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MUSIC FOR
THE ENGLISH LANGUAGE
ROMAN MISSAL:
AN INTRODUCTION

I. SUNG VERNACULAR LITURGY IN
THE LITURGICAL REFORM
For the new English language Roman Missal, the International Commission on English in the
Liturgy has offered to the Conferences of Bishops of the English-speaking world chants for everything
that is set to music in the Missale Romanum, editio typica tertia (third typical edition, 2002, 2008). The
English chants provided in the Roman Missal make it possible to sing the liturgy. Sung liturgy—with
sung dialogues between celebrant, deacon, or cantor and people—is an ideal of the liturgical reforms
issuing from the Second Vatican Council. As no. 113 of the Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy, Sacrosanctum Concilium, of the Second Vatican Council states, “Liturgical worship is given a more noble form
when . . . celebrated solemnly in song.”1 No. 113 of Sacrosanctum Concilium gives preference to uniting
the ritual texts of the liturgy with music when it emphasizes that “sacred music is to be considered the
more holy, the more closely connected it is with the liturgical action, whether it adds delight to prayer,
fosters unity of minds, or confers greater solemnity upon the sacred rites.”
The documents of liturgical reform consistently advocate sung liturgy. In doing so, the documents
are calling us back to the common liturgical practice of East and West in the first millennium. It remains
the practice in the Christian East to this day.
The first Roman document after the Second Vatican Council to deal comprehensively with the
role of music in the reformed liturgy, the Holy See’s Instruction on Music in the Liturgy, Musicam sacram
(1967), says at no. 7:
The amount of singing determines the gradations between the most solemn form of liturgical celebrations, in which all the parts calling for singing are sung, and the most simple form, in which nothing
is sung. For the choice of parts to be sung, those should be first that of their nature are more important
and particularly those sung by the priest or other ministers and answered by the congregation or
sung by the priest and congregation together.2

There are two noteworthy principles at work in this quotation. First, there are priorities among the
sung elements of the liturgy, and the highest priority is given to dialogues “sung by the priest or other
ministers and answered by the congregation” and to acclamations “sung by the priest and congregation
together.” This means that the liturgical chants in the Missal take priority over the other musical elements of the liturgy, as important as they are, such as the antiphons, hymns or songs that are sung at the
entrance, offertory, and communion, or instrumental music that enhances the liturgy at various points.
Furthermore, no. 40 of the General Instruction of the Roman Missal offers some guidance on the extent to
which these musical elements are to be used in celebrations of varying levels of solemnity when it states:
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 be taken that singing by the ministers and the people not
be absent in celebrations that occur on Sundays and on Holydays of Obligation.

1. Vatican II, Sacrosanctum Concilium (Dogmatic Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy), 4 December 1963, in Vatican II:
The Conciliar and Post Conciliar Documents, ed. Austin Flannery, vol. 1., new rev. ed. (Northport, NY: Costello, 1998).
2. Sacred Congregation of Rites, Musicam Sacram (Instruction on Music in the Liturgy), 5 March 1967, in International Commission on English in the Liturgy, Documents on the Liturgy, 1963–1979: Conciliar, Papal, and Curial Texts
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 1982), 4128. See also Congregation for Divine Worship and the Discipline of the
Sacraments, General Instruction of the Roman Missal (2002), 40.
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Second, there is a pastoral thrust to the liturgical reform, as seen in the various degrees possible
in the extent of singing. A fully sung liturgy is a praiseworthy ideal, but its implementation calls for
prudence and pastoral sensitivity. The chants of the liturgy are sung when it is possible in a given
pastoral situation, when the participants are blessed with the resources to do so well, and when it is
judged that this will truly glorify God and sanctify the worshipers.
The decision to chant more or less of the liturgy should be made with several concerns in mind.
Uppermost is the “full and active participation by all the people,” which is “the aim to be considered
before all else” according to Sacrosanctum Concilium, no. 14. In light of the great importance given by
the Church to the singing in the celebration of the Mass, no. 40 of the General Instruction of the Roman
Missal urges that in choosing various elements to be sung “the culture of peoples and abilities of each
liturgical assembly” should be given “due consideration.” Thus the sensitivities of the worshipers and
the history of liturgical practice in a given place, which may make people more or less prepared for
sung liturgy, should always be kept in mind.
The musical abilities of those who are to sing the ministerial chants must also be taken into account. Musicam Sacram addresses the importance of musical ability in no. 8 when it counsels:
Whenever a choice of people for a sung liturgical celebration is possible, those with musical talent
should obviously be preferred. . . . When no such choice is possible and the priest or minister does
not have the voice to sing properly, he may recite, audibly and clearly, one or other of the more difficult parts belonging to him.

