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The Homily by a religious or lay person
SEPTEMBER 2012/OCTOBER 2012
NOTE: In this report I may occasionally use bold print, italics, CAPS, or word underlining for emphasis. These will be my personal emphasis and not that of the source that I am quoting. Any footnote preceded by a number in (parenthesis) is my personal library numbering system.

Q:

Sometimes a nun gives the Homily at Mass at our church. Who can and cannot give the Homily at Mass?

A:

"Homily ( The homily is the most important form of preaching. It is the address or sermon given after the Gospel during the celebration of Mass. A homily is recommended at all Masses and is required at Masses celebrated on Sundays and holy days of obligation. It is forbidden for anyone but a bishop, priest or deacon to give the homily, and it is strongly recommended that the celebrant of the liturgy also give the homily, rather than another sacred minister.

Since the revised Code (Canon Law) made provision for those other than sacred ministers to preach on certain occasions, it was hoped by some that this would include preaching the homily. An authentic reply from the Code Commission indicated that this could not be done (cf. Canon 767)."

"#1. Among the forms of preaching, the homily is preeminent; it is a part of the liturgy itself and is reserved to a priest or to a deacon; in the homily, etc.; #4. It is the duty of the pastor or the rector of a church to see to it that these prescriptions are conscientiously observed."
 
"The liturgical books approved by competent authority are to be faithfully observed in the celebration of the sacraments; therefore no one on personal authority may add, remove or change anything in them."

The new General Instructions of the Roman Missal was released and is in effect this year. "66. The homily should ordinarily be given by the priest celebrant himself. He may entrust it to a concelebrating priest or occasionally, according to circumstances, to the deacon, but never to a lay person. In particular cases and for a just cause, the homily may even be given by a Bishop or a priest who is present at the celebration but cannot concelebrate."
 
These rubrics again instruct the clergy of the necessity of obedience to them. "24. Nevertheless, the priest must remember that he is the servant of the sacred Liturgy and that he himself is not permitted, on his own initiative, to add, remove, or to change anything in the celebration of Mass. 25. In addition, certain adaptations are indicated in the proper place in the Missal and pertain respectively to the diocesan Bishop or to the Conference of Bishops, in accord with the Constitution of the Sacred Liturgy (cf. 387, 388-393)."
 
I mentioned the latter because the new GIRM does not have adaptations or exceptions to allow a religious to preach the homily.

The clergy have occasionally misinterpreted Canon 766, which gives limited authority to allow some preaching by the laity. "The local bishop may give a lay person temporary permission to preach (Canon 766), but the preaching can never be the homily, which always comes after the Gospel at Mass and can only be given by someone who is ordained. Preaching in church outside of Mass is permitted for serious reasons at the discretion of the pastor and bishop."

"The Church is considered the family of God, and rules exist to protect that family as a whole as well as the individual members. Specifically, Catholics are obligated to follow all the divine laws of God, the natural moral law, Church law (also known as canon law), etc. In short, a Catholic is expected to be a law-abiding citizen. This viewpoint is reinforced by what Christ said: 'Render to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to God what is God’s,' (Mark 12:17)."
 
"Church laws, particularly those issued from Rome, have divine authority. That’s one of the implications of Our Lord’s words to Peter, ‘whatever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven’ (Matthew 16:19). So it’s not wrong to disapprove when those who should know better disregard liturgical laws. The laws have divine authority. Jesus never broke a divine law. So the question of whether to object to liturgical abuses comes down to this. It doesn’t matter how fine a point of law a rubric or other liturgical instruction may seem to be, but rather what authority it has. And if it came from Rome, it has Peter’s authority, which is to say, God’s."

