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ST. PIUS X AND FIRST COMMUNION

St. Pius X, who ministered as pope from 1903 - 1914, had a special place in his heart for 

children. As a bishop and pastor he would always carry candy in his pockets for the chil-

dren he would meet in the street. He regularly included them in the catechism classes he 

taught. During his papal audiences Pius X made it a practice of gathering children in the 

audience around him and talk about their interests. He also gave weekly catechism ses-

sions in the courtyard of San Damaso in the Vatican and always included a special place 

for children. It is St. Pius X who mandated that every parish establish a Confraternity for 

Christian Doctrine so that children would not be raised in religious ignorance.

St. Pius X was especially concerned that young children were not receiving Holy Commu-

nion. This was the result of a movement within the Church called Jansenism. Jansenism 

was a pessimistic theology that influenced the Church since the 1600’s. According to this 

theology Catholics should be aware of their sinful state and not approach God until they 

had done enough penance and fasting to be worthy. Jansenists discouraged the practice 

of frequent reception of Holy Communion. They taught that the person receiving Com-

munion must first purify themselves of mortal and venial sin before they approached the 

Sacrament.

In 1910 St. Pius X presented the Decree on First Communion (Quam Singulari) in which 

he criticized Jansenist influence. It had been the teaching of the Church since the Council 

of Trent (1545- 1563) that the Eucharist should be received at “the age of reason or dis-

cretion.” But it was the practice on the local level at the time to delay reception of First 

Communion. In some places the age was fixed at ten or twelve. In some places the age 

was delayed until the age of fourteen or more.

Reflecting on the consequences of these practices St. Pius X wrote:

This practice of preventing the faithful from receiving on the plea of safeguarding 

the august Sacrament has been the cause of many evils. It happened that children 

in their innocence were forced away from the embrace of Christ and deprived of the 

food of their interior life; and from this it also happened that in their youth, destitute 

of this strong help, surrounded by so many temptations, they lost their innocence 

and fell into vicious habits even before tasting of the Sacred Mysteries.
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St. Pius X was especially upset that as children had not received First Holy Communion 

they were also deprived of Holy Viaticum when they were in danger of imminent death. 

Viaticum is the reception of Holy Communion as food for the journey from life to death. 

As a consequence children (who died more frequently in the age before penicillin and 

other benefits of modern medicine) died without this powerful prayer of the Church.

Pius X then reviewed the teaching of the Church concerning the age proper for receiving 

First Holy Communion. This is that age of reason and discretion was the age in which the 

child can discern the difference between ordinary bread and the presence of Christ in the 

Eucharistic species. This was at about the age of seven.

One of the reasons those who wished to have the Holy Communion given at a later age 

was so that the child could have a complete knowledge of Catholic faith and doctrine 

before they received. Contrary to this, Pius X states:

Perfect knowledge of the things of faith, therefore, is not required, for an elementary

knowledge suffices-some knowledge; similarly full use of reason is not required, for a

certain beginning of the use of reason, that is, some use of reason suffices.

Therefore Pius X stated that postponing the age of reception to a later age for its recep-

tion “must be absolutely discouraged.”

The Decree on First Communion therefore states that the year in which the child should 

be catechized to receive the Eucharist should be about the age of seven, more or less. 

It also stated that a full and perfect knowledge of Christian doctrine was not necessary 

for First Communion (nor for First Confession). There should be regular catechesis for 

children in the parish and parents are to be closely involved in the decision of evaluating 

a child’s readiness for receiving Holy Communion. However the parish and parents are to 

make a commitment that children learn the entire Catechism gradually according to their 

ability. 

St. Pius X was also concerned that the liturgy be practiced more reverently. He had at-

tended many celebrations of the Mass with full Baroque orchestra and choir and thought 

that there was more concern for the performance of the orchestra and not enough on the 
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Sacred Drama being celebrated on the altar. So he supported the use of Gregorian Chant 

in the liturgy to help create an atmosphere of sincere devotion. 

RECEIVING HOLY COMMUNION FREQUENTLY

The efforts of St. Pius X blossomed in the 20th century with the spread of systematic cat-

echesis with the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine. The reception of First Communion at 

about the age of seven became the norm in Catholic parishes.

