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MUSICAL GUIDELINES FOR SCHOOL MASSES 
 

General principles concerning Sacred Music or music for use at Holy Mass 
 

“The musical tradition of the universal Church is a treasure of inestimable value, greater even than that of any 
other art. The main reason for this pre-eminence is that, as sacred song united to the words, it forms a 
necessary or integral part of the solemn Liturgy.”  
Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum concilium, Dec . 4, 1963, n.112   

 

The Purpose of Sacred Music 
 
Sacred music shares in the overall goal of the liturgy, “which is the glory of God and the sanctification and edification of 
the faithful.” (Moto proprio, Instruction on Sacred Music, Tra  le Sollecitudini, Nov 22, 1903, n.1)  It clothes the liturgical 
text with suitable melody in order give greater efficacy to the text so that the faithful be more easily moved to  devotion 
and so enter more deeply  into the sacred celebration, and be better disposed to receive the fruits of grace belonging to 
the celebration of the sacred mysteries. (ibid) 
 

Qualities of Sacred Music 
 
Sacred music should consequently possess, in the highest degree, the qualities proper to the liturgy, and in particular 
sanctity and goodness of form, which will spontaneously produce the final quality of universality.  
 

For sanctity, the music must evoke a certain holiness or sense of the sacred and so exclude any association in 
the minds of the listeners with secular forms and styles, not only in the music itself, but also in its execution. 

 
Goodness of form means that it must be true art, “…for otherwise it will be impossible for it to exercise on the 
minds of those who listen to it that efficacy which the Church aims at obtaining in admitting into her liturgy the 
art of musical sounds.” 

 
The principle of universality is observed when, even in different cultural and new forms of music, the musical 
offerings are “… subordinated in such a manner to the general characteristics of sacred music that nobody of 
any nation may receive an impression other than good on hearing them.” (Tra le sollecitudini n.2). 

 
These three principles of sanctity, goodness of form, and universality were referred to and upheld in chapter six of the 
constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum concilium from Vatican II, Instruction on music in the liturgy, Musicam 
sacram, Congregation for Divine Worship, March 5, 1967), and restated explicitly in the Chirograph of the Supreme 
Pontiff for the Centenary of the  Motu proprio Tra le sollecitudini on Sacred Music (L’Osservatore Romano, January 28, 
2004). 
 

The Importance of Singing 
 
“The Christian faithful who come together as one in expectation of the Lord’s coming are instructed by the 
Apostle Paul to sing together Psalms, hymns, and spiritual canticles (cf. Colossians 3.16). Singing is the sign of the 
heart’s joy (cf. Acts 2.46). Thus St. Augustine says rightly, “Singing is for one who loves,” and there is also an 
ancient proverb: “Whoever sings well prays twice over.” 
General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 2011, n.39 

 
Great importance should therefore be attached to the use of singing in the celebration of the Mass, with due 
consideration for the culture of peoples and abilities of each liturgical assembly. Although it is not always 
necessary (e.g., in weekday Masses) to sing all the texts that are in principle meant to be sung, every care should 
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be taken that singing by the ministers and the people not be absent in celebrations that occur on Sundays and 
on Holydays of Obligation.   However, in the choosing of the parts actually to be sung, preference is to be given 
to those that are of greater importance and especially to those which are to be sung by the Priest or the 
Deacon or a reader, with the people replying, or by the Priest and people together (Instruction on music in the 
liturgy, Musicam sacram, Congregation for Divine Worship, March 5, 1967, n. 7, 136). 
GIRM n. 40 

 

The Choice of Music for Use in the Sacred Liturgy 
 
The Church calls for her heritage of sacred music is to be preserved and fostered with great care (Sacrocsantum 
concillium, n.  114).  

 “The main place should be given, all things being equal, to Gregorian chant, as being proper to the Roman 
Liturgy.  Other kinds of sacred music, in particular polyphony, are in no way excluded, provided that they 
correspond to the spirit of the liturgical action and that they foster the participation of all the faithful.  
(Sacrocsantum concilium, 116).  Since the faithful from different countries come together ever more frequently, 
it is desirable that they know how to sing together at least some parts of the Ordinary of the Mass in Latin, 
especially the Profession of Faith and the Lord’s Prayer, according to the simpler settings. (Sacrocsantum 
concilium, n. 54; Instruction on implementing liturgical norms, Inter Oecumenici , Sept 26, 1964, n. 59; Musicam 
sacram, n.  47)”  