Holy Church also issued a strong disciplinary document concerning the mixing of roles of the ordained and non-ordained. I will briefly quote part of that document here as it pertains to the homily: "#1. The homily, therefore, during the celebration of the Holy Eucharist, must be reserved to the sacred minister, Priest or Deacon (69) to the exclusion of the non-ordained faithful, even if these should have responsibilities as 'pastoral assistants' or catechists in whatever type of community or group. This exclusion is not based on the preaching ability of sacred ministers nor their theological preparation, but on that function which is reserved to them in virtue of having received the sacrament of Holy Orders. For the same reason the diocesan Bishop cannot validly dispense from the canonical norm (70) since this is not merely a disciplinary law but one that touches upon the closely connected functions of teaching and sanctifying."
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Address of Cardinal Francis Arinze at the Catholic Institute in Paris, October 26, 2006
http://blog-by-the-sea.typepad.com/blog_bythesea/2006/10/cardinal_arinze.html EXTRACT
4. The Homily
The Vatican II Council said that "the homily, therefore, is to be highly esteemed as part of the liturgy itself" (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 52). In the homily, the bread of the Word of God is distributed to the faithful. The Holy Scriptures are compared with realities of life in today's world. And it is true that a good homily, prepared well, warms the hearts of the faithful who listened to it, that is, with the "fire" mentioned in the Gospel about the two disciples of Emmaüs (cf. Luke 24:32).
Unfortunately, many homilies, delivered by priests or deacons, do not achieve this much desired goal. Some of them greatly resemble speeches marked by considerations of a sociological, psychological nature, or, even worse, political style. These homilies are not sufficiently rooted in the Holy Scripture, the liturgical texts, the Tradition of the Church and a solid theology. In certain countries, there are people who do not appreciate the fact that the homily, during the Eucharistic celebration of the Sacrifice, is a pastoral ministry reserved only to ordained ministers: the deacon, the priest and the bishop. However, although it is true that the faithful laity can very well impart the catechesis outside of the Mass, they are not entitled to deliver the homily, for which it is necessary to receive ordination.
A Higher Institute of Liturgy can thus help to spread right convictions about the homily. It can help to create a climate of opinion for homilies where the People of God could find a more substantial spiritual food. On this subject, it is appropriate to recall that, for many Catholics, the homily is probably the only religious and catechetical continuing education which they receive during the week (cf. Letter of the Pope John Paul II, N. 4; Synod of Bishops of October 2005, m. 19).
Lay Preaching on Good Friday 
http://www.zenit.org/article-22026?l=english 
ROME, March 11, 2008 (Zenit.org) Answered by Legionary of Christ Father Edward McNamara 
Q: Could a layperson, with the diocesan bishop's permission, licitly preach after the Gospel at the Good Friday liturgy, since it is not a Mass? -- C.F., Oakland, California
A: Laypeople may preach on certain occasions. The 2004 instruction "Redemptionis Sacramentum," in No. 161, states:
"As was already noted above, the homily on account of its importance and its nature is reserved to the Priest or Deacon during Mass. As regards other forms of preaching, if necessity demands it in particular circumstances, or if usefulness suggests it in special cases, lay members of Christ's faithful may be allowed to preach in a church or in an oratory outside Mass in accordance with the norm of law. [The Code of Canon Law, Canon 766] This may be done only on account of a scarcity of sacred ministers in certain places, in order to meet the need, and it may not be transformed from an exceptional measure into an ordinary practice, nor may it be understood as an authentic form of the advancement of the laity. All must remember besides that the faculty for giving such permission belongs to the local Ordinary and this as regards individual instances; this permission is not the competence of anyone else, even if they are Priests or Deacons."
Some canonists argue that "Redemptionis Sacramentum," along with a 1997 instruction regarding the collaboration of the laity with the priestly ministry, is more restrictive regarding lay preaching than the Code of Canon Law.
This indeed appears to be the case and was perhaps intentional. Certainly the documents in question were all duly approved by Pope John Paul II, who also promulgated the Code.
The prohibition of laypeople delivering the homily is much more stringent, and the Holy See has even gone so far as to state that that the diocesan bishop does not have the authority to permit a layperson to give the homily.
The reasons why the bishop cannot give this dispensation were adduced in the above-mentioned 1997 document: "[T]his is not merely a disciplinary law but one which touches upon the closely connected functions of teaching and sanctifying" (Article 3, No. 1).
It could be argued that even though the Good Friday celebration is not a Mass, the brief homily foreseen in the rubrics is for all intents and purposes of the same category as the homily during a Eucharistic celebration insofar as it "touches upon the closely connected functions of teaching and sanctifying" in the same way as during the Mass. In this case it is strictly reserved to an ordained minister.
Even if we were not before a homily in the same sense as during a Mass, a layperson would not be allowed to preach, since a priest is always present at the Good Friday celebration. And "Redemptionis Sacramentum" clearly states that lay preaching in a church or oratory is allowed "only on account of scarcity of sacred ministers."
Thus the requisite conditions for permitting lay preaching are never met during the Good Friday celebration.
A priest is almost surely present because the possibility of celebrating the Good Friday service of the Passion with holy Communion is tied intimately with the celebration of the Maundy Thursday Mass the preceding evening. The norms for the Easter celebrations (No. 54) stipulate that the rite of transfer to the altar of repose "may not be carried out if the liturgy of the Lord's Passion will not be celebrated in that same church on the following day."
As far as I know, the Holy See has not approved any official rite for celebrating a version of the Easter Triduum in the absence of a priest. 
Even though it does not have to be the same priest who presides at both celebrations, the union of the two celebrations assures that a priest will be available to preside on Good Friday.
Sharing on homily after Holy Communion / [HOMILY BY A LAY PERSON]  

