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law, and go so far as to say that absence of mortal sin is the only preparation 
required. 

Besides this, laymen receive the Eucharist at home or even in bed, and there 
are regulars who bring the Blessed Sacrament to them in their pockets, or take it 
from private oratories in which they celebrate Mass under the plea that, daily 
Communion being prescribed by divine law, any obstacle which prevents us from 
going to church renders such a proceeding lawful.86 

One of the cardinals on the commission noted also that among the 
abuses to be condemned is, "to receive two hosts at the same time in 
order that the Blessed Sacrament may remain longer with the com
municant, such a practice being against the rites of the Roman 
Church."87 

After months of deliberation, a decision was handed down by the 
Congregation on February 12, 1679, in the Decree Cum ad aures, to 
which St. Pius X would later refer as indicative of the Church's 
vigilance in avoiding extremes. As the principal document on frequent 
Communion antedating the decree of St. Pius, it deserves careful 
analysis. First are narrated the various abuses that had crept in: 

Our Most Holy Father and Lord has been informed by the testimony of trust
worthy persons that the faithful in some dioceses receive the Eucharist every day, 
even on Good Friday, and maintain that daily Communion is prescribed by divine 
law. Likewise abuses have been introduced in the administration of this Sacrament. 
Some receive the Eucharist at home in their private oratories, or even in bed, 
though they are not dangerously ill, and they keep for that purpose the Blessed 
Sacrament in silver pyxes, or ask priests to bring it secretly to them. Others receive 
several particles at the same time, or hosts of unusual size, and finally many confess 
their venial faults to priests not approved by the Ordinary.88 

Then follow detailed norms to be used by confessors for different 
classes of communicants. With regard to frequent reception by busi
ness men: 

It rests with the confessor to whom the secrets of their hearts are unfolded to give 
the final decision. He may advise in each individual case to married men and trades
men what he thinks more suitable for their spiritual welfare according to their 
purity of conscience, the profit they derive from frequent Communion and the 
progress they make in virtue.89 

86 Loc. cit. w Ibid., 817. 88 Ibid., 829. 89 Ibid., 830. 
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A special counsel is given for married persons: 

In dealing with married people, he should warn them that if the Apostle did 
not allow them to 'defraud one another except, perhaps, by consent for a time 
that they may give themselves to prayer,' how much more reverence towards 
the most Holy Eucharist requires them to observe continency that they may 
with greater purity of soul approach this heavenly banquet.90 

Religious women are to abide by the rules of their respective In
stitutes: 

As regards those nuns who desire to receive daily Holy Communion, they are to 
be advised to communicate on the days appointed by the rules of their Order. But 
if there are some so conspicuous by purity of conscience or fervor of soul that they 
are considered worthy of daily reception of this Sacrament, it may be permitted 
to them by their Superiors.91 

Undoubtedly "the bishops have to thank God that devotion to
wards the Blessed Sacrament has become so widespread in their cities 
and dioceses, and they should encourage such sentiments"; neverthe
less, they must "refute those who declare that daily Communion is 
prescribed by divine law."92 A number of ordinances are then set 
down to check the practical consequences of the doctrinal error: 

Priests are in no wise to carry the Eucharist secretly in their pockets to those 
who are confined to their beds, but when Communion is to be administered to the 
sick who cannot go to church to receive it, it must be carried publicly and solemnly 
according to the prescriptions of the Roman R i t u a l . . . . No priest is allowed to 
give the same person several particles at the same time, nor hosts of unusual size.93 

In conclusion, priests and especially regulars are cautioned that un
less approved by the Ordinary, they "may not hear the confessions of 

90 Loc. cit. 91 Loc. cit. 
92 Ibid., 831. In his preliminary report De Laurea gave the reasons why the Congrega

tion should declare that daily Communion is not of divine precept. "Neither the Gospel 
nor the other canonical writings of the New Testament prescribe it. The Church would 
be in great error in not observing this precept, supposing it to exist. None of the Fathers 
and no council has said that daily Communion was of divine right. It is also not an ec
clesiastical precept, since there is no evidence of such obligation in any council or con
stitution which has been approved by the Pope. Moreover, since priests themselves are 
not obliged to sacrifice or communicate every day, a fortiori none of the faithful is bound 
to do so. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that daily Communion was practiced in the 
primitive Church; for even lay-persons in every walk of life used to communicate at all the 
Masses which they heard" (ibid., 794). 

