Ca non L aw
I will give you the keys of the Kingdom of Heaven, and whatever you
bind on earth shall be bound in Heaven, and whatever you loose on earth
shall be loosed in Heaven. ~ Matthew 16:19

T

law includes some law borrowed from civil law, and
so its meaning is a little bit different from “ecclesiastical law,” which means only those laws made solely
by Church authorities.
Canon law includes the precepts of divine law and
takes its authority from God. Many of the basic elements of canon law are found in the Gospels and
other books of the New Testament and in the living Tradition of the Church — for example, canon
law address the primacy of the papacy, the threefold structure of Holy Orders, the indissolubility of
marriage, and essential elements of worship. Canon
law is speciﬁcally addressed to the good order of the
Church and society, not to the conscience of the indi-
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HE WORD “ CANON ” comes from the Greek
word kanon, which originally had several
meanings, including a standard or a measuring rod, a rule or practical direction, or a list
or catalog. “Canon” is used in four different ways in
the Catholic Church that derive from these various
meanings. The canon of the Bible is the standard
list of books, that is, those that are the inspired texts.
There is the canon, or “standard part,” of the Mass —
that is, the part that does not change daily (there are
several versions of the canon, however). There is
the canonization of saints, meaning that the names
of these holy ones may be included among those holy
men and women named in the canon of the Mass.

“Canon law is speciﬁcally addressed to the good order of the
Church and society.“
And, ﬁnally, there is canon law. As the Church became a more inﬂuential part of the Roman Empire
(for which Greek was an ofﬁcial language along with
Latin), kanon became a term used exclusively by the
Church. In the 4th century, kanon was applied to
the laws of the Church councils, and another Greek
word was used to describe civil law. Thus “canon
law” means Church law, and the term in its Latin
form became common by the 12th century. Canon

vidual. For example, in the case of marriage, canon
law determines valid and invalid marriages, while for
the individual, the moral law determines whether a
person has or has not committed sin.
Canon law addresses many subjects that are a matter of discipline, such as laws relating to administrative due process. While the purpose of laws governing due process is a matter of justice, and is thus an
expression of the moral law, the details can change
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