Konkani Catholics digest no. 1570 dated August 7, 2008 http://groups.yahoo.com/group/KonkaniCatholics/ 
Dear Aroon, You asked: "I suppose a lay person can give his sharing on the homily after Holy Communion?"
Here's the relevant Vatican Instruction on this:
"If the need arises for the gathered faithful to be given instruction or testimony by a layperson in a Church concerning the Christian life, it is altogether preferable that this be done outside Mass. Nevertheless, for serious reasons it is permissible that this type of instruction or testimony be given after the Priest has proclaimed the Prayer after Communion. This should not become a regular practice, however. Furthermore, these instructions and testimony should not be of such a nature that they could be confused with the homily, nor is it permissible to dispense with the homily on their account." (Redemptionis Sacramentum #74)
The mind of the Church is very clear - IT DOES NOT WANT ANY KIND OF CONFUSION BETWEEN THE ROLES OF SACRED MINISTER AND THE LAY PEOPLE.
The Homily belongs to and is reserved to the Priest (or deacon) on account of their Sacred Ordination. To the Priest/Bishop belongs what we call the MINISTERIAL PRIESTHOOD or the HIERARCHICAL PRIESTHOOD.
The lay people too are priests but this priesthood is of a different nature and degree. We have what is called as the "COMMON PRIESTHOOD" or the "BAPTISMAL PRIESTHOOD" as the first Pope would tell us in his first letter, "But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own people, that you may declare the wonderful deeds of him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light." (1 Peter 2:9)
The ministerial priest, by the sacred power he enjoys, teaches and rules the priestly people; acting in the person of Christ, he makes present the Eucharistic sacrifice, and offers it to God in the name of all the people. 
The faithful, in virtue of their royal priesthood, join in the offering of the Eucharist and likewise exercise their priesthood in receiving the sacraments, in prayer and thanksgiving, in the witness of a holy life, and by self-denial and active charity.
Similarly, the homily at the Eucharistic celebration is reserved only to those who have received the Sacred Orders (Ordination) and does not depend on one's skill or qualification to preach.
So when lay people attempt to preach a homily at Mass - by whatever name they call it - they are effectively either taking on the role of an ordained minister, or at least, are causing confusion between the roles of the ordained and non-ordained.
That's why the Church says that "it is altogether preferable that [any such sharing/testimony] be done OUTSIDE MASS."
Only if there is a "serious reason" to have such a sharing within the Mass, the Church tolerates it PROVIDED the following four conditions are met:
1. it is done after the Priest has proclaimed the Prayer after Communion. This is time in the concluding rite of the mass just before the final greeting and blessing when parish announcements are normally made. It is not the same as saying "after communion" which is normally a moment of silent thanksgiving after the priest has purified the communion vessels and which belongs to the communion rite.
2. it does not become a regular feature of the liturgy but happens only on a single occasion or as long as the "serious reason" persists.
3. the instructions and testimony do not resemble a homily.
4. it does not substitute the priest's regular homily.
It is very rare that you will encounter such a genuinely "serious reason". 
Austine Crasta, moderator
Homilies while walking?

