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Invitation
Invite the congregation to join in singing with 
you, using a simple spoken introduction.  ‘We 
sing together hymn number 326’ is an appropriate 
invitation; ‘hymn number 326’ is a blank statement 
which does not anticipate nor elicit a response; 
‘Hymn number 326 was written in the 19th century 
in Manchester, by