As the 20th century moved forward and the practice of daily reception of Holy Commu-

nion increased, the Church could not help but notice another issue related to receiving 

the Eucharist on Sundays. Catholic parishes were quite busy and Sunday Masses began at 

about 6:30am and continued to be celebrated all morning at times ending with a 12:15pm 

Mass. As the Masses were celebrated later in the morning from about 10:00 on there were 

fewer and fewer receiving Holy Communion. By the time people attended the 12:15pm 

Mass, perhaps there were one or two communicants. This was due to the eucharistic fast 

at that time that Holy Communion could not be received if water or food had been taken 

since midnight.

Pope Pius XII began to address the issue in 1953 when he decreed in Christus Dominus 

that the ordinary water did not break the eucharistic fast. He also decreed that while the 

requirement of not taking food since midnight was still in force, exemptions from the fast 

were given to the ill, to travelers, and to workers involved in demanding jobs.

In a second decree Sacram Communionem (1957), Pius XII modified the eucharistic fast 

even further. Now the rule was to be a three hour fast from food and alcoholic beverages 

before receiving Holy Communion.

Finally Pope Paul VI (1964) reduced the period of fasting from food and drink to one hour

before receiving Holy Communion, and even this minimum could be dispensed in the 

case of the ill or infirm.

All of these changes were made to encourage Catholics to receive Holy Communion at 

whatever Mass they attend.
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RECEIVING FIRST COMMUNION TODAY

Catholics today are receiving the benefit of the pastoral decisions the Popes made in 

the 20th century giving them the opportunity to receive Holy Communion often. First 

Communion programs flourish in parishes and First Communion is a special occasion cel-

ebrated by families all over the world. It is so important that First Communion not simply 

be seen by parents as a social event. Their child will be receiving the Body and Blood of 

the risen Jesus Christ in Holy Communion for the first time. Their son or daughter is also 

entering into a deeper relationship with them as their brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ.

The Church teaches that the Eucharist is the Source and Summit of Christian life. It is our

prayer of thanksgiving and gratitude to God for sending his Son to save the human family

from sin. For the person receiving their First Communion, it begins a process of deepen-

ing their relationship with Christ and others. What can families do to create an environ-

ment to help the child to continue the journey?

What do families that value the Eucharist look like?

They are families that regularly attend Sunday Mass and the Holy Days of Obligation.

They are families that foster personal prayer for everyone in the family.

They are families that live in gratitude, thankful every day for the gifts that they receive 

from God.

They are families that live in Christian hope, trusting in God through the inevitable diffi-

culties in life.

They are families who have dinner together on a regular basis, taking time to talk and 

listen to one another, with everyone at the table have a chance to be heard. The Eucharist 

is structured around a meal, the Lord’s Supper. The greater sense of participation in a 

family during meal time at home leads to a greater sense of participation in the family of 

the Church celebrating the Eucharist.
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They are families who encourage their children to make appropriate sacrifices to care for 

the needs of the poor.

In his book The One Thing, Matthew Kelly describes one night when he held his infant son

Walter in his arms and reflected on his hopes for Walter’s future. At the center of these 

hopes was that Walter would grow as a young man who would discover as Matthew had 

done the meaning of the Eucharist. Matthew then realized how he was already preparing 

Walter to discover the importance of this great Sacrament in his life.

I hope I can teach my son to have a dynamic relationship with God. I hope I can teach

him to listen to the promptings of God in his life. I hope I can teach him to appreciate

how powerful it is to be fed by the Eucharist. I hope that I can teach him to live a life

worthy of the talents God has given him. But how?

That night, sitting there, I could feel his little self breathing against my neck, and I

thought to myself, “How will I teach him these things?”

It was overwhelming. But then I was reminded of a friend who had told me that the

first lessons of faith come through relationships. In the care and concern I show my

son, by touching him tenderly and speaking sincere words of love, I have already be-

gun to teach him about God as a loving Father. When I go out of my way to do things

for him, to help his mother, or to serve others, I am teaching him about the Eucharist,

which is a powerful reminder that Jesus laid down his life for us … and that he calls us

to lay down our lives for others.

I pray that out of all this emerges a longing to receive the Eucharist.