93 Ibid., 831. 
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venial sins." It is not clear from the preliminary documents why the 
Jesuits were singled out for special mention. Prior to the decree, one 
of the consultors suggested deleting the name, saying that "the Society 
of Jesus does not deserve anything extraordinary in this matter; 
which makes this addition either too honorable or prejudicial, as 
though Jesuits were more eminent or more contumacious than oth
ers."94 In spite of this remonstrance, however, the final draft of the 
decree concluded with the warning that "bishops do not lack powers 
to inflict rigorous punishments" on those who would hear confessions 
of venial faults without faculties from the local Ordinary, "although 
they be regulars, even of the Society of Jesus."95 

Less than a month after the above decree, the Holy Office con
demned a series of sixty-five propositions which fell under the general 
ban of moral laxism. Number 56 in the sequence states: "Frequent 
confession and Communion, even in those who live pagan lives, is a 
sign of predestination."96 The source of this doctrine is shrouded in 
obscurity. "In its condemnation, the Congregation confined itself to 
saying that the propositions, as formulated, were false and repre
hensible, without considering whether or no they were actually taught 
in the form now condemned."97 They were all textually taken from a 
letter of accusation submitted to Rome by the University of Lou vain. 

CONDEMNATION OF MICHAEL MOLINOS AND QUIETISM 

Quietism as an ascetical system was born with the publication in 
1675 of The Spiritual Guide, by Michael Molinos, a Spanish priest 
then living in Rome. Although dangerous, the book was susceptible 
of an orthodox interpretation; but the letters of spiritual direction 
which Molinos wrote, presented total passivity as the Christian ideal 
of perfection. After several years of sifting this correspondence, which 
amounted to 20,000 pieces of mail sent to persons in every walk of life 
and rank in the Church, Molinos was finally arrested and found 
guilty of teaching erroneous and heretical doctrine. On September 3, 

94 Ibid., 827. w/Wa.,831. 
96 DB 1206; the decree is dated March 4, 1679. 
97 Pastor, op. cit., 432. According to Reusch and Avrigny, many of the censured proposi

tions had been taken by the prosecution from the Lettres provinciates of Pascal. When a 
controversy arose about the precise authorship of particular questions, a number of disser
tations dealing with the point were prohibited by Rome (loc. cit.). 
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1687, he made a solemn abjuration of his errors, after which he was 
taken back to prison, where he died towards the end of 1696. 

Originally 263 false propositions were extracted from Molinos' 
letters, and acknowledged by him as his in their objectionable sense. 
These were subsequently reduced to 68, and condemned by Innocent 
XI on November 20,1687. Among the proscribed statements is no. 32, 
which was labeled by the Holy Office as "temerarious, scandalous, 
dangerous in practice, erroneous, and in many ways savoring of 
heresy.,, It reads: 

Neither before nor after Communion is there required any other preparation or 
thanksgiving than to remain in one's customary passive resignation. This passivity 
more perfectly supplies for all the acts of virtue which can be and are produced in 
the ordinary way. Moreover if at the time of Communion there arise feelings of 
humiliation, petition, or gratitude, they should be suppressed, unless recognized as 
coming by a special impulse from God. Otherwise they are movements of a nature 
which is not as yet dead.98 

Thus frequent Communion was advocated with literally no moral 
requirements before, during, or after reception, beyond the quietistic 
passivity which demanded no voluntary effort on the part of the com
municant. The effect of this teaching on Molinos' followers, especially 
religious women, was that they considered themselves sinless, offered 
no resistance to temptation, and communicated without confession, 
even when they had every reason to fear they had committed some 
grievous sin." 

98 DB 1252. Molinos derived this strange doctrine by an appeal to the decree Cum ad 
aures, addressed to the Bishop of Brescia in 1587. In 1675 he published his Breve tratado 
de la communion cuotidiana (Rome: Miguel Hercules), in which he summarized the decree 
and concluded that its doctrine corresponded perfectly with his own position, that no one 
should be forbidden daily Communion, even though he was a layman and engaged in 
worldly business. From this general principle Molinos proceeded to make a particular 
application: "Experience will always induce the confessor to approve daily Communion 
for everyone who desires it for the good of his soul. . . since Communion received in the 
state of grace is always profitable" (P. Dudon, Le Quietiste Espagnol Michel Molinos 
[Paris, 1921] 91-92). Unfortunately his concept of being in the state of grace was entirely 
quietistic. 

