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Credit (s) earned on the completion of this seminar will be reported to 
AIA CES for AIA members.  Certificates of Completion for both AIA 
members and non-AIA members are available upon request. 

This seminar is registered with AIA CES for continuing professional 
education.  As such, it does not include content that may be deemed or 
construed to be an approval or endorsement of the AIA of any material 
of construction or any method or manner of handling, using, 
distributing, or dealing in any material or product 
_________________________________________________________ 
 
Questions related to specific material, methods, and services will be 
addressed at the conclusion of this presentation. 
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Copyright Materials 

This presentation is protected by US and International Copyright laws.  
Reproduction, distribution, display and use of the presentation without 

the written permission of the speaker is prohibited. 
 

Diocese of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 
United States of America 

 
© Diocese of Pittsburgh, 2014 
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SEMINAR DESCRIPTION 

This seminar will address some of the canonical issues as 
they relate to the closing of Church buildings as distinct from 
the merging of parishes.  The primary focus will be on the 
maintenance, disposition and care for the temporal goods 
associated with the closed Church building.  The seminar 
will also address the disposition of other ecclesiastical goods 
which are owned by religious communities in the process of 
amalgamation. 
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Learning Objectives 
!  At the end of the seminar, participants will be able: 
!  To know the norms that apply to the closing of Church buildings using examples 

and case studies. 
!  To understand what is meant by the temporal goods of the Church using 

examples and case studies. 
!  To understand what are considered sacred goods and their proper disposition or 

transfer using examples and case studies. 
!  To understand what rights the newly merged parish has in regard to the temporal 

goods of the closed Church building using examples and case studies. 
!  To understand some of the practical applications of these norms for the diocese 

and religious communities. 
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MODIFICATION OF PARISHES 
Principal sources: 
 
!  CIC 1983 

!  Communicationes XII (1980) 332-339, and XXI (1989) 88-94  

!  DANEELS; Frans, O. Praem., “Soppressione, Unione di Parrocchie 
e Riduzione ad Uso Profano della Chiesa Parrocchiale” in La 
Parrochia (Studi Giuridici XLIII, Città del Vaticano, 1997) 
85-112.  Reprinted in Ius Ecclesiae, 10 (1998) 111-148.  For a 
short English summary of the same, see “The Suppression of 
Parishes and the Reduction of a Church to Profane Use in the Light 
of Jurisprudence of the Apostolic Signatura” Forum 8 (1997) 
287-293. 

 6 



Canon 515 §1: a parish 
CIC 1917  
!  Canon. 216 §1: A parish is a territorial part of a diocese, to which is 

assigned a proper church with a delineated group of people, and with 
its own rector who is also its proper pastor, who is to be appointed 
over it for the necessary care of souls. 

CIC 1983 
!  Canon 515 §1: A parish is a certain community of the Christian 

faithful stably constituted in a particular church, whose pastoral care 
is entrusted to a pastor (parochus) as its proper pastor (pastor) under 
the authority of the diocesan Bishop. 
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Canon 515 §1: a parish (cont.) 
!  Constitutive Elements from c. 515 §1 

"  Certain Community of the Christian Faithful 
"  Established on a Stable Basis 
"  Entrusted to a Pastor 
 

!  Juridic person by the law itself (cf. c. 515 §3) 
  

!  Juridically represented by the pastor (cf. c. 532) 
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Canon 515 §2: Modifying parishes 
CIC 1983 

 Canon 515 §2: It is only for the diocesan Bishop to erect, 
suppress, or alter parishes.  He is neither to erect, 
suppress, nor alter notably parishes, unless he has heard 
the presbyteral council. 

