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Liturgical documents must be carefully read and properly understood because they have a great impact on liturgical catechesis and sacramental practice.

The publication of two recent liturgical documents—the English-language study translation of the Institutio generalis Missalis Romani (commonly called the "General Instruction of the Roman Missal") and the National Conference of Catholic Bishops' (NCCB) Built of Living Stones: Art, Architecture, and Worship—resulted in reactions in the popular media, both secular and religious, that serve to remind liturgists, religious educators, and the "people in the pews" that such documents still possess the power to evoke (and in some cases provoke) a wide spectrum of reactions from Catholics. These reactions and perspectives lead to the much larger question of what would be an appropriate set of hermeneutical principles with which someone untutored in liturgical theology might approach such documents.

In light of these concerns, this essay attends to three tasks. First, it notes several hermeneutical "locked doors" that unfortunately bar both the secular and religious press from full understanding. These can be particularly problematic for catechists and religious educators who rely on the media for information regarding liturgical matters. Second, a number of general interpretive principles or "keys" that might be helpful for reading such documents are explored; these principles should be understood as broad hermeneutical strategies. Finally, several practical and more immediate strategies are suggested, especially for those situations in which a religious educator, catechist, or liturgical minister has a question that needs immediate attention. 

People engaged in a catechetical or religious education ministry in a Roman Catholic context are the intended audience throughout this essay, though pastoral ministers will hopefully find these reflections helpful. Thus, the presumption is that the reader is not a specialist in either liturgical theology or canon law.

There exist at least three approaches to reading and interpreting liturgical documents that ultimately result in non-productivity or "locked doors": (1) prematurely beginning with a hermeneutics of suspicion, (2) reading liturgical documents in isolation from one another, and (3) acting (or reacting) prematurely. 

Surely one of the more distressing aspects of recent reactions to the publication of certain liturgical documents is their suspicious and critical tone. For example, the revision of the Institutio generalis has been greatly criticized on a number of fronts. Two instances suffice here to illustrate the point. 

First, the insertion of the word "sacred" as an adjective to refer to liturgical rites, vestures, vessels, and so forth—that is, "sacred books," "sacred rites," "sacred vessels"—has been criticized by some as an attempted re-inscription of a more traditional and dualistic dichotomy between the sacred and the profane. Comments by members of both the secular and religious media have suggested that this is yet another instance of a plot to turn back the liturgical clock and bring back a pre-conciliar approach to Catholic worship that emphasized too keenly the distinction between the secular and the sacred.

Another commonly heard criticism of the revised Institutio argues that the revision attempts to reassert the old clericalism. This attempt is said to be illustrated by the new emphasis on instituted lectors and acolytes and certain clarifications regarding the role of extraordinary ministers of the Eucharist. The directive that the priest give the kiss of peace to those in the sanctuary area is said to be another example of a retrieved clericalism.


These interpretations may or may not accurately reflect the spirit of those responsible for the revised document. The point here, however, is that other "readings" are possible. As a former director of a diocesan office of worship, I think that a number of abuses, albeit well intended, have certainly taken place during the past few decades. Catechesis in which the celebration of the Eucharist was referred to as a "Sunday party," instances of the use of clown vestments, vessels that are arguably inappropriate for liturgical use—all these examples point out some problems in the recent past. In light of both abuses and confusion, the idea that the revised Institutio generalis seeks, in fact, to provide some clarifications can be plausibly entertained. In fact, the document attempts to foster a renewed awareness of and appreciation for liturgical vessels, vestures, and persons that are "consecrated." 

While a hermeneutics of suspicion certainly has a place in the interpretation of documents, it would be unfair to employ it as the first action in the circle of interpretation. Therefore, the first liturgical locked door to avoid is a jaundiced reading of the documents that actually begins with a hermeneutics of suspicion. Rather, such a hermeneutics should be incorporated after a more irenic and innocent initial reading.