99 "For Molinos, perfection of the interior life consists in a perfect passivity of soul; this 
is the secret of peace, union with God and sanctification. One's own activity, one's own de
sires, one's own thoughts are the great enemies of the divine life. Whoever puts this doc
trine into practice simplifies not only his prayer but the whole conduct of his life.... To 
resist temptations, gain indulgences, practice penances, recite vocal prayers, all of this 
is useless in the state of perfection" (ibid., 201). 
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RESURGENCE OF JANSENISM IN ITALY: THE SYNOD OF PISTOIA 

In spite of repeated condemnations by the Holy See, the Jansenist 
heresy not only continued in existence but spread to other countries 
outside of France. Under pressure from Louis XIV, Arnauld took 
refuge in Holland, the birthplace of Jansenius, where his followers 
were supported by the sympathetic Calvinist government. They 
elected one of their number, Cornelius Steenhoven, as bishop, and 
had him receive episcopal consecration from a Catholic bishop at that 
time under suspension. The schismatical sect established a diocese at 
Haarlem in 1742, and their organization, known as the Old Roman 
Catholic Church (De Oud-Roomsch-Katolieke Kerk), has survived 
to the present day. 

Another and more significant group of Jansenists was established in 
Italy. Here the movement was along aristocratic rather than popular 
lines, as in France, and consequently its impact on the masses was less 
effective. Clerics in the highest ranks of society in Italy either openly 
or sympathetically espoused the principles of Jansenius and Arnauld. 
Among these, the most famous was Scipione de Ricci, nephew of the 
last Jesuit General before the suppression of the Society, and subse
quently Bishop of Pistoia. 

Born at Florence in 1741, he died in the same city in 1809, having 
ruled the diocese of Pistoia from 1780 until his forced resignation in 
1791. Although related to the Jesuit General, Ricci conceived a hearty 
dislike for the Society already in his student days in Rome, where he 
came under the influence of the Jansenist sympathizers. Returning to 
his native city, he wrote and spoke openly in favor of the Jansenists 
in France and Holland, and within a year of his ordination was pub
licly expounding Jansenius' doctrine on grace. Not long after his ele
vation to the See of Pistoia, he joined the Grand Duke of Tuscany in 
an overt attempt to Jansenize the dioceses under his jurisdiction, if 
need be at the cost of severance from Rome. 

Ricci's extant sermons breathe the unmistakable spirit of Jansenius 
and Antoine Arnauld. It is a principle of faith, he held, that very few 
adults will be saved. Priests mjist ever keep this fact before the minds 
of the people, in order to draw them away from evil and move them to 
salutary repentance. Consequently, it is contrary to this established 
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truth to give absolution freely, or admit to Holy Communion the 
majority of penitents. 

Ricci was eloquent in exalting the dignity of the Blessed Sacrament by con
trasting it with the weakness and unworthiness of man. Even good men, unless 
they attain to the sanctity of the primitive Church, cannot partake of this heavenly 
Food, even at Easter time. For it is a mark of greater holiness to receive the Eu
charist more rarely than frequently. I t is more in accordance with the spiritual 
nature of the sacrament, and therefore preferable, to receive Communion in spirit 
and charity, instead of sacramentally. In fact, sacramental Communion requires 
in the soul an immunity not only from mortal sin, but even from venial faults, 
scruples, and aridity of spirit.100 

The climax in Ricci's effort to reform his diocese was reached at the 
Synod which opened at Pistoia on September 18, 1786, in the Church 
of St. Leopold, under the presidency of the bishop. There were 234 
participants, including 171 parish priests and thirteen religious. The 
theologian Tamburini, known for his Jansenism, was appointed 
"promoter" of the Synod. As Ricci remarked in his memoirs, Tam
burini was to be the leading spirit in this movement against "the old 
machine of papal monarchy."101 After ten days of session, the Synod 
published its decrees which, together with the Acts of the Council, fill 
two volumes in the modern edition. 

