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In the vast ocean of Catholic liturgy, there are terms and concepts that, while fundamental,
often go unnoticed by most of the faithful. One of them is the imperative homily, a practice
that has been key in the spiritual formation of God’s people throughout history. But what
does this term really mean? Why is it important in the life of the Church? And, most
importantly, how can it help us live our faith more deeply today?

Join us on this journey as we explore the origins, evolution, and current relevance of the
imperative homily.

1. What Is an Imperative Homily?
Simply put, an imperative homily is one that a bishop or a higher ecclesiastical authority
orders to be preached in all Masses within their diocese or jurisdiction. It is not an
optional or improvised homily but an exhortation that the Church considers of vital
importance for the faithful.

The content of these homilies typically addresses urgent topics affecting the Christian
community, such as the defense of life, family, charity, peace, or the need for conversion.
They may also focus on significant ecclesial events, such as a synod, a papal pastoral letter,
or a particular social situation that requires illumination from the faith.

2. Origin and History of the Imperative Homily
To understand the meaning of the imperative homily, we must go back to the early centuries
of Christianity.

Since apostolic times, preaching has been an essential pillar in the transmission of the faith.
In the Acts of the Apostles, we see how Saint Peter, Saint Paul, and the other disciples
proclaimed the Word of God with authority:

“We cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and
heard.” (Acts 4:20)
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As the Church grew and became more organized, preaching began to take on a more
structured form. During the Middle Ages, with the rise of monasticism and scholasticism,
homilies became powerful teaching tools.

However, it was at the Council of Trent (16th century) that the homily was firmly
established as an essential part of the Sunday Mass, and the Church set clear norms
regarding its content and obligatory nature. From that moment on, bishops began to
order homilies on specific topics to address pressing spiritual needs.

More recently, the Second Vatican Council reaffirmed the importance of the homily within
the Mass, stating that:

“The homily should faithfully explain the mysteries of the
faith and the norms of Christian life, based on the sacred
text.” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 52)

3. Why Does the Church Mandate an Imperative
Homily?
The imperative homily is not an ecclesiastical whim or a bureaucratic formality. Its purpose is
rooted in the need to instruct, guide, and exhort God’s people in key moments of
history.

Some common reasons why a bishop might order an imperative homily include:

A crisis of faith or morality in society: When there are attacks against human
dignity, the family, or Catholic doctrine, the Church raises its voice with clarity.
Important events: In preparation for a Jubilee, a Holy Year, a canonization, or a
significant ecclesial event.
Urgent pastoral needs: Situations that directly affect the community, such as natural
disasters, wars, or pandemics.
Calls to conversion and holiness: During Lent, Advent, or other key moments in the
liturgical calendar.
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A Real Example: Imperative Homilies in Recent History

A clear example of an imperative homily occurred in 1968, when Saint Paul VI published
the encyclical Humanae Vitae, reaffirming the Church’s teaching on openness to life and
rejecting artificial contraception. In response to the confusion and criticism that arose, many
bishops ordered homilies explaining the content of the encyclical and its foundation in natural
law and Christian morality.

More recently, during the COVID-19 pandemic, various bishops around the world mandated
imperative homilies to strengthen the faith of the faithful and remind them of the importance
of charity and hope in times of crisis.

4. The Imperative Homily Today: A Challenge and an
Opportunity
We live in an era of disinformation and relativism, where many fundamental truths of the
Catholic faith are distorted or ignored. In this context, the imperative homily takes on special
relevance, as it allows the Church to transmit a unified and clear message amid
confusion.

However, it also faces challenges. Many of today’s faithful are accustomed to receiving
fragmented information through social media and mass communication, making it necessary
for preaching from the pulpit to compete with countless voices and opinions.

For the imperative homily to be truly effective in our time, it must meet certain
characteristics:

Be clear and profound: It must convey the truth with charity but without ambiguity.1.
Be well-grounded in Scripture and Tradition: It is not about personal opinions from2.
the priest but about the teaching of the Church.
Resonate with the faithful’s daily lives: It must connect doctrine with the concrete3.
challenges that each person faces.
Inspire action: It is not enough to inform; the homily must move the faithful to4.
conversion and real commitment to the faith.
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5. Conclusion: Listening and Responding to God’s Call
Each imperative homily is an opportunity for the Church, like a loving mother, to instruct,
correct, and strengthen her children in the faith. It is not merely a liturgical formality
but an echo of Christ’s voice, which continues to speak to us through His pastors.

When we hear in our parish that there is an imperative homily, let us listen attentively with
open hearts. It may be the message that God wants to give us at that precise moment
in our lives.

As Saint Paul said:

“Faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of
Christ.” (Romans 10:17)

May each imperative homily be for us a new step on the path to holiness. Let us listen and
put God’s Word into practice!