As much as the Church upholds sung liturgy, a recited proclamation is probably preferable to a
poorly done sung rendition. This is not a loophole exempting ministers from striving for the ideal. Article 8 continues, “This [i.e., reciting], however, is not to be done merely to suit the personal preference
of the priest or minister.” In striving for the ideal of sung liturgy, a pastoral decision should be made
to determine the extent to which this ideal is appropriate in a given situation and how gradually it is
to be introduced with care where it is not yet the common practice.
The Church’s esteem for sung liturgy is seen in the directives concerning the proclamation of the
readings in the Introduction to the Lectionary for Mass:
Even if the Gospel itself is not sung, it is appropriate for the greeting ‘The Lord be with you,’ and ‘A
reading from the holy Gospel according to . . . ,’ and at the end ‘The Gospel of the Lord’ to be sung, in
order that the congregation may also sing its acclamations. This is a way both of bringing out the
importance of the Gospel reading and of stirring up the faith of those who hear it.
At the conclusion of the other readings, ‘The word of the Lord’ may be sung, even by someone other
than the reader; all respond with the acclamation. In this way the assembled congregation pays
reverence to the word of God it has listened to in faith and gratitude.3

Regarding the Eucharistic Prayer, the General Instruction of the Roman Missal says at no. 147: “It is
most appropriate that the Priest sing those parts of the Eucharistic Prayer for which musical notation
is provided.” Both the Latin and English editions of the Missal provide complete musical settings of
Eucharistic Prayers I–IV.
To clear up any possible misunderstanding regarding the wording of the norms within the General Instruction or the rubrics that precede the liturgical texts in the Order of Mass and elsewhere in
the Missal, no. 38 of the General Instruction states: “in the rubrics and in the norms that follow, words
such as ‘say’ or ‘proclaim‘ are to be understood either of singing or of reciting.” Thus terms like “say,”
“acclaim” or “proclaim” in the norms and the rubrics are not intended to give preference to reciting.

3. Sacred Congregation for the Sacraments and Divine Worship, General Introduction to the Lectionary for Mass
(1981), 17–18.
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The English chants of the Roman Missal are intended to help the Christian people offer worthy
worship as they join their voices in praise of God with the Church on earth and in heaven, for as Sacrosanctum Concilium, no. 8, reminds us: “In the earthly liturgy we take part in a foretaste of that heavenly
liturgy which is celebrated in the Holy City of Jerusalem toward which we journey as pilgrims.”

II. SINGING WELL
It is important that the singing minister render the chants as well as possible. This chapter gives
practical and musical advice to help the singer.

A. Preparation of the Minister
With the proper training, preparation, practice, advice, and mutual encouragement, liturgical
ministers—celebrants, deacons, cantors, and lectors—can learn to sing the chants with poised selfconfidence as they work collaboratively with the ministers in their own parishes and with their diocesan
office of worship. Making use of this book and the many other resources available to them (see VI.
Resources, p. 61), liturgical ministers will gradually come to trust in their own abilities to introduce and
sing the chants, and to rely with confidence on the congregation’s generous acceptance of their efforts.
The goal of careful preparation and of singing the Missal chants with confidence and with reasonable
competence, of course, is to engage worshipers more fully in the sung prayer of the liturgy and to lead
them more deeply into the paschal mystery made present in the eucharistic sacrifice.