 GIRM n. 41 

 
Full, Conscious and Active Participation 
 
The participation of the faithful in the liturgy was a primary concern of the Second Vatican Council constitution on the 
sacred liturgy, Sacrosantum concilium (cf. Sacrosantum concilium, n.  14). We need to distinguish two forms of 
participation: internal and external.  Both are necessary for the full active participation of the human person because 
human beings are made up of both body and soul. The interior element is the “heart” of the matter, which finds 
expression in exterior action. One kind of external participation is singing.  In his Ad Limina Address (October 1998), 
Blessed  John Paul II reminded U.S. bishops that “active participation does not preclude the active passivity of silence, 
stillness and listening: indeed, it demands it. Worshippers are not passive, for instance, when listening to the readings or 
the homily, or following the prayers of the celebrant, and the chants and music of the liturgy. These are experiences  of 
silence and stillness, but they are in their own way profoundly active.” The General Instruction on the Roman Missal 
(GIRM)points out that there are moments in the Mass when the priest sings alone, the priest and congregation sing 
together, the choir and congregation sing, the cantor sings alternating with the congregation, the congregation sings 
alone, or the choir sings alone.  All these ways can lead to the full conscious and active participation of the faithful in the 
sacred liturgy if the qualities of sacred music and the principles and the liturgy are observed. 
 

The Individual Sung Parts of the Mass 
 
The Texts to be used for the Order of Mass 

 
It is not permitted to substitute other chants for those found in the Order of Mass, for example, at the Agnus Dei (Lamb 
of God). GIRM n. 366 
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The Prayers and Other Parts Pertaining to the Priest 
 
The nature of the “presidential” parts requires that they be spoken in a loud and clear voice and that everyone listen to 
them attentively. (Musicam Sacram, n. 14) Therefore, while the Priest is pronouncing them, there should be no other 
prayers or singing, and the organ or other musical instruments should be silent.  GIRM n.32 
 

The Entrance 

 
When the people are gathered, and as the Priest enters with the Deacon and ministers, the Entrance Chant begins. Its 
purpose is to open the celebration, foster the unity of those who have been gathered, introduce their thoughts to the 
mystery of the liturgical time or festivity, and accompany the procession of the Priest and ministers.  GIRM  n. 47 
 
This chant is sung alternately by the choir and the people or similarly by a cantor and the people, or entirely by the 
people, or by the choir alone.  In the dioceses of Canada the Entrance Chant may be chosen from among the following: 
the antiphon with its Psalm from the Graduale Romanum or the Graduale Simplex, or another chant that is suited to 
the sacred action, the day, or the time of year (Dies Domini, May 31, 1998, n. 50) and whose text has been approved by 
the Conference of Bishops of Canada.  GIRM n. 47 

 
The Kyrie Eleison (Lord, have mercy) 
 
After the Penitential Act, the Kyrie, eleison (Lord, have mercy), is always begun, unless it has already been part of the 
Penitential Act.  Since it is a chant by which the faithful  acclaim the Lord and implore his mercy, it is usually executed by 
everyone, that is to say, with the people and the choir or cantor taking part in it.   Each acclamation is usually 
pronounced twice, though it is not to be excluded that it be repeated several times, by reason of the character of the 
various languages, as well as of the artistry of the music or of other circumstances. When the Kyrie is sung as a part of 
the Penitential Act, a “trope” precedes each acclamation. GIRM  n. 52 
 

The Gloria in Excelsis 
 
The Gloria in excelsis (Glory to God in the highest) is a most ancient and venerable hymn by which the Church, gathered 
in the Holy Spirit, glorifies and entreats God the Father and the Lamb. The text of this hymn may not be replaced by any 
other. It is intoned by the Priest or, if appropriate, by a cantor or by the choir; but it is sung either by everyone together, 
or by the people alternately with the choir, or by the choir alone. If not sung, it is to be recited either by everybody 
together or by two choirs responding one to the other.  It is sung or said on Sundays outside Advent and Lent, and also 
on Solemnities and Feasts, and at particular celebrations of a more solemn character. GIRM n. 53 

 
The Responsorial Psalm 
 
After the First Reading follows the Responsorial Psalm, which is an integral part of the Liturgy of the Word and which has 
great liturgical and pastoral importance, since it fosters meditation on the Word of God.   The Responsorial Psalm should 
correspond to each reading and should usually be taken from the Lectionary.   It is preferable for the Responsorial Psalm 
to be sung, at least as far as the people’s  response is concerned. Hence the psalmist, or cantor of the Psalm, sings the 
Psalm verses at the ambo or another suitable place, while the whole congregation sits and listens, normally taking part 
by means of the response, except when the Psalm is sung straight through, that is, without a response. However, in 
order that the people may be able to sing the Psalm response more easily, texts of some responses and Psalms have 
been chosen for the different times of the year or for the different categories of Saints. These may be used instead of 
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the text corresponding to the reading whenever the Psalm is sung. If the Psalm cannot be sung, then it should be recited 
in a way that is particularly suited to fostering meditation on the Word of God. 
 