A second situation that often leads to a locked door is the reading of one particular liturgical document in isolation from other liturgical documents and, more broadly, from other non-liturgical church documents. Here again, a simple illustration suffices. A number of newspapers, both religious and secular, commented on some of the directives in the Institutio generalis without due recognition of the Pastoral Introduction to the Order of the Mass. The Pastoral Introduction, while not of the same canonical weight as the Institutio, nevertheless does further clarify or modify some of the latter's directives. For example, some in the media suggested that if extraordinary ministers of the Eucharist could not break the body of Christ at the Lamb of God, then neither could they pour the precious blood into the cups. In fact, the Pastoral Introduction notes that they can do this. The Bishops' Committee on the Liturgy had to clarify this point, among others, in a newsletter. Thus, a second locked door: Liturgical documents and any directives contained therein should not be read in isolation from related documents. The relationship must be understood as a dialogical one.

An anecdote suffices as an illustration for a third locked door. I arrived in the sacristy of a nearby parish a week after articles regarding the directives in the Institutio generalis had appeared in both the diocesan newspaper as well as several secular newspapers. The article that appeared in the diocesan newspaper had tried to carefully note some of the changes that would be inaugurated as a result of the revisions. One of these, of course, was the elimination of the carrying of the lectionary in the procession as well as the use of the Book of the Gospels in procession by the deacon. In this parish, as a result of what was gleaned from the newspapers, the lector was not carrying the lectionary (as had been the practice in this parish for at least two decades) and there was some question as to the vesture of the lector as well as placement in the procession. Needless to say, a modicum of commotion ensued. And so the third locked door, stated simply, is this: Acting prematurely on such documents, especially the interpretation of their contents by the press, secular or religious, can be problematic. Slow down and wait for diocesan directives.

These locked doors and some possible remedies having been noted, what helpful general principles might be applied to the reading and interpreting of liturgical documents? It might be helpful here to note what is meant by "general principles." They emerge from the context and the experience of the typical "lay person," that is, the person who is not an expert in either liturgical theology or canon law. The principles are rooted in certain theological presuppositions as well as in a common-sense approach to the reading of liturgical documents. They are not meant as a substitute for knowledge of canon law. 

However, before briefly exploring these general principles, I should note that certain liturgical theological presuppositions serve as the backdrop for any reading and interpreting of liturgical documents:

The priority of the liturgical assembly: This priority is rooted biblically, in part, in the Pauline idea of the Church as the "mystical body of Christ." It has played a rather significant role in the modern liturgical movement and reforms.

The priority of full, active, and conscious participation: This does not necessarily imply that everyone is doing everything at the same time, in the same manner, and to the same degree. It does, however, mean that people should know and comprehend, even in a non-thematic way, the meaning of the liturgical celebrations in which they participate.

The priority of liturgy as the public worship of the Church: The liturgy is not private in the sense of a privatized or isolated experience. Likewise, the liturgy is the official public worship of the Church and thus can be distinguished from devotion.

The priority of the spiritual well-being of the faithful: The goal of the liturgy is both the glorification of God as well as the sanctification of people.

These liturgical theological presuppositions serve as the backdrop to any reading and interpreting of liturgical documents. This being said, more general principles for the interpretation of such documents follow.

1. Do not attempt to interpret liturgical documents alone, and certainly never presume to put into effect directives contained therein without proper direction from the local ordinary (that is, the bishop who is ultimately responsible for the liturgy) and the diocesan office of worship. These documents are generally written in a specialist kind of discourse that is not always easy to interpret. Furthermore, they generally presume familiarity with a modicum of liturgical and sacramental theology.
2. Recognize that when you are reading and interpreting a liturgical document, you are dealing with many different genres of liturgical discourse. In this sense, reading a liturgical document is not unlike reading the Bible. You may quite possibly be dealing with actual prayer texts, biblical texts, ritual directives, and theological explanations in any given book or on any given page.

3. Begin with a hermeneutics of innocence rather than one of suspicion. Be especially careful about approaching such documents with biases that may have been generated by the popular press. The media sometimes misrepresents church documents, sometimes because liturgical documents and the directives contained therein are couched in technical liturgical or canonical terminology that can be easily misinterpreted. 