B. The Meaning of the Text
Most of the chants provided in the Missal (the formulas or tones for the Prefaces, Eucharistic
Prayers, and Collects), are formulaic in character, thus preserving the primacy of the texts. The liturgical
text itself—its rhythm, its syntax, its structure and its semantic elements—has informed and shaped
the way the chants have been applied to it. The nature of these chants calls for a style of singing that,
like the chants themselves, is at the service of the text in all its aspects—rhythm, syntax, and, above all,
meaning. The focus of the singer, therefore, is the sacred text, especially its meaning. Preparation for
singing these chants, moreover, will involve a careful study of the text, so that when sung in a style of
cantillation (a form of sung recitation or heightened speech) the meaning of each word and phrase is
clearly communicated and heard in its proper context. Careful review of the text and sufficient practice
of the particular chant beforehand by the celebrant will lead to a confident, natural rendition of the
setting that can effectively involve the hearers in the prayer of the liturgy.

C. Pitch
Pitch is relative in the notation of the English Missal, not absolute. A standard G clef (without key
signature) is used, but there is no obligation to sing at the pitch level given, and one is always free to sing
at a higher or lower pitch. Some singers may wish to adjust the pitch to suit their natural vocal range
or so that the chant matches the tonality or modality of a congregational piece that precedes or follows.
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The following two examples—taken from the Prayer of the Faithful and the Litany of Saints of
the Easter Vigil, respectively—illustrate how the notation of the Missal is not to be taken absolutely:

&
&

V.

á

œ á́

(Petition...)

œ

œ

œ

œ œ œ

† Be  pleased  to  hear  us:

œ œ œ

œ

œ œ

R. Lord,    we  ask  you,    hear  our  prayer.

œ œ œ œ

& á

Jesus,  Son  of    the  liv-‐‑ing  God,

œ

œ œ œ

œ œ

œ

R. Lord,  we  ask  you,  hear  our  prayer.

Most congregations will wish to sing this chant much lower. In congregational worship aids one is free
to print chants at any pitch level.
Here are some examples of how the Preface Dialogue and Preface might be pitched so as to match
the modality or tonality of the congregational Sanctus. The first column gives the pitches that begin
the Preface Dialogue. Then the second and third columns illustrate the transition from the end of the
Preface to the beginning of the Sanctus.
Pitches  given
Pitches
given
to
celebrate:
to  celebrant:

&œ œ œ w

œ

&œ œ œ w

œ

b
&b œ œ œ w œ

b
&b œ œ œ w œ
b
&b œ œ œ w œ

b
& b bb œ œ œ w œ
&

#

œ œ œ w

œ

Ens  of
End
of
Preface:
Preface:

œœ œ

œ

œœ œ

œ

œœ œ

œ

...we  ac-‐‑claim:
...we  ac-‐‑claim:
...we  ac-‐‑claim:

Beginning    
Beginning
of
Sanctus
of  Sactus:

œ œœ

Ho-‐‑ly...

c œ
œ œœœ

Ho-‐‑ly,    Ho  -‐‑  ly...

œ œœ

Ho-‐‑ly...

œœ œ œ

nb c
œ œ œœœ

œœ œ œ

œ ˙

...we  ac-‐‑claim:

...we  ac-‐‑claim:

œœ œ œ

...we  ac-‐‑claim:

œœ œ œ

...we  ac-‐‑claim:

Ho-‐‑ly,    Ho  -‐‑  ly...

43 œ ˙

Ho-‐‑ly,

œ œ œ œ

Ho-‐‑ly...

Ho-‐‑ly,    Ho-‐‑ly...

## c
œ œ œ œ

Ho-‐‑ly,    Ho-‐‑ly...

II. SINGING WELL

11

It is a good practice to imagine the pitch(es) before starting to sing. For example, the celebrant
would prepare himself to sing the opening Sign of the Cross with its whole step by imagining the two
pitches that begin the chant or perhaps by imagining the important higher pitch first, and then the
lower and higher pitches in order:

& œ w

OR

& w

œw

& œ á

In  the  name  of  the  Father...

Care must be taken so that the modality or tonality of the preceding musical piece does not put
the singer in mind of the wrong modality. For the Sign of the Cross, for example, let us suppose that
the opening antiphon or hymn is in the key of A major, ending on the pitches G# and A. To sing the first
ministerial chant, the celebrant would have to make sure he has a G natural in mind, either by hearing
the whole step on his own or by hearing the pitches played for him.
Pitches should be given just loud enough for the singer to hear, but not so loud as to be obtrusive.

