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Flags in Churches
Considering our national crisis, the American flag in church is really a hot topic. The simple answer is: There are 
no archdiocesan or global guidelines on the presence of the American flag in the sanctuary. 

The document, “Environment and Art in Catholic Worship” gave some guidance on the issue saying that 
national symbols such as the flag should not be a regular part of the worship environment but might be 
appropriate on certain civic or special occasions (EACW 101). But... EACW was replaced by “Built of Living 
Stones” which is silent on the subject. 

The “Order of Christian Funerals” cautions us that nationalistic symbols are not to be placed on the coffin of 
the deceased in the church (OCF 132), but really says nothing about use of an occasional display in the worship 
space. 

Occasionally we get calls from veterans about the flag issue. I have spoken to Archbishop Hanus about this in the 
past, and he said we do not have any archdiocesan policy on the matter. It is up to the local pastor. 

I think the advice about national symbols in EACW was sound. We are a universal Church not a national 
Church. I don’t suggest processing with the flag, since it is the cross that leads our processions.

Below is a statement by the Bishop’s Committee on the Liturgy, USCCB:

The Display of Flags in Roman Catholic Churches in the United States of America
Surprisingly to many, there are no regulations of any kind governing the display of flags in Roman Catholic 
Churches. Neither the Code of Canon law, nor the liturgical books of the Roman rite comment on this 
practice. As a result, the question of whether and how to display the American flag in a Catholic Church is 
left up to the judgment of the diocesan bishop, who in turn often delegates this to the discretion of the pastor.

The origin of the display of the American flag in many parishes in the United States appears to have its 
origins in the offering of prayers for those who served during the Second World War (1941-1945). At that 
time, many bishops and pastors provided a book of remembrance near the American flag, requesting prayers 
for loved ones‚ especially those serving their country in the armed forces‚ as a way of keeping before the 
attention of the faithful the needs of military families. This practice has since been confirmed in many places 
during the Korean, Viet Nam and Iraqi conflicts.

The Bishops’ Committee on the Liturgy has in the past encouraged pastors not to place the flag within 
the sanctuary itself, in order to reserve that space for the altar, the ambo, the presidential chair and the 
tabernacle. Instead, the suggestion has been made that the American flag be placed outside the sanctuary, or 
in the vestibule of the Church together with a book of prayer requests. It remains, however, for the diocesan 
bishop to determine regulations in this matter.
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The following was in the parish bulletin at St. Edward Parish in Waterloo:

FLAGS IN THE CHURCH:  In the wake of recent events, I have been asked if the American flag will be placed 
in our church.  It is important to remember that the church building is primarily a place of worship and that the 
decorations in the church are to help foster that sense.  In addition, we belong not to a national church, but to 
the Catholic Church--one that embraces all the world.  And as we certainly continue to pray for the victims (of 
all nationalities--hundreds of those in the World Trade Center came from foreign countries) of the September 
11 attack, we need to pray also for the victims of terrorism and violence around the world.  Finally, the American 
flag has been and will continue to be prominently displayed on the front of the parish center.  For those reasons 
it is not appropriate to place the flag in the church.