In his correspondence with the Jansenist Church in Holland, Ricci 
expressed the hope of a similar establishment in Italy. Fortunately for 
the Catholic future of that country, "this full flowering of Italian 
Jansenism" was not supported by Ricci's fellow bishops in Tuscany; 
only two out of sixteen are known to have been in sympathy with his 
ideas. He was also opposed, with violence, by the Tuscan laity. "With 
his innovations, Ricci had outraged the most sacred sentiments of the 
people. . . . They gave full vent to their fury, which did not subside 
until Ricci had taken flight."102 When the cathedral chapter joined 
the popular demonstration, the bishop had no choice but to resign, 
which h€ did on June 3, 1791. 

Efforts were made to forestall a formal condemnation of the Synod 
of Pistoia, but Pius VI, "to fulfill his apostolic and pastoral duty," 

100 Benvenuto Matteucci, Scipione de* Ricci (Morcelliana, 1941) 138. 
101 Memorie di Scipione de' Ricci 1 (Firenze, 1865) 490. 
102 Pastor, op. cit., 39, 149. 



THE DECREE ON FREQUENT COMMUNION 523 

caused eighty-five tenets to be cited from the records and decrees, 
each one to be censured separately to avoid any possible misunder
standing. On August 28, 1794, the Pope issued the Constitution, 
Auctorem fidei, incorporating the cited passages and corresponding 
censures. 

Two of the condemned propositions treat of Holy Communion. On 
the subject of the Eucharist as sacrifice, the Synod declared that "It 
does not condemn as illicit those Masses in which the congregation 
does not communicate sacramentally. The reason is that, although less 
perfectly, they nevertheless partake of the Victim by receiving Him 
spiritually."103 The background of this statement was the Jansenist 
limitation of sacramental reception by the faithful when assisting at 
Mass. It was condemned by the Pope as "false, erroneous, suspect, 
and redolent of heresy," since it implied that at least spiritual Com
munion by the faithful was necessary for the validity, or at least the 
liceity, of the Holy Sacrifice.104 

More directly on the subject of frequent Communion was the 
synodal decree that a severe penitential probation must precede ab
solution and admission to the Eucharist after a person has fallen into 
grave sin. It was decreed: "Only when a man has given indubitable 
evidence that the love of God again reigns in his heart may he rightly 
be judged worthy of admittance to participation in the Blood of Jesus 
Christ, which is received in the sacraments."105 However, since "sup
posititious conversions effected through attrition are generally neither 
lasting nor efficacious, it is the duty of the pastor of souls to insist on 
there being unmistakable signs of eminent charity, before he admits 
penitents to the sacraments (of confession and Communion)." Con
cretely, the pastor can deduce the presence of this charity "from the 
person's stable abstention from sin and persevering fervor in good 
works." These dispositions must "precede absolution," and conse
quent reception of Holy Communion.106 The papal censure to this 
proposition was to call it "false, temerarious, disturbing the peace of 
souls, contrary to the safe and approved practice of the Church, de
tracting from and injurious to the efficacy of the Sacrament."107 

It was not until 1805 that friends induced Ricci to sign a statement 
103 DB 1528. 104 Loc. cit. 105 DB 1536. 
106 Loc. cit. 107 Loc. cit. 
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of submission to the Holy See. On sending it to Pope Pius VII, he 
wrote in typical Jansenist fashion that he was sure he never held any 
opinions other than those defined in the Constitution of Pius VI.108 

ST. ALPHONSUS LIGUORI AND THE THEOLOGIANS OF THE 

NINETEENTH CENTURY 

With both extremes duly corrected by the intervention of the Holy 
See, theologians in the nineteenth century set themselves to a sys
tematic exposition of the conditions requisite for frequent Communion. 
It was inevitable that under the circumstances their opinions should be 
divided, inclining either towards greater strictness or leniency. Less 
obvious, however, is the historical fact emphasized by Pius X, that 
before the decree of 1905 "theologians of good repute judged that 
daily Communion should be allowed to the faithful only in rare cases 
and under many conditions."109 In this they were "following with 
slight variations the rules laid down by St. Alphonsus," notably in 
his popular manual Homo apostolicus, for the use of confessors and 
spiritual directors. Since "the writings of St. Alphonsus have gone into 
several thousand editions in various languages,"110 it is not surprising 
that, following his lead, "the greater number of moralists" during the 
latter eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were opposed to the view 
that "daily Communion ought to be recommended to all those who 
are in a state of grace and have a right intention." They required 
"besides these, other dispositions for frequent access to the holy 
table."111 

To anticipate any misunderstanding, it is important to recognize 
Alphonsus Liguori as the implacable enemy of Jansenism: 

By his whole nature and disposition Alphonsus seems to have been predestined 
to be the exact opposite of the Jansenistic spirit. While men of the type of Jansen, 
Saint-Cyran, Arnauld, Pascal and Quesnel, when they emerged from their narrow 
and confined studies to influence their fellow-humans, aimed above the heads of 
common folk at the educated, refined and well-to-do, Alphonsus, though a scholar 
too and one of outstanding worth . . . was first and foremost a minister of souls. 

