
Music in the Liturgy 
 

 As we begin the season of Lent I want to take this opportunity to explain a 
couple of things that you will be noticing with regards to the music, not only during 
this season but also into the future.  Before I begin, however, I would like to invite 
you to find and read online Sing to the Lord, a document of the United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops, which outlines the norms to be observed regarding 
music in the liturgy. 
 The first point that I would like to touch upon is the idea of “progressive 
solemnity.”  Progressive solemnity is a liturgical principle that governs the use of 
music in the Mass; the parts of the Mass that are sung, and the type of music that is 
used, for example.  This is not a new or novel idea.  Think back to the days of “low” 
Mass, “sung” Mass and “solemn high” Mass.  The same principle is still at work today 
and for the simple reason that not all liturgies enjoy equal ranking, differentiated as 
they are by degrees of solemnity.  There are in the Church the current ranks of 
solemnity (all Sundays, for example), feast (Masses in honor of the Apostles, for 
example), obligatory memorials (Saints commemorated in the universal Roman 
Calendar), optional memorials (other Saints of a more local significance), Masses for 
various occasions and votives.  There are also of course “ritual” Masses such as a 
nuptial Mass or a funeral Mass.  The rank of Mass that is being celebrated will in 
large part determine which parts of the Mass ought to be sung and what type of 
music ought to be used. 
 Keeping the principle of progressive solemnity in mind it is my desire to 
mark the times and seasons of the Church’s liturgical year with a solemnity that 
gives those times and seasons their proper due.  In order to keep things simple, I am 
grouping the liturgical seasons together under the headings of “Advent/Lent,” 
“Ordinary Time,” and finally “Christmas/Easter.”  Since we are now in the season of 
Lent, let us begin here. 
 The first thing that you will notice is that a cantor will be present in the ambo 
at the beginning of Mass and ask all of you to stand.  The cantor will be in the ambo 
because we will be using a seasonal antiphon with its corresponding psalm verses in 
place of a hymn.  The “feel” will be exactly like the responsorial psalm, and I put the 
word “feel” in quotes because it will not be a feeling or your imagination, it will be 
sung just like the responsorial psalm. With regards to the entrance antiphon, which 
is its proper name, this is the Church’s preferred option but is often replaced by a 
hymn.  During Lent we will mark the season with special solemnity by using this 
option.  Now, for those of you who use liturgy guides or follow the Mass in Breaking 
Bread, you see a different entrance antiphon every Sunday, but for the sake of 
simplicity we will be using a “seasonal” antiphon so that a new antiphon will not 
have to be learned by the musicians each Sunday.  
 While I am on the topic of antiphons I will briefly mention a word about the 
communion antiphon.  Those of you who attend daily Mass already know that I use 
both the entrance and communion antiphons at each liturgy, which are recited and 
not sung.  It is the custom here at Immaculate Conception that the musicians receive 
Holy Communion after the other ministers and before they begin the Communion 
hymn.  In order to take advantage of this opening I have asked that the Communion 



antiphon be chanted with its corresponding psalm verses.  After the musicians have 
chanted the antiphon and themselves have received Holy Communion, a hymn will 
be sung. 
 You already know that I have been studying and learning the chants of the 
Mass that are proper to the priest.  It has taken awhile for me to catch up in my own 
learning because while I was out of the country a new English translation of the 
Roman Missal was promulgated and the chants I once knew no longer corresponded 
to the texts I had learned.  It has been a process but I am slowly getting there.  In 
order that there may be greater continuity between the parts of the Mass that are 
chanted by the priest and the parts that can be sung by the faithful, we will all be 
learning the chants of the Roman Missal, specifically the Holy, holy, holy, the 
memorial acclamation and the Lamb of God.  These chants are very simple and 
elegant and you will find them easy to learn.  We will use the chants of the Roman 
Missal during the seasons of Lent and Advent.  During the Easter season beginning 
with the Vigil Mass we will switch to a more festive and expressive setting for these 
parts, again, in keeping with the principle of progressive solemnity. 
 At the beginning of Advent last year I had introduced in a homily the use of 
the Greek “Kyrie eleison” during the penitential rite at the beginning of Mass as part 
of the observance of that season.  This was an example of progressive solemnity in 
that it speaks to the kind of music used and in this case the langue employed to draw 
forth a greater sense of solemnity.  During the season of Lent we will use the Kyrie 
once again.  I had explained in my catechesis last year that the word “eleison” is of 
the same root as the Greek word for “olive oil” and it is manner of asking God to 
pour out upon us His mercy, that heals as it sooths, much like olive oil which is 
known for its curative properties. 
 By way of conclusion I would like to offer a brief comment on the word 
“celebrate.”  A modern dictionary would define the word more or less like this; “to 
gather for an enjoyable activity.”  This is its broadest (modern) definition. The word 
“celebrate” actually comes to us from the Latin “celebrare” and means “assemble to 
honor,” and in modern dictionaries which give their nod to religious ceremonies in 
this context ad that the “honor” given is given publically and in a manner that is due 
to the one being honored.  My point would be is that sometimes when the word 
“celebrate” is used with regards to the Mass, it is used with an expectation that the 
Mass ought to be an “enjoyable activity” in the sense that a birthday party or an 
anniversary is an enjoyable activity.  There is nothing that I find more enjoyable or 
that gives me more pleasure than offering the Eucharistic sacrifice of Jesus Christ, 
but I have never considered it to be “fun.” 
 In the future I will continue to offer these brief teachings and explanations so 
that we may all grow together in our understanding of the richness of the Mass and 
certainly with a view to deepening our participation in it. 
 
God bless, 
Fr. Kevin Christofferson  
  
  


