DID PRESIDENT RECEIVE COMMUNION?


By Robert De Piante





It was on March 29, in a small town in South Africa, that President Clinton approached the front of the Catholic Church and, with hands folded, received Communion. He was followed by Hillary.  Press reports said that he received Communion on the tongue, while Hillary received in her hand.


   Initial reaction was,  for many Catholics, outrage. Others,


especially those of the  liberal wing of our Church, weren’t shocked, and many praised his actions as another step in bringing the peoples of the world closer together.


   It was most interesting to note that after this affront to the Catholic belief in Communion, and the seriousness of  Clinton’s insult, the loudest voice of  outrage came from a secular paper, and not a novus ordo Catholic newspaper.


   The New York Post wrote, in an editorial on April 1:





BILL  CLINTON  TAKES  HOLY COMMUNION?


Anyone who still clings to the belief that private character has no impact on public behavior  need only examine the photo (shown above as well as published in many US newspapers and shown on TV) of Bill Clinton which shows the president receiving the sacrament of Holy Communion on Sunday at the Regina Mundi Roman Catholic Church in South Africa.


  President Clinton is not a Catholic.


  Now, he no doubt believed that by availing himself of one of the Church’s sacraments that he was somehow showing respect for Catholicism.


  We think he was doing precisely the opposite.


   True respect for a faith you do not share would involve standing when everyone else stands, sitting when everyone else sits, and kneeling  when everyone else kneels. It does not, in a Catholic church, involve partaking in  the sacred ritual of Communion.


   Roman Catholics believe that, during the Holy Sacrifice of the Mass, the priest transforms ordinary bread and wine into the body  and blood of Jesus Christ. Thus, the host the communicant


receives upon the tongue is no mere symbol, but the very essence of the Catholic faith. The first Holy Communion, for Catholic children and for adult converts to Catholicism, is the culmination of many, many  hours of study, prayer and repentance for one’s sins. It is certainly not undertaken lightly - or  for a photo op.


   There was a report yesterday that a group of African bishops had voted to allow heads of state to receive communion in African churches, even if they were not Catholics. That may be so, but even such a nicety would not compel the president to take


advantage of it.


   When it comes to religious observance in the  presence of those who profess a different faith, reticence is always the rule.


   But reticence is foreign to Bill Clinton - except,  that is, when


it comes to elaborating on his relationship with Monica Lewinsky.


His decision  to have himself photographed taking Communion is another mark of his emotional exhibitionism.  Buffeted by evidence of his morally scandalous behavior, he wishes to appear spiritual. And so he appropriated the mantle of Catholic ritual for the purposes of  scoring minor political points.


   There’s nothing new about this side of Bill  Clinton’s character. After all, a politician who says he “feels your pain” doesn’t; he’s really  just stealing it for his own gain.


   But this isn’t some unemployed guy in New  Hampshire we’re talking about. It’s the Catholic Church - the oldest institution in the Western  World.


   It’s long past time to be surprised by the  president’s conduct,


but this really was beyond the pale, even for him.





   You know, as a Catholic journalist who practiced that profession for more than 43 years, I wish I had written that editorial. It was, obviously, written by someone who understands our Faith,  and expressed very well the real problem with what our President did. He used our Church, and its Sacraments, for his own personal gain, a very serious scandal.


   But then, we must consider the bigger issue: As traditional


Catholics, we have great concern for the validity of the consecration of the hosts using the novus ordo rites. If, as we


have often said, the hosts consecrated by a novus ordo priest in a novus ordo mass, will probably be invalidly consecrated, and not really and truly be the Body of Christ, then, in fact, did Clinton receive Holy Communion, or just a wafer of bread?


   It all tends to boggle the mind. The only saving grace to the


entire process was that in all probability, the host Clinton received was not validly consecrated, and though the action was an insult to the Catholic Faith, it was, thank God, probably  not a validly consecrated host, and the last word will be in favor of Our Lord not being insulted.


   There were several days following the incident when the White House and its spokesmen explained that the bishops of Africa encouraged the President to receive communion,  the bishops had pointed out that they had encouraged other Protestant heads of state to receive Communion,  and that in the final analysis, the President felt he had done nothing wrong.


   We encourage the President in the future to listen to the sermon at the services that day,  then consider his own worthiness to participate in the most sacred action a Catholic ever undertakes, reception of the Body of Christ. The sermon the day the president went to that service in Africa: The sin of adultery.


   A check two weeks after the incident of various sources did reveal that several church leaders in the United States, as well as in the Vatican, did condemn Clinton's actions and his abuse of Catholic beliefs. However, it seems that this was only done in answer to pressure from Catholics worldwide wondering just how such an event could have taken place. While some church leaders were appalled by such action, a large majority of them were not.





So: Why All The Ruckus?


   The story of President Clinton's sacrilegeous act while on his trip in Africa did cause quite a stir. However, when news journalists interviewed conciliar church authorities regarding the event, many were in agreement with the action. "This is only a practical application of what the church allows today," said a Jesuit university professor. "Why all the ruckus?"


   Such an attitude caused Catholics to be even more concerned. Is such a thing true? Were we all asleep when the law of the Church was changed? Perhaps.


   The possibility of "inter-communion" is explained in the "New" Code of Canon Law (1983).[Emphasis mine. Ed.]





Canon 844 - Sharing the Sacraments


   "(2) Whenever necessity requires or a genuine spiritual advantage commends it . . . Christ's faithful for whom it is physically or morally impossible to approach a catholic minister, may lawfully receive the sacraments of penance, Eucharist and the anointing of the sick from non-Catholic ministers in whose churches these sacraments are valid.


   "(4) . . . Catholic ministers may lawfully administer these same sacraments to other christians not in full communion with the catholic church, who cannot approach a minister of their own community and who spontaneously ask for them, provided they demonstrate the catholic faith in respect to these sacraments."


   The official commentary commissioned by the Canon Law Society of America, and published by Paulist Press in 1985, explains #4: "Some guidance in this matter is provided by Vatican II's Decree on Ecumenism, which singles out the Anglican communion among Western churches and ecclesial communities as one occupying 'a special place among those communions in which Catholic traditions and institutions in part continue to exist.'" (UR 13)


   Contrast this with the traditional "Old" Code: #731: "It is forbidden to administer the Sacraments of the Church to heretics or schismatics, even though they are in good faith and request the Sacraments, unless they shall have previously renounced their errors and obtained reconciliation with the Church."








This article first appeared in the March 1998 issue of The Catholic Voice, P.O. Box 130, Mead, WA 99021 USA.