108 In his own words, Ricci's submission to the Holy See involved only "un sacrificio 
grammaticale" (Memorie, 2, 269). 

109 DB 1983. 
110 Enciclopedia cattolica 1, 872. m Ferreres, op. cit., 103. 
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Far removed from the straight-laced spirit of the Jansenists, who were really 
worried lest the number of the elect be too great, he lived and moved entirely in 
the spirit of love, he was filled with pity for the poor people whose distress and 
suffering he realized. He wanted to show the way of salvation and open the gates 
of heaven for as many as possible.112 

Modern historians, therefore, properly believe that the voluminous 
writings of St. Alphonsus (260 separate works, original or revised) 
"exercised their principal influence by the refutation of Jansenism in 
the various countries of Europe."113 

On the subject of frequent Communion the norms set down by 
Liguori represent the prevalent theological opinion before the rebirth 
of Eucharistic piety under St. Pius X. Writing for confessors, he first 
cites the directive of Benedict XIV: "It is undoubtedly wrong to allow 
frequent Communion to such as fall often into mortal sin, or to such 
as approach Holy Communion with affection to deliberate venial sin 
with no desire of amendment."114 Then he qualifies: 

I t is indeed proper at times to grant Communion to some who are in danger of 
falling into mortal sin that they may gain strength to resist; but in regard to those 
who are not in such danger, and who are in the habit of committing deliberate 
venial sin, and show no sign of improvement or desire of amendment, it is best not 
to allow them Communion oftener than once a week. I t will, moreover, be good to 
deprive them of Communion sometimes for a whole week, so that they may gain 
a greater horror for their faults and greater reverence towards this Sacrament.115 

However, under certain conditions frequent, even daily, Communion 
may be permitted: 

To certain souls who desire it for their greater growth in the love of God, I 
judge the director can hardly without scruple deny Communion frequently and 
even daily, with the exception of one day in the week in accordance with the 
practice of some directors of experience, and with the exception also of the periods 
for which they may decide to deprive their penitents of Communion, as a proof of 
their obedience or humility, or for any other good reason. Such souls, however, 
should live free from affection to any venial sin, and should moreover be much 

112 Pastor, op. cit., 368. 113 Enciclopedia cattolica, loc. cit. 
114 Opera omnia 11, De synodo diocesana (Venezia, 1767) 140. The original text, written 

by Benedict XIV as Cardinal Lambertini, reads: "Monendi sunt Confessarii, ne frequentem 
ad Eucharistiam accessum iis aut suadeant, aut permittant, qui in gravia peccata saepe 
labuntur, nee de poenitentia peragenda, suaque vita emendanda sunt soliciti; sicuti nee 
illis, qui etsi gravia evitant crimina, voluntatem tamen habent venialibus inhaerentem." 

115 Homo apostolicus (Mechliniae, 1849) 146. 
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given to mental prayer and strive towards perfection, no longer falling into sin, 
even fully deliberate venial sin.116 

This rule is not of universal application, but needs to be further 
qualified if certain contingencies arise: 

If, however, it be afterwards noticed that, notwithstanding frequent Commun
ion, a person makes no progress in the path of perfection, and does not free himself 
from deliberate faults, even though venial, but for example still clings to the pleas-
sures of sense in sight, hearing, and taste, and is fastidious in dress, in this case 
it would be well to restrict the use of Communion deliberately, to the end that such 
a person may take serious thought of amendment, and look to his progress in 
SDirit.117 

If these regulations appear stringent, it should be added that St. 
Alphonsus was personally most in favor of frequent Communion as the 
talisman of high sanctity. After laying down the conditions, he con
cluded with the hope, "Would that there were many souls in the world 
. . . who, while detesting even lesser faults, desire to communicate not 
only frequently but even daily, with a true desire of amendment and 
of growth in the love of God. If this were the case, Jesus Christ would 
be far more loved in the world than He is at present."118 

PAPAL LEGISLATION ON THE EVE OF ST. PIUS X'S DECREE 

Towards the end of the nineteenth century and within a generation 
of the decree of St. Pius X the Holy See was asked to pass judgment on 
frequent Communion among religious women. Three documents were 
issued within five years, each testifying to the uncertainty still cur
rent among theologians and local ecclesiastics on the necessary dis
positions for frequent reception. 

