do not believe that anyone should be surprised.
Surely, the discipline has never been easy to apply. But what is at stake for the
Church demands the wisdom and courage of shepherds who will apply it.
The United States of America is a thoroughly secularized society which canonizes
radical individualism and relativism, even before the natural moral law. The
application, therefore, is more necessary than ever, lest the faithful, led astray by the
strong cultural trends of relativism, be deceived concerning the supreme good of the
Holy Eucharist and the gravity of supporting publicly the commission of
intrinsically evil acts. Catholics in public office bear an especially heavy burden of
responsibility to uphold the moral law in the exercise of their office which is
exercised for the common good, especially the good of the innocent and defenseless.
When they fail, they lead others, Catholics and non-Catholics alike, to be deceived
regarding the evils of procured abortion and other attacks on innocent and
defenseless human life, on the integrity of human procreation, and on the family.
As Pope John Paul II reminded us, referring to the teaching of the Second Vatican
Ecumenical Council, the Holy Eucharist contains the entire good of our salvation
[91]
. There is no responsibility of the Church's shepherds which is greater than that of
teaching the truth about the Holy Eucharist, celebrating worthily the Holy Eucharist,
and directing the flock in the worship and care of the Most Blessed Sacrament. Can.
915 of the Code of Canon Law and can. 712 of the Code of Canons of the Eastern
Churches articulate an essential element of the shepherds' responsibility, namely, the
perennial discipline of the Church by which the minister of Holy Communion is to
deny the Sacrament to those who obstinately persevere in manifest grave sin.
Most Rev. Raymond L. Burke
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When the minister of the Eucharist is obliged to withhold communion
Interview with Raymond L. Burke
Q: Your Excellency, in today’s world there seems to be a lax attitude regarding the
reception of the Holy Eucharist. Why?
A: One of the reasons I think that this laxity with regard to the Holy Eucharist has
developed is that there has not been sufficient emphasis on Eucharistic devotion. [...]
Without devotion to the Blessed Sacrament people quickly lose Eucharistic faith.
We know that there is a high percentage of Catholics who do not believe that the
Eucharistic species are the Body and Blood of Christ. [...]
Another aspect is a loss of the sense of connection between the Sacrament of Holy
Eucharist and the Sacrament of Penance. [...] people go to Communion regularly and
perhaps never, or very seldom, go to Confession. [...]
Also connected with this is a sense that has grown up from the civil sphere, which is
that receiving Holy Communion is a right. [...]
Q: There are laws of the Church to control inappropriate actions by the faithful for
the good of the public. Could you please comment on this and explain to what
degree the Church and the hierarchy have an obligation to intervene to clarify or
correct issues?
A: With regard to the Holy Eucharist for instance, there are two canons in particular
that have to do with the worthy reception of the sacrament. They have in mind two
goods.
One is the good of the person himself. To receive the Body and Blood of Christ
unworthily is a sacrilege. [...] So, for the sake of the person himself, the Church has
to instruct us that each time we are going to receive Holy Communion, we should
first examine our conscience.
If we have a mortal sin on our conscience, we should first confess that sin and
receive absolution, and only then approach to receive the Sacrament. Many times,
our serious sins are hidden and only known to ourselves [...] But there are other
cases in which people are committing grave sins knowingly and publicly. [...] An
example is a public official who knowingly and willingly supports actions which are