 

!  competency   # diocesan Bishop 

!  pre-condition    # just cause  
!  prior to decree    # hear presbyteral council 

      # canon 50 
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Canon 515 §2 (cont.) 
Erect, Suppress or Alter Parishes 

Erection of a Parish 
!  Stably constitutes a certain community 
!  Brings into existence a juridic person (cf. c. 114 §1) 

Suppression of a Parish 
!  Undoes the stable constitution of the community 
!  Ends the existence of the juridic person (cf. c. 123) 

Alteration a Parish  
!  Redefines the stable community 
!  Joins (cf. c. 121), divides (cf. c. 122), or otherwise alters the juridic 

person  
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Procedures Prior to Issuing Decree for c. 
515 §2  
1. “… unless he has heard the presbyteral council” 
!  ad validitatem (cf. c. 127 §2, 2°) 

!  Consultation must precede the Bishop's decision. 

!  Members must be lawfully convoked (cf. c 166). 

!  Prior to manifesting their opinions, members must be informed of 
all relevant information. 

!  The Bishop himself must hear the opinion of the council 
specifically on the question of the proposed modification, for 
which there should be a separate and distinct consultative vote. 
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RELEGATION OF A CHURCH  
TO PROFANE USE 

Principal sources: 
!  CIC 1983 
 

!  Communicationes XII (1980) 332-339, and XXI (1989) 88-94  
 

!  DANEELS; Frans, O. Praem., “Soppressione, Unione di Parrocchie 
e Riduzione ad Uso Profano della Chiesa Parrocchiale” in La 
Parrochia (Studi Giuridici XLIII, Città del Vaticano, 1997) 85-112.  
Reprinted in Ius Ecclesiae, 10 (1998), pp. 111-148. For a short 
English summary of the same, see “The Suppression of Parishes 
and the Reduction of a Church to Profane Use in the Light of 
Jurisprudence of the Apostolic Signatura” Forum 8 (1997) 287-293. 

 

!  SCHÖCH, Nicholas, OFM, “Relegation of Churches to Profane Use 
(C. 1222 §2): Reasons and Procedure”, The Jurist 67 (2007) 
485-502. 
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Canon 1214: A church 
CIC 1917  
!  Canon 1161: By the term church is understood a sacred building 

dedicated to divine worship as its chief purpose, so that it be for the 
use of all of the Christian faithful for the exercise of divine 
worship. 

CIC 1983  
!  Canon 1214: By the term church is understood a sacred building 

designated for divine worship to which the faithful have the right 
of entry for the exercise, especially the public exercise, of divine 
worship.  
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Canon 1222: Relegation of a church 
CIC 1983 
!  Canon 1222 §1: If a church cannot be used in any way for divine 

worship and there is no possibility of repairing it, the diocesan 
bishop can relegate it to profane but not sordid use. 

!  Canon 1222 §2: Where other grave causes suggest that a church no 
longer be used for divine worship, the diocesan bishop, after 
having heard the presbyteral council, can relegate it to profane but 
not sordid use, with the consent of those who legitimately claim 
rights for themselves in the church and provided that the good of 
souls suffers no detriment thereby. 
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Canon 1222: Relegation of a church 
(cont.) 
!  Jurisprudence: The permanent closure of a church, with 

no intention ever to reopen it for divine worship, is 
juridically equivalent to relegating it to profane use.   

 

!  Consequently the appropriate paragraph of canon 1222 
must be followed to relegate a church to profane use, or 
even simply to order its permanent closure. 
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Comparison of Canon 1222 §1 and §2 
       c. 1222 §1             c. 1222 §2 

competency:      # diocesan Bishop   # diocesan Bishop 
 
pre-conditions:    # cannot be used   # can be used 

       # no possibility of repair  # grave causes suggest 
              that it no longer be used 

 
prior to decree:    # canon 50             # hear presbyteral council 

                # consent of those who  
                     legitimately claim rights 
       # good of souls suffers no 

             detriment 
               # canon 50 
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When to apply Canon 1222 § 1 
PRE-CONDITIONS necessary for applying c. 1222 §1:  
!  The church cannot be used any more for divine worship. 
!  There is no possibility of repairing it for divine worship. 