http://www.zenit.org/article-10903?l=english 
ROME, August 31, 2004 (Zenit.org) Answered by Father Edward McNamara, professor of liturgy at the Regina Apostolorum Pontifical University.
Q: During the homily after the Gospel, is the priest allowed to walk down the aisle while preaching? -- R.F., Bombay, India.
A: The General Instruction of the Roman Missal (GIRM) is rather sparse regarding this point.
No. 136 says: "The priest, standing at the chair or at the ambo itself or, when appropriate, in another suitable place, gives the homily. When the homily is completed, a period of silence may be observed."
It would probably be an excess of legalism to interpret "standing" as meaning necessarily immobile or fixed in one place.
The reason for mentioning "standing" is far more likely to distinguish the priest's posture from that of a bishop, who may preach while seated in his cathedra, or throne.
Preaching while seated symbolizes the bishop's role as teacher and guide of his people. This was the customary posture of teachers since ancient times.
While perhaps the GIRM does not strictly forbid moving around while preaching the homily, it certainly indicates a preference on the part of the Church that the homily be preached from a stable position.
I personally do not favor the practice of wandering around while preaching the homily, as it can give rise to theatrics that distract from the message. Such theatrics are often inappropriate in the context of the entire celebration as there is a danger of converting the Mass into a kind of show.
Thus once the homily is over it may be difficult for the people to recover their recollection and prepare themselves to participate in the sacrifice.
However, I don't want to make categorical statements on this point. Some priests have particular talents in this regard and use such methods to great spiritual effect, especially in Masses for young people.
This method may also be used while preaching outside Mass, such as during retreats.
When preparing a homily, a priest must also consider the most effective mode of delivery. And he should remember that his first and foremost duty is to present Christ's message.
Getting the message across to the best of his ability has to be his priority.
If his oratorical resources tend to draw attention away from the message and toward his personality, then in some way he is not completely fulfilling his mission.
Follow-up: Homilies While Walking
http://www.zenit.org/article-11022?l=english 
The column regarding homilies-while-walking-about (see August 31) brought to mind a related question from a South African correspondent. 
She wrote: "Instead of a homily, a certain priest played the song 'Imagine' -- by the Beatles or by one of the Beatles -- and then pranced about the altar and up and down the aisle. Is this type of behavior in keeping with the liturgy? I was not present but two independent persons called me to ask whether I knew if this is what we can expect in the future."
After the publication of the recent instruction "Redemptionis Sacramentum," I certainly hope we can expect no more of this kind of thing in the future.
Of course, if the congregation took John Lennon's imagination seriously, especially the lines about imagining no heaven and no religion, the good father would be prancing down the aisle of an empty church.
"Redemptionis Sacramentum" Nos. 67 and 68 are very clear regarding the qualities of the homily:
"Particular care is to be taken so that the homily is firmly based upon the mysteries of salvation, expounding the mysteries of the Faith and the norms of Christian life from the biblical readings and liturgical texts throughout the course of the liturgical year and providing commentary on the texts of the Ordinary or the Proper of the Mass, or of some other rite of the Church.
"It is clear that all interpretations of Sacred Scripture are to be referred back to Christ himself as the one upon whom the entire economy of salvation hinges, though this should be done in light of the specific context of the liturgical celebration. In the homily to be given, care is to be taken so that the light of Christ may shine upon life's events. Even so, this is to be done so as not to obscure the true and unadulterated word of God: for instance, treating only of politics or profane subjects, or drawing upon notions derived from contemporary pseudo-religious currents as a source.
"The diocesan Bishop must diligently oversee the preaching of the homily, also publishing norms and distributing guidelines and auxiliary tools to the sacred ministers, and promoting meetings and other projects for this purpose so that they may have the opportunity to consider the nature of the homily more precisely and find help in its preparation."
Thus it is evident that the practice you mention in no way corresponds to what a homily should be, and indeed it deprives the faithful of their right to have God's Word and the Church's teaching imparted to them.
The practice described is further weighed down by the superficiality and overall lack of respect shown toward the liturgy by the intromission of elements that are totally alien to the sacred rite.
While the song in question is not without merits, it hardly reflects Christian theology. But the principle that no external element may substitute the homily would hold true even if the priest had played specifically Christian music. Not even Handel's Halleluiah Chorus or Mozart's Requiem can replace the preaching of God's word.
It is also difficult to excuse as a momentary slip due to the deliberate planning required in carrying out such an operation.


As "Redemptionis Sacramentum," No. 79, says: "Finally, it is strictly to be considered an abuse to introduce into the celebration of Holy Mass elements that are contrary to the prescriptions of the liturgical books and taken from the rites of other religions."
If the priest in question were to continue engaging in similar practices, the diocesan bishop, who, as seen above in RS 68, oversees the preaching of the homily, should be informed in a sober and factual manner so that he may orient the priest to a correct understanding of his mission as preacher of God's word.
See also
APPLAUSE, JOKES, AND SAYING GOOD MORNING AT MASS 

http://ephesians-511.net/docs/APPLAUSE_JOKES_AND_SAYING_GOOD_MORNING_AT_MASS.doc
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