against the Divine and Eternal moral law; for instance, to publicly promote procured
abortion [...] A person who is sinning in this way publicly is to be admonished not to
receive Holy Communion until he has reformed his life.
If a person, who has been admonished but persists in serious or mortal sin in a
public way, receives Holy Communion, then the minister of Holy Communion has
the obligation to refuse Holy Communion to that person.
Why? First of all, for the sake of the salvation of the person himself, lest he commit
a sacrilege. But, secondly, for the sake of the whole Church, lest there be scandal in
two ways.
Number one, scandal regarding what our disposition should be to receive Holy
Communion. In other words, people would be led to think it is alright to be in the
state of mortal sin and to receive Our Lord in Holy Communion.
Or it could be scandal, in a second way, in that people think that the public act
which this person is committing, which everyone thinks is a serious sin, must not be
so serious because the Church permits that person to receive Holy Communion.
If you have a public figure who is openly and deliberately supporting abortion
rights, and that same person approaches and receives Holy Communion, what are
people to think? They could be led to imagine that some how it is alright to support
publicly the taking of innocent and defenseless lives in the womb. [...]
Q: Some people say that it is a right to receive Holy Communion and that no one
else has the right to tell another not to receive the Sacrament. Not even a bishop,
priest or minister. What would you respond to them?
A: In responding to this question, the first thing that needs to be said is that the Body
and Blood of Christ is a gift of God’s love to us. It is the greatest gift, a gift beyond
our ability to describe. No one, therefore, has a right to the gift. Just as we don’t
have a right to any gift that is given to us.
A gift is freely given out of love and that is what God is doing for us every time we
are able to participate in Mass and approach to receive Holy Communion. So to say
that I have a right to receive Holy Communion is not correct.
If one means by this that, if he is well disposed and the Mass is being offered, he has
a right to receive Holy Communion in the sense that he has a right to receive. Yes,

that is true.
Now, regarding the reception of Holy Communion, there is Our Lord Himself who
is involved. There is the person who is receiving Holy Communion. Then there is
the minister of the Sacrament, the one who has the responsibility to make sure
that the Sacrament is distributed only to those who are properly disposed.
Certainly the Church does have the right to tell someone who persists in public
grave sin that he may not receive Holy Communion because he is not well
disposed.
That right of the minister to refuse to give Holy Communion to someone who
persists in public and grave sin is safe guarded in the Code of Canon Law,
under canon 915. Otherwise the minister of Communion would be put in the
situation of violating his conscience regarding a most serious matter, when he
sees a notorious sinner coming to receive Holy Communion to the scandal of
everyone, and he is somehow told he does not have the right to refuse to give
Holy Communion, in such a circumstance. That simply would be wrong.
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12. The Council of Trent The Thirteenth Session
The canons and decrees of the sacred and oecumenical Council of Trent,
Ed. and trans. J. Waterworth (London: Dolman, 1848), 75-91.
CHAPTER VII.
On the preparation to be given that one may worthily receive the sacred
Eucharist.
If it is unbeseeming for any one to approach to any of the sacred
functions, unless he approach holily; assuredly, the more the holiness
and divinity of this heavenly sacrament are understood by a Christian,

the more diligently ought he to give heed that he approach not to receive
it but with great reverence and holiness, especially as we read in the
Apostle those words full of terror; He that eateth and drinketh
unworthily, eateth and drinketh judgment to himself. Wherefore, he
who would communicate, ought to recall to mind the precept of the
Apostle; Let a man prove himself. Now ecclesiastical usage declares that
necessary proof to be, that no one, conscious to himself [Page 81] of
mortal sin, how contrite soever he may seem to himself, ought to
approach to the sacred Eucharist without previous sacramental
confession. This the holy Synod hath decreed is to be invariably
observed by all Christians, even by those priests on whom it may be
incumbent by their office to celebrate, provided the opportunity of a
confessor do not fail them; but if, in an urgent necessity, a priest should
celebrate without previous confession, let him confess as soon as
possible.
CANON XI.-lf any one saith, that faith alone is a sufficient preparation
for receiving the sacrament of the most holy Eucharist; let him be
anathema. And for fear lest so great a sacrament may be received
unworthily, and so unto death and condemnation, this holy Synod
ordains and declares, that sacramental confession, when a confessor
may be had, is of necessity to be made beforehand, by those whose
conscience is burthened with mortal sin, how contrite even soever they
may think themselves. But if any one shall presume to teach, preach, or
obstinately to assert, or even in public disputation to defend the
contrary, he shall be thereupon excommunicated.