Archbishop Hassley of Cambrai proposed the following dubium to 
the Congregation of Rites: 

The nuns of St. Colette . . . and some others besides, authorized by the superiors 
of their churches, receive Holy Communion every day, although according to the 
rules and decisions given by many theologians such an extraordinary privilege 
may be granted only to individuals and under special circumstances. As the good 
sisters would regret very much to be deprived of this consolation, the Sacred 
Congregation is requested to decide what is to be done in the present case.119 

116 Ibid., 148. m Ibid., 151. 118 Ibid., 152. 
119 Deer eta authentica Congregationis Sacrorum Rituum 3 (Roma, 1900) 178. 



THE DECREE ON FREQUENT COMMUNION 527 

On December 11, 1885, the Congregation answered: "The practice 
in question is a laudable one; frequent reception of the Holy Eucharist 
is to be promoted according to the declarations of the Council of 
Trent."120 

A similar answer was given by the Sacred Penitentiary a year later: 
"The practice of Holy Communion among nuns is praiseworthy, al
though it rests with the confessor to allow it in each individual case, 
according to the rules given by approved authors, chiefly by St. 
Alphonsus."121 

Finally in 1890 Pope Leo XIII, through the Congregation of Bishops 
and Regulars, issued the Decree Quern admodum, "To remove certain 
abuses which have crept into religious institutes." Among the abuses 
was the practice of superiors in many congregations of women who 
take simple vows, and of men whose members do not go on for sacred 
orders, who "go so far as to prescribe by their own authority the days 
on which their subjects have either to abstain or to receive Holy 
Communion."122 Accordingly the Holy Father lays down specific rules 
that are to be observed by the superiors of these congregations: 

All prohibitions or permissions in connection with frequency of Communion may 
come only from the confessor, either ordinary or extraordinary. The superiors have 
no power whatever to interfere in this matter, except in the case in which one of their 
subjects has been a cause of scandal in the community by committing a notoriously 
grievous sin after the last confession; in which case Communion may be forbidden 
until the delinquent approaches the tribunal of penance.123 

Then follow certain norms for the guidance of subjects in their 
attitude towards Holy Communion: 

The Pope advises all to do their utmost to insure a due disposition for Holy 
Communion, and wishes them to receive it on the days appointed by their rules, 
and whenever the confessor judges that anyone, on account of his greater fervor 
or progress in virtue, is worthy of more frequent Communion, he may allow it. But 
he who obtains this permission is bound to manifest the same to his superior.124 

120 Ibid., 179. 
121 Quoted in DTC 3, 539; here the date for the decree is given as November 19, 1885; 

but Ferreres, op. cit., 99, and Berardi, Praxis 3, n. 973, believe it was given a year later, 
on December 23, 1886. 

122 Acta Leonis XIII 3 (Brugis, 1894) 134. 
123 Ibid., 136. m Loc. ciL 
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Once the superiors are so informed, they "may put before the con
fessor their objections to such permission, but they must always 
acquiesce in his decision without the slightest hesitation."125 

ST. PIUS X AND FREQUENT COMMUNION 

Several factors conspired to give to the world, under St. Pius X, 
the decree on frequent Communion, which for fifty years has been 
exercising "so extensive and beneficent an influence that it would be 
impossible to estimate it."126 The Pope's own antecedents, his years of 
experience as a parish priest, and above all his personal devotion to the 
Eucharist, made him painfully conscious of the harm done to souls who 
only seldom approached the holy table. Furthermore he realized that 
the root of the problem lay not among the faithful but among those 
who were to guide the people in the way of salvation. Theologians 
were undecided on what precise conditions were required for frequent 
reception. In principle they agreed on the value of the Blessed Sacra
ment as a means of sanctification; but in practice they were divided 
on the proper dispositions that were needed. The majority held for 
stringent conditions, not excluding the conquest of inordinate affec
tions. When occasionally an author would modify these conditions, he 
was accused of teaching "erroneous doctrine."127 A bare list of the 
books and monographs written on the subject at the turn of the cen
tury shows how acute the issue had become. The last authoritative 
study before the decree was the treatise of Cardinal Gennari, Sulla 
frequente communione, published in 1900, in which the author weighed 
the probabilities of both sides. Although personally in favor of daily 
Communion with minimum conditions, he hesitated to depart from 
the more common opinion.128 

