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A Short Course on Liturgical Law 

Adapted from the Springfield in Illinois Presbyteral Council Workshop on Liturgical Norms,  

Rev. Ronald F. Krisman, 26 April 1993.  
 

 

I.  Nature of Liturgical Law  
All liturgical law promotes good Liturgy   
Is ecclesiastical (canon) law, though most not in the Code of Canon Law 
Regulates the Liturgy, i.e., all the rites in the official liturgical books, universal 

and particular  
Intended to provide harmony and unity in external life of Church as a reflection 

of the inner unity brought forth by the Spirit 
Unity is not uniformity 
Follows same principles, interpretation, and dispensation as other Church law 

 

II.  Sources of Liturgical Law  
The liturgical books:  

• Introductions (praenotanda) give theological background and major 
disciplinary norms concerning preparation and celebration of the rites  

• Rubrics are more precise directives about what to say or do at a specific 
moment in the celebration  

Code of Canon Law Book IV, though most canons here not true liturgical law, 
and other canons of the CCC – See Canon 2 

Other postconciliar legislation:  conciliar constitutions; apostolic constitutions; 
instructions; directories … 

• NB:  some postconciliar legislation is superseded by later legislation 
Particular law of the USCCB and the diocesan bishop 

 

III.  Interpretation of Liturgical Law 
Need to able to understand the legal text and context: 

• Is it true law?  Was the author competent to make law?  Was it 
promulgated?  Is it a law or executory decree (binding but of different 
weight)? 

• SO … Make friends with the canon lawyers; ask for help 
 

IV.  Juridic Norms in Liturgical Law 
1. Preceptive Norms – impose an obligation; degrees of obligatory force: 

a. Most Imperious:  negative command with no exceptions – “is 
prohibited”, “is not lawful”, “may not”, “cannot”, “must not” 

b. Very Imperious:  may allow for exceptions at times – “is bound by 
obligation”, “is necessary”, “must”, “is required”  

c. Less Imperious:  use of present indicative – “to be” 
d. Milder Commands:  use of the subjunctive – usually translated 

“should” or “is to [do such and such]”  
2. Recommendations – not obligatory; usually express an ideal 
3. Discretionary Norms – giving an option or options; half way between 

preceptive norms and recommendations 
4. Statement of Rights and Capabilities: 

a. Rights – allow certain actions to be taken or not, using words such as 
“can”, “is permitted”, “is at liberty”, “is lawful” 

b. Capabilities – specify who is capable of holding a certain office or 
performing a certain function (but not everyone so qualified has a 
“right” to the office or function)   