4. In addition to reading with a hermeneutics of innocence, read the liturgical document with as little interference from outside popular media sources as possible. This might empower you to approach the text with an open perspective. Unfortunately, many Catholics never read the actual church documents, instead relying rather heavily on the media for information. 

5. Read the documents as much as possible in their historical and evolving context. It is helpful to remember that the first editions and translations of the reformed liturgical celebrations were precisely that—first. From the beginning, revision and clarification were envisioned as part of the process. Later revisions are certainly the product of earlier experiences, but they are not necessarily the product of simple "reaction" or some attempt to retrieve uncritically pre-conciliar forms of worship. 

6. Read the given liturgical document in the context of other liturgical documents. For example, one cannot possibly appreciate NCCB's Built of Living Stones if one is not familiar with the various directives concerning liturgical art and architecture found in a plethora of liturgical documents issued since first reforms after the Second Vatican Council. Furthermore, to appreciate Built of Living Stones, one must appreciate the earlier document Environment and Art in Catholic Worship. 

7. Consider the nature and weight of the liturgical document. It is helpful to recognize that church documents generally are issued under particular conditions and with some clarity regarding the authority of the document. In this regard it is also helpful to note when the document is truly legal in nature. One of the more interesting dimensions of the praenotanda that are found in post-conciliar liturgical books is the mixture of discourses found there. For example, unlike with previous liturgical books, one finds a great deal of theology in these praenotanda alongside ritual directives. In other words, know the genre of the text. One of the real difficulties in interpreting liturgical law is that the law must be interpreted within a broader theological and pastoral context. 

8. Consider the implications of the liturgical document for catechists and religious educators. Many liturgical documents have had and do have, quite rightly, an influence on catechesis and religious education. Actually, the relationships among church documents, liturgy, and catechesis or religious education can move in a number of different directions. For example, the Catechism of the Catholic Church has no doubt exercised influence in sacramental and liturgical catechesis that has impacted liturgical and sacramental celebrations.

9. Become familiar with works that deal with questions concerning liturgical documents, directives, and law. This suggestion is especially germane for religious educators and catechists precisely because of the impact of these works in the areas of sacramental preparation, the catechumenate, and catechesis in general.

10. When in doubt, consult an expert. Of course, who that expert might be depends greatly on the nature of the text. In one case, a canon lawyer might be consulted. In another case, a liturgical theologian might be needed.


When questions arise concerning the interpretation of liturgical documents, in addition to procuring and reading the document, consider consulting the appropriate liturgical agencies and resources. Obviously such agencies and resources should themselves be under church sponsorship. Here four are mentioned.

First, of course, one might consult with the members of the diocesan office of religious education (under whatever name it might operate in any given diocese). As a result of a renewed emphasis on the relationship between liturgy and catechesis, especially resulting from the reform sacraments of initiation, the office of religious education often works in concert with the diocesan office of worship. 

Second, many dioceses today do have an office of worship that is often staffed by at least one full-time person. A function of this office is to act on behalf of and in union with the local ordinary. The personnel who work in these offices are a resource when dealing with questions concerning liturgical documents, and they function in part to deploy information concerning ongoing liturgical reform.

Third, in the United States, the Bishops' Committee on the Liturgy (commonly referred to as the BCL) is a wellspring of assistance. The BCL, located in Washington, D.C., as part of the National Conference of Catholic Bishops, can easily be contacted when questions arise. One might also consider subscribing to the BCL Newsletter, which often contains recent and relevant information pertaining to liturgical documents and their promulgation. These newsletters are especially helpful in highlighting and clarifying the implications of revised or new liturgical documents.

A final source is the Federation of Diocesan Liturgical Commissions (known as the FDLC). The FDLC maintains a full-time staff and sponsors a number of publications and a newsletter. Most diocesan offices of worship maintain membership in the FDLC.