 A moral impossibility suffices, e.g., technically, the church can be repaired, but it 
is beyond the resources of the one responsible to do so. 

 
PROCEDURE(S) PRIOR TO ISSUING DECREE for c. 1222 §1: 
!  The Bishop must acquire the necessary information and proofs to 

verify that both of the above statements are true, and hear those 
whose rights in the church could be injured (cf. c. 50). 
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When to apply Canon 1222 § 2 
PRE-CONDITION necessary for applying c. 1222 §2: 
!  Grave causes suggest that a usable church should no longer be used.  

PROCEDURE(S) PRIOR TO ISSUING DECREE for c. 1222 §2: 
!  The Bishop must 

  1. hear the presbyteral council 
 

  2. obtain the consent of those who legitimately claim rights in 
      the church 

  3. ascertain that the good of souls will suffer no harm  
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Pre-Condition for c. 1222 &2  
"Where other grave causes suggest … " 
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!  Any Cause 
!  Just Cause 
!  Grave Cause 
!  Each Case must be considered separately. 
!  What might be grave in one parochial context is 

not necessarily grave in another. 
 



Jurisprudence: Grave Causes 
!  A grave cause often results from a combination of just 

causes which, when considered together in context, 
demonstrate the gravity of the concrete situation of a 
particular church building.  

!  A grave cause indicates that other reasonable or feasible 
solutions are lacking. 

 

!  The grave cause must be specific (ad rem) to the church 
in question. 
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Temporal Goods (Canons 1254-1310) 
!  Church has an innate right to acquire, retain, 

administer and alienate temporal goods. 
!  The Church can acquire temporal goods by every 

just means. 
!  The Church can alienate (sell/dispose) of goods 

that it has acquired provided the proper process is 
followed. 
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General Canonical Principles 
!  When a parish is merged the temporal goods of 

the former parish are transferred to a successor 
juridic (parish) person. 

!  All transfer of temporal goods are subject to 
universal and diocesan legislation as well as any 
particular restrictive intent of the donor (at the 
time of the donation). 
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Definitions 
!  Temporal Goods – All movable or immovable 

property which has been acquired by the parish or 
religious community. 

!  Real Property – All immovable property such as 
land and buildings. 

!  Fixtures – All movable property which has 
become attached to real property and is then 
considered part of the real property. 
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Definitions 
!  Ecclesiastical Goods – Real property blessed or 

consecrated for sacred purposes, objects of special 
worth which have artistic or historical value. 

!  Sacred Goods – Property used for sacred worship 
or the veneration of the faithful. (eg. Chalices, 
ciboria, tabernacles, monstrances, vestments, 
candlesticks, statutes, stain glass windows). 
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Procedure for Disposition 
!  Prior to Closing:  Complete Inventory of the 

Sacred Goods which includes: Item, description of 
the item, value, donor (if known). 

!  New parish can keep what it deems that it will be 
used. 

!  All other items should be transferred to a central 
location. Transfer grants ownership to the diocese 
of the goods from the parish. 
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Procedures 
!  Sacred Goods can only be transferred to another 

ecclesiastical entity. 
!  Sacred Goods cannot be sold (that is a price 

placed on the item).  A donation for the Sacred 
item can be accepted. 

!  Documentation needs to be kept as to where the 
Sacred item has been transferred. 
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Special Consideration 
!  Canon 1283 requires that: 
!  The pastor/administrator prepare, sign and renew 

an accurate and detailed inventory of immovable, 
movable, either precious or of cultural value, or 
other goods along with a description and appraisal 
of them. 

!  One copy is to be kept in the parish and the other 
in the archives of the Curia. 
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Special Consideration 
Church Finance Handbook 
Edited by: 

 Kevin E. McKenna 
 Lawrence A. DiNardo 
 Joseph W. Pokusa 

Canon Law Society of America 
Washington, DC 
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CONCLUSION 

DISCUSSION/QUESTIONS 
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