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One sore point other Christians have with Catholics is that, unlike some Protestant churches, we 

usually do not allow non-Catholics to receive Communion.  In other traditions, so-called "open 

communion" is practiced, where people from different denominations may receive communion 

at each others' services.  So I wish to explain this Catholic discipline especially since the Gospel 

passage helps us understand the Catholic discipline.   

 

The first requirement for receiving Communion in the Catholic Church is that you must believe 

that Communion is really the body and blood of Christ, not just a sign or symbol.  Many, 

probably most, non-Catholic Christians do not.  The basis for the Catholic faith in the Real 

Presence is laid out in the Lord's teaching in today's gospel.  The Lord says that people must eat 

his flesh to gain everlasting life.  And when his hearers object, he reiterates the teaching in more 

graphic terms, just so that there is no misunderstanding.  For starters, the Lord employs a more 

literal term for eating when he speaks of consuming his flesh, lest they try to explain away his 

language as only figurative.  Moreover, he also starts speaking of "drinking his blood"; please 

keep in mind that the practice of drinking any blood, even that of animals, was abhorrent to Jews 

since it was forbidden by the Mosaic law.  Furthermore, in this brief section of merely 8 verses, 

the Lord explicitly speaks of eating his flesh and drinking his blood 3 times; in addition, he 

mentions the need to feed on himself to gain life and he declares his flesh true food and his blood 

true drink.  This speech scandalized many of Jesus' hearers; we are told that they departed from 

his company.  So the Catholic discipline limits Communion to those who are not scandalized by 

the doctrine of the Real Presence, but believe this hard saying on the strength of Christ's word.  If 

you're going to receive Communion in this Church, you have to stand in the company of these 

true believers who followed the Lord even when he taught doctrines that surpassed their 

comprehension and offended human sensibilities.   

 

The second requirement for Communion is that you have to be in Communion with the 

Successor of St. Peter, that is, the Pope.  Being in Communion means that you accept the 

authority of the Pope as the head of the Church on earth and you believe what he teaches.  So 

even those Christians who hold to some notion of the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharist, 

for example, some Lutherans and Episcopalians, may still not approach the sacrament for the 

reason that they don't accept Peter's leadership of the Church.  To understand this, we have to 

turn to the end of this discourse--you'll hear it from the pulpit next Sunday.   What is going to 

happen is that a lot of the disciples will leave Jesus because they find this saying too hard to 

swallow.  And so the Lord will turn to the Twelve and ask that oh so poignant question:  Do you 

also want to leave?  It's Peter who will pipe up and say:  Master, to whom shall we go?  You 

have the words of eternal life.  So throughout history, it's the pope who stands as the focal point 

of unity for the Church.  Granted, the Pope may not be the holiest or the wisest of leaders--St. 

Peter wasn't either.  Nonetheless, Peter and his successors are the one disciples rally around 



when they wish to stay close to Christ.  So to receive Communion in this Church, you must also 

be in Communion with the Pope who is the earthly shepherd of this Church.   

 

Finally, there is the need for recipients of Communion to be in a state of grace before they 

approach the sacrament.  And on this score I think that Protestant critics may have a point.  I 

mean that some Catholics approach Holy Communion with no sense of the tremendous grace 

that they are about to receive, a grace that demands conversion before it may be touched.  

Meanwhile, very good and holy Christians of other traditions take offense at the sorry sight of 

impenitent sinners taking Communion, and administering it, for that matter.  I fear that we 

Catholics have become too cavalier about the sacred mystery that is being celebrated.  We've 

forgotten St. Paul's admonition to examine our hearts before receiving Communion.  And if we 

aren't right with the Lord, then we need to do penance, go to Confession, and get sincere about 

growing in holiness.  In this way we Catholics will better reflect the sanctity of the sacrament we 

receive, and the witness of our reformed and righteous lives will draw others to Christ and to his 

Church.   