D. Breathing
Humans breathe naturally and without thinking about it, whether awake or asleep. But to sing
well, one must be intentional about inhaling deeply. The lower abdominals ought to be engaged in
order to breathe deeply and support the voice. After inhaling, the singer should not try to hold air in,
but to let it flow naturally and efficiently. The singer should use the breath fully for a well-supported
sound, without wasting breath through an airy sound that does not fully engage the vocal mechanism.

E. Length of Phrases
The singer should feel free to adjust the phrase length and frequency of breathing, since these
depend upon the singer’s sense of the text and the tempo appropriate to the acoustics of the space.
There are four types of bar lines in the chant of the English Missal, indicating successively larger breaks
in the syntax of the text. These are the quarter bar, the half bar, the full bar, and the double bar:

&
The quarter bar (above, leftmost) is a small vertical line placed on the top line of the staff. The frequency
of placement of the quarter bar in the Missal chants is, for the most part, an editorial decision. The
tendency is to insert more rather than fewer quarter bars to provide helpful indications to the singer
who needs to breathe often. The singer must not feel absolutely bound to the bar lines as given in
the Missal. The singer who is able to sing a larger portion of text without a breath should feel free to
ignore any quarter bar—depending of course on the text and its syntax. Conversely, the singer who is
more comfortable with shorter phrases and more frequent breathing should not hesitate to pencil in
additional quarter bars or some other marking in places where the text most naturally allows for it.
It is bound to happen at times that the singer runs out of breath before reaching the phrase end
or syntactical break. This need not be a problem and the singer should not worry when it happens. It
is quite possible to take a very quick “catch breath” and complete the phrase without communicating
an undue break in the line.
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F. The Values of English Syllables
In liturgical chant, the text is rendered most effectively when the syllables receive the same nuanced rhythmic values as they would in natural speech. The cardinal rule is: sing as you speak.
The English language, even more so than Latin, has a considerable range between longer and
shorter syllables.
Syllables longer by nature: world, thanks
Syllables shorter by nature: to, the
Some syllables are emphasized because of their importance for the meaning—e.g., “up” in the
sentence:
We lift them up to the Lord.
Weaker or less important words before a stressed word or syllable tend to accelerate toward the
stress, for example “to the” leading toward “Lord”:

& œ œ œ

œ

œ œ œœ œ œ

We lift them up to the Lord.
Let  us  give  thanks  to  the  Lord  our  God.
(acceleration)

This nuance happens naturally in good spoken proclamation of an English text (and generally without the speaker’s explicit awareness). When a text is sung, the rhythmic nuance should be
preserved. Each note or note group should receive the rhythmic value of its syllable, with a nuanced
variety between longer and shorter syllables.
Sometimes when moving from spoken to sung rendition there is a tendency to lose the natural
rhythm of the language, to even out the length of the syllables, and to decrease the tempo. The singer
should resist this tendency.
Let us take this celebrant’s text as an example:

& œ œ œ

œ

œ œ œœ œ œ

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.
Let  us  give  thanks  to  the  Lord  our  God.
(acceleration)

The singer should speak the text first, noting the natural acceleration of the short syllables “to
the” leading to the stressed word “Lord.” Then the singer should sing the same text, taking care that
the syllables “to the” do not become unnaturally lengthened so that they are equal in length to “thanks”
and “Lord.” The natural acceleration should be preserved:

& œ œ œ

œ

œ œ œœ œ œ

Let  us  give  thanks  to  the  Lord  our  God.
(acceleration)

The notation of the Missal exclusively employs black note heads without stems. This notation is
intended to help the singer attend to the natural rhythm of the text. There are no stems or white notes
to indicate quarter note/crotchet, eighth note/quaver, half note/minim, or whole note/semibreve,
since the singer is not limited to any of these rhythmic proportions.
Finally, we treat an advanced vocal technique for the more proficient singer. It concerns the
rhythmic values in note groups. A note group is anything more than one note over a syllable. Here are
several examples of note groups, all taken from the Exsultet (Easter Proclamation), above the syllables
“Sound,” “King’s,” and “tri–” :

PROPER OF TIME
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PROPER OF TIME

CHRISTMAS TIME
The Baptism of the Lord
Preface: The Baptism of the Lord.