Historical Elements in the Decree 

The decree of St. Pius X, Sacra tridentina synodus, is a concentrated 
reflection of the Church's previous history on the reception of Holy 
Communion. Eminently practical, it poses four specific problems that 
had vexed theologians for centuries, and answers them with unam
biguous clarity: 

125 Ibid., 136-37. 
m Ren<* Bazin, Pius X (London, 1928) 178. 
127 Ferreres, op. cit., 104. 128 Napoli, 1900, 26. 
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1) At the outset, in the very title of the decree, "De quotidiana 
sumptione," the question is settled, what exactly "frequent" Com
munion means. Without qualification the Pope explains that frequent 
means daily reception of the Blessed Sacrament. Arguing from the 
analogy of food used by Christ Himself, and the "all but unanimous 
interpretation,, of the Fathers that "daily bread" in the Lord's Prayer 
means daily Communion, Pius X concludes that "the Eucharistic 
Bread ought to be our daily food."129 

2) But this is not enough. Granted that daily Communion is per
missible, is it commendable to all classes of persons—priests and 
religious, lay people and children? Unequivocally, "the desire of Jesus 
Christ and of the Church [is] that all the faithful should daily approach 
the sacred banquet."130 This is directly contrary to the Jansenist 
rigorism which excluded the majority of people from the holy table, 
"except once a week, or once a month, or even once a year."131 Al
though implicit in the decree of 1905, frequent Communion for chil
dren had to be explicitly promulgated in subsequent decrees: twice in 
1906 to urge "frequent reception even for children,"132 and in 1910 to 
order that they might be admitted to first Communion "as soon as 
they begin to have a certain use of reason."138 

129 Acta sanctae sedis 38 (Dec. 20,1905) 400-405. Subsequent quotations from the decree 
are based on the English version in the London Tablet, used by the translator of Ferreres. 

180 Ferreres, op. cit., 25. 131 Ibid., 27. 
132 The first decree was issued by the Congregation of Indulgences, and is dated Feb

ruary 14, 1906 (Acta s. sedis 39, 62). The second was a response from the Congregation of 
the Council, dated September 15, 1906. The question was asked of the Holy Father: 
"Quotidiana Eucharistiae sumptio in Catholicis ephebeis ne debet suaderi etiam pueris 
quibuscumque post susceptam primam Communionem?" He referred the matter to the 
Congregation, which answered: "Sacrae Communionis frequentiam commendari iuxta 
articulum primum decreti (1905) etiam pueris, qui ad sacram mensam . . . semel admissi, 
ab eius frequenti participatione prohiberi non debent, sed potius eos ad id hortari, repro-
bata praxi contraria alicubi vigente" (ibid., 499). What occasioned the appeal to Rome was 
the meaning of ephebeus, as used in the decree of 1905, which stated: "Frequent and daily 
Communion should be promoted in all Christian establishments, of whatever kind, for 
the training of youth." 

183 Decree Quam singulari, issued by the Congregation of the Sacraments on August 8, 
1910 (A AS 2, 577-83). Just as in the decree of 1905, so here a basic error is exposed. In 
the decree on frequent Communion the error was Jansenist rigorism. As regards the mini
mum age for first Communion, "The abuses we are condemning arise from the fact that 
those who distinguished one age of discretion for penance and another for the Eucharist 
were in error The age of discretion for confession is the time when one can distinguish 
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3) Still further, the question of necessary dispositions had to be 
settled. And here the Pope by-passed the more common opinion cur
rent for centuries to decide in favor of the minority school which 
required only the state of grace and a right intention. The two para
graphs on this point represent the heart of the decree. 

Frequent and daily Communion, as a thing most earnestly desired by Christ 
our Lord and by the Catholic Church, should be open to all the faithful, of whatever 
rank and condition of life; so that no one who is in the state of grace, and who 
approaches the holy table with a right and devout intention, can lawfully be hin
dered therefrom. 