Instead of the Psalm assigned in the Lectionary, there may be sung either the Responsorial Gradual from the  Graduale 
Romanum, or the Responsorial Psalm or the Alleluia Psalm from the Graduale Simplex, as described in these books.  
GIRM  n. 61 

Verses of psalms, carefully selected in accord with the understanding of children, or singing in the form of 
psalmody or the Alleluia with a simple verse should be sung between the readings. The children should always 
have a part in this singing, but sometimes a reflective silence may be substituted for the singing. 

If only a single reading is chosen, there may be singing after the homily. (Directory for Masses With Children 
November 1, 1973 Congregation for Divine Worship, n. 46) 

The Acclamation before the Gospel 
 
After the reading that immediately precedes the Gospel, the Alleluia or another chant laid down by the rubrics is sung, 
as the liturgical time requires. An acclamation of this kind constitutes a rite or act in itself, by which the gathering of the 
faithful welcomes and greets the Lord who is about to speak to them in the Gospel and profess their faith by means of 
the chant. It is sung by everybody, standing, and is led by the choir or a cantor, being repeated as the case requires. The 
verse, on the other hand, is sung either by the choir or by a cantor. 
a)  The Alleluia is sung in every time of year other than Lent. The verses are taken from the Lectionary or the Graduale. 
b)  During Lent, instead of the Alleluia, the Verse before the Gospel as given in the Lectionary is sung. It is also possible 
to sing another Psalm or Tract, as found in the Graduale.    GIRM n. 62 
 
When there is only one reading before the Gospel: 
a)  during a time of year when the Alleluia is prescribed, either an Alleluia Psalm or the Responsorial Psalm followed by 
the Alleluia with its verse may be used; 
b)  during a time of year when the Alleluia is not foreseen, either the Psalm and the Verse before the Gospel or the 
Psalm alone may be used; 
 c)  the Alleluia or the Verse before the Gospel, if not sung, may be omitted.  GIRM n. 63 
 

The Profession of Faith 
 
The purpose of the Symbol or Profession of Faith or Creed is that the whole gathered people may respond to the Word 
of God proclaimed in the readings taken from Sacred Scripture and explained in the Homily and that they may also 
honour and confess the great mysteries of the faith by pronouncing the rule of faith in a formula approved for liturgical 
use and before the celebration of these mysteries in the Eucharist begins.  GIRM n. 67 
 
The Creed is to be sung or said by the Priest together with the people on Sundays and Solemnities. It may be said also at 
particular celebrations of a more solemn character.   If it is sung, it is intoned by the Priest or, if appropriate, by a cantor 
or by the choir.  It is then sung either by everybody together or by the people alternating with the choir.    If it is not 
sung, it is to be recited by everybody together or by two choirs responding one to the other.  GIRM  n. 68 
 

The Preparation of the Gifts 
 
The procession bringing the gifts is accompanied by the Offertory Chant (cf. GIRM no. 37 b), which continues at least 
until the gifts have been placed on the altar. The norms on the manner of singing are the same as for the Entrance Chant 
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(cf. GIRM n. 48 i.e. .. sung alternately by the choir and the people or similarly by a cantor and the people, or entirely by 
the people, or by the choir alone).  Singing may always accompany the rite at the Offertory, even when there is no 
procession with the gifts.  GIRM n. 74 
 

The Lord’s Prayer 
 
The invitation, the Prayer itself, the embolism, and the doxology by which the people conclude these things are sung or 
are said aloud.  GIRM  n. 81 
 

 
The Fraction of the Bread 
 
The supplication Agnus Dei (Lamb of God) is usually sung by the choir or cantor with the congregation replying; or at 
least recited aloud. This invocation accompanies the fraction of the bread and, for this reason, may be repeated as many 
times as necessary until the rite has been completed. The final time it concludes with the words grant us peace.   
GIRM n. 83 
 

Communion 
 
While the Priest is receiving the Sacrament, the Communion Chant is begun, its purpose being to express the spiritual 
union of the communicants by means of the unity of their voices, to show gladness of heart, and to bring out more 
clearly the “communitarian” character of the procession to receive the Eucharist. The singing is prolonged for as long as 
the Sacrament is being administered to the faithful (Instruction on Eucharistic Worship, Eucharisticum mysterium, May 
25, 1967, nn. 31, 32).   However, if there is to be a hymn after Communion, the Communion Chant should be ended in a 
timely manner.   Care should be taken that singers, too, can receive Communion with ease.  GIRM n. 86 
 