&
&
&

œ œœ œ œ

œœ œ œ œ
œ œ œ

& á

& á

œ œ œœ œ

œ á

œœ
œ

œ

á

œœ œ

œ á
œ œ œ

á
œ á

œ œ œœ œ

œ œ œ

œ á

œ á

œ

œœ œ œ œ œ

& á

& á

œ œ œ œ œ œœ

œ œ œœ œ œ

œœ œ

& œœ œ œ

œ œ

œ œœ œ œ œ œ œœ

á

& á

œ

œ œœ

œœ
œ

& œá

& œœ

œ

œ á
œœ œ œ œ

œ

á

á
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& á

œœ œ œ œ

œ á

œ

œ

œ œ œ œ

œœ œ œ œ

œœœ œ

á

)#$)&,*"0+$6&7$$8&(2*!4(!296$&($#4,!"/

& á

¿

.('$*&/$)0!"$!"#$$1&)2#,*$&3$"#452#(/

!"#$%&&'$$(#)*$!&$!"#$+&&,-

& œ á

œ œ œ œœ œ

4('$:#3&,#$6&7,$$;4<2#*2!6

œ

)0!"&7!$$#('$)#$4828940;=

LENT
First Sunday of Lent
Preface: The Temptation of the Lord.

&
&
&

œ œœ œ œ

œœ œ œ œ
œ œ œ

& œá
& á

& œœ œ œ

œ œœ

œ

œ

œ œ

œ œœ œ œ œ œ œœ

œœ

œ œ œ œ œ œœ

œ œ œœ œ œ

œ

á

œœ œ
œœ

& á

œœ œ œ

& á

œœ œ œ œ œ œ

œ œ œœ œ

œ á

œ á

œ
œœ œ

œ

á
œ

œ á
œ

œ á

œ œ

á

& œœ œ œ
68

œœ œ

œœ

& á

œœ œ œ

& á

œœ œ œ œ œ œ

& á

œ á

œ

á

œœ œ œ œ

á

œ á

œœ œ œ œ œ œ

œ œ œ œ á

& á
& á

œ œ œœ œ

œ œ

œ

œ

œ

 

á

œœ œ œ œ

œ

œ

á

    

& œ

áPROPER OF TIME

œ á

œ

œœ œ œ œ œ

& œœ œ

œ œ

œ

œ

 

œ

   

Second Sunday of Lent
Preface: The Transfiguration of the Lord.

&
&
&

œ œœ œ œ

œ

œ œœ

  

 

œœ œ œ œ

œœ

    

œ œ œ

 

   

    

& œá

œ œ

œ œœ œ œ œ œ œœ

œ œ œœ œ œ

œ

œ

á

œ œ œ œ œ œœ

    

œ œ œœ œ

         

& á

œœ œ

œ

  

& œœ œ œ

 

œœ

œœ œ

œ á

œ á

   

 

œ

 

œ á

 

œ œ œœ œ

& œ

œ

         

& á

œœ œ
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œ

  

& œœ œ œ

 

& á

œœ œ

œœ

œ

        

& á

œœ œ œ œ œ

œ á

  

& œ œ

œœ œ

     

& œœ œ œœ œ

 

œ á

œ

 

œ á

      

œ

     

œ œ œ œ œ œ

œ á

œ œ œ œœ œ

¿

       

œ

œ œ œ œ

œœ œ œ œ

œ



œœœ œ

á

   

  

& á

á
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& á

œ á

 

œœ œ

   

    

œ



Third Sunday of Lent
Preface: The Samaritan Woman.

&
&
&

œ œœ œ œ

œœ œ œ œ
œ œ œ

& œá
& á

& œœ œ œ

œ

œ œœ

œ

œ œ

œ œœ œ œ œ œ œœ

œœ

œ œ œ œ œ œœ

œ œ œœ œ œ

œ

á

œœ œ
œœ

œ
œœ œ

œ œ œœ œ
œ á
œ

œ

á

œ á