A right intention consists in this: that he who approaches the holy table should 
do so, not out of routine or vainglory or human respect, but for the purpose of 
pleasing God, of being more closely united with Him by charity, and of seeking 
this divine remedy for his weaknesses and defects.134 

A valuable distinction is then drawn between dispositions which are 
strictly necessary and those which are only praiseworthy. Those who 
had opposed frequent Communion for all the faithful had failed to 
make this discrimination. Consequently: 

Although it is most expedient that those who communicate frequently or daily 
should be free from venial sins, especially such as are fully deliberate, and from any 
affection thereto, nevertheless it is sufficient that they be free from mortal sin, 
with the purpose of never sinning mortally in the future; and if they have this 
sincere purpose, it is impossible but that daily communicants should gradually 
emancipate themselves even from venial sins, and from all affection for them.135 

Obviously, "since the sacraments of the New L a w . . . produce a 
greater effect in proportion as the dispositions of the recipient are 
better/' the faithful should be encouraged that "Holy Communion be 
preceded by serious preparation, and followed by a suitable thanks
giving according to each one's strength, circumstances, and duties."136 

Nevertheless, while exhorting the people to cultivate the best possible 
dispositions, "confessors must take care not to dissuade anyone 

between right and wrong, that is, when one arrives at a certain use of reason, and in like 
manner, for Holy Communion is required the age when one can distinguish between ordi
nary bread and the Bread of the Holy Eucharist, which is also the age when a child attains 
the use of reason" (ibid., 580). 

184 Ferreres, op. cit., 30. l38 Loc. cit. 
13« Ibid., 31. 
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(ne quemquam avertant) from frequent and daily Communion, provided 
he is in the state of grace and approaches with a right intention."137 

Dogmatic Basis of the Decree 

Underlying the practical norms set forth by the decree of Piux X is 
a fundamental dogmatic principle which involves the nature and pur
pose of the Eucharist as a sacrament of the New Law. During the 
sixteenth century the remedial function of Holy Communion was so 
exaggerated by the Reformers that the Council of Trent had to anathe
matize "anyone who says that the principal fruit of the most Holy 
Eucharist is the remission of sins, or that other effects do not result 
from it."138 A century later and into modern times the Jansenists went 
to the opposite extreme. So far from regarding the Eucharist as re
medial, they considered it only remunerative. The subtitle of Arnaud's 
book on frequent Communion was, Sancta Sanctis, meaning that no 
one but persons of high sanctity should receive the Eucharist, as a 
reward for their virtue. 

St. Pius X followed the Church's tradition in avoiding both ex
tremes. Quoting the Council of Trent, he exposed the Protestant error 
by means of an important distinction. The Blessed Sacrament is indeed 
an "antidote," but in two different senses. "By means of it we may be 
freed from daily (venial) faults"; but only "preserved from mortal 
sins."139 Against the Jansenist error, he recalled the teaching of the 
early Church, in the words of St. Augustine, that "the primary purpose 
[of the Eucharist] is not that the honor and reverence due to our 
Lord be safeguarded, or that it may serve as a reward or recompense 
of virtue bestowed on the recipients."140 

The Pope recognized, however, that a negative condemnation was 
not enough; what needed clarification was precisely what the Protes
tants had overemphasized and what the Jansenists had tried to obscure 
almost to denial, namely, that the Eucharist is an extension of the 
redemptive work of Christ. He therefore made it plain that in remov
ing the obstacles to frequent Communion by all the faithful, he was 
acting in conformity with the essential purpose for which the Blessed 
Sacrament had been given to the world: 

137 Loc. cit. 138 DB 887. 139 DB 875. 
U0Sermo 57, De oratione dominica, 7 (PL 38, 389-90). 
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The desire of Jesus Christ and of the Church that all the faithful should daily 
approach the sacred banquet is directed chiefly to this end, that the faithful, being 
united to God by means of this sacrament, may thence derive strength to resist 
their sensual passions, to cleanse themselves from the stains of daily faults, and to 
avoid those graver sins to which human frailty is liable.141 

When explaining this doctrine in the decree, St. Pius X expressed 
the hope that daily Communion would be the Church's salvation, 
"when religion and the Catholic faith are attacked on all sides, and 
the true love of God and genuine piety are so lacking in many quar
ters."142 The experience of fifty years goes to prove that this hope has 
been fully realized. 

Ferreres, op. cit., 25-26. ™ Ibid., 29. 