Reading liturgical documents is certainly no easy task. Neither canon lawyers nor professional liturgists find it to be without challenge. This essay has sought to highlight some of the common problems that can be overcome with a productive approach, along with some common-sense general principles and practical strategies for reading and interpreting liturgical documents and the directives found therein. 

Michael D. Whalen, CM, is an assistant professor in the department of theology at St. John's University in New York. Dr. Whalen teaches liturgy and has published articles on liturgy and catechesis in The Living Light and elsewhere.
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One of the authors in the pages that follow mentions a book with the subtitle "The Church's Best Kept Secret." This subtitle specifically refers to the Church's social teaching found in papal encyclicals and other magisterial statements, but it might well apply to the whole corpus of church documents. 

It is ironic (but not inaccurate) that church documents often cloak Catholic teaching in secrecy when their purpose is actually to elucidate the teachings. Papal encyclicals, apostolic exhortations, and instructions of various kinds are intended to spread the word around the world. Yet many of these documents are not read; even when read, they are not always understood. When church documents were written only in Latin, people did not have easy access to them, and it took time for the encyclicals to be translated into modern languages. Then, people didn't know where to obtain copies. But these excuses for not reading important documents are no longer valid in this age of electronic communication. Translations of most important pronouncements and instructions of recent popes and the Roman curia are available almost immediately on the Vatican website. 
However, the downside of modern communications is the way that church documents are presented in the media. In the era of headline news and "sound bites," journalists and editors—like town criers of old—herald the publication of new encyclicals and church directives. The nature of their work requires that they capture the essence of a document in a lead paragraph of two or three sentences. Headlines and thirty-second radio spots create an impression that lingers, which is often the reason that people do not read the actual documents. Many readers are satisfied with a news summary that—as they are led (willingly) to believe—captures the main points. Sensational headlines—as in the case of Pope Paul VI's encyclical Humanae vitae (On the Regulation of Birth) in 1968 and in the statement Dominus Iesus (On the Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church) published this past year by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith—put a spin on documents that misrepresent their purpose and make them a lightning rod for controversy. Such headlines focus on a single issue apart from the whole and turn a specific directive into a general principle. Too often the loudest critics are individuals who have hurriedly read the document and overlook why it was written and to whom it is addressed.

Reading is an art. Almost all readers easily distinguish between prose and poetry, and they bring different mindsets to the reading of the newspaper's editorial and sports pages. The accomplished reader instinctively recognizes subtly different literary genres, which in the case of church documents means distinguishing between papal encyclicals and apostolic exhortations, and between the constitutions, decrees, and declarations of the Second Vatican Council.

The informed reader, knowing that the author's intended audience shapes the contents and tone of a document, looks immediately to see to whom it is addressed. Pope Pius XII addressed his encyclicals "to our venerable brethren, patriarchs, primates, archbishops, bishops and other local ordinaries" in communion with the Holy See. Pope John XXIII added "and to all the clergy and faithful of the Catholic world," and in the case of his encyclical Pacem in terris (Peace on Earth), "to all men of good will." Pope John Paul II addressed his encyclical Fides et ratio (On the Relationship between Faith and Reason) simply "to the bishops of the Catholic Church," but he addressed Evangelium vitae (The Gospel of Life) to "bishops, priests and deacons, men and women religious, lay faithful and all people of good will."

Readers who most appreciate church documents are individuals who recognize them as part of the Church's living tradition. They trace a trajectory back from the latest papal pronouncement to the New Testament. The popes and other authors of the Church's official documents are like the head of the household in Jesus' parable, "who brings from his storeroom both the new and the old" (Mt 13:52). Like St. Paul in his epistles, they interpret and apply the meaning of Christ's life and teaching to the concrete circumstances of the world in which we live. Papal encyclicals, apostolic exhortations, and other instructions—no matter how formidable they appear—are intended to make the Christian message better known. Readers of this issue of The Living Light who take the time to identify the different genres of church documents and learn some basic rules of thumb for reading them will discover the many secrets these documents contain.
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