In the dioceses of Canada singing at Communion may be chosen from among the following: the antiphon from the 
Graduale Romanum, with or without the Psalm, or the antiphon with Psalm from the Graduale Simplex, or some other 
suitable liturgical chant approved by the Conference of Bishops of Canada. This is sung either by the choir alone or by 
the choir or a cantor with the people.  GIRM  n. 87 
 
 Everything should be done so that the children who are properly disposed and who have already been admitted to the 
Eucharist may go to the holy table calmly and with recollection and thus take part fully in the Eucharistic mystery. If 
possible, there should be singing, suited to the children, during the communion procession.  (Directory for Masses With 
Children, n. 54) 
 
When the distribution of Communion is over, if appropriate, the Priest and faithful pray quietly for some time. If desired, 
a Psalm or other canticle of praise or a hymn may also be sung by the whole congregation.  GIRM, n. 88 
 

The Place for the Schola Cantorum (choir) and Musical Instruments 
 

The Schola Cantorum (choir) 
 
The schola cantorum (choir) should be so positioned with respect to the arrangement of each church that its nature may 
be clearly evident, namely as part of the assembled community of the faithful undertaking a specific function. The 
positioning should also help the choir to exercise this function more easily and allow each choir member full sacramental 
participation in the Mass in a convenient manner. GIRM n. 312 
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Musical Instruments 

 
The organ and other lawfully approved musical instruments should be placed in a suitable place so that they can sustain 
the singing of both the choir and the people and be heard with ease by everybody if they are played alone.  
 
In Advent the use of the organ and other musical instruments should be marked by a moderation suited to the character 
of this time of year, without expressing in anticipation the full joy of the Nativity of the Lord. 
 
In Lent the playing of the organ and musical instruments is allowed only in order to support the singing. Exceptions, 
however, are Laetare Sunday (Fourth Sunday of Lent), Solemnities, and Feasts.   GIRM n. 313 
 

 
Whether the Use of Drums is Appropriate in the Sacred Liturgy 

 
If we apply the three qualities necessary for sacred music and apply them to the use of drums, we will see whether they 
belong at Mass. In regards to sanctity, the issue is that drum sets and bongo drums are associated not with the sacred 
but with dance bands and entertainment. In a musical ensemble they provide the driving rhythm for dancing and 
physical movement and they appeal to the lower sensibilities. However, the liturgy and its music are meant to raise us to 
a higher level of sensibility. Rather than helping us center our thoughts and prayers on the heavenly realities we a 
celebrating in the Mass, the driving rhythm and sound of drums has more secular associations of pop and commercial 
music.   
 
Sacrosanctum consilium in paragraph 120, states: 

“…other instruments also may be admitted for use in divine worship, with the knowledge and consent of the 
competent territorial authority …. This may be done, however, only on condition that the instruments are 
suitable, or can be made suitable, for sacred use, accord with the dignity of the temple, and truly contribute to 
the edification of the faithful.” 

As of yet, the archbishop has neither made the case for the appropriateness of drums at Mass, nor sanctioned their use 
in the liturgy. 

 

Sacred Music, Gregorian Chant and Catholic Schools 

 
Catholic schools should bring our students to know and love that sacred music which is part of our Catholic culture and 
heritage.  Sacrosanctum concilium states: 

Great importance is to be attached to the teaching and practice of music in seminaries, in the novitiates and 
houses of study of religious of both sexes, and also in other Catholic institutions and schools. To impart this 
instruction, teachers are to be carefully trained and put in charge of the teaching of sacred music. (Sacrosantum 
concilium, n. 5). 

 
The Congregation of Divine Worship’s instruction on music in the liturgy, Musicam sacram states: 

In order to preserve the heritage of sacred music and genuinely promote the new forms of sacred singing, “great 
importance is to be attached to the teaching and practice of music in seminaries, in the novitiates and houses of 
study of religious of both sexes, and also in other Catholic institutes and schools,” especially in those higher 
institutes intended specially for this. Above all, the study and practice of Gregorian chant is to be promoted, 
because, with its special characteristics, it is a basis of great importance for the development of sacred music. 
(Musicam sacram, n. 52) 
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Adaptions Within the Competence of Bishops and Bishops’ Conferences 
 
Bearing in mind the important place that singing has in a celebration as a necessary or integral part of the Liturgy, 
(Sacrosanctum concilium, n.  112)  it is for the Conference of Bishops to approve suitable musical settings especially for 
the texts of the Ordinary of Mass, for the people’s responses and acclamations and for the special rites that occur in the 
course of the liturgical year. 
 Likewise it is for the Conference to judge which musical forms, melodies, and musical instruments may be lawfully 
admitted into divine worship, insofar as these are truly suitable for sacred use, or can be made suitable.   GIRM n. 393 
 
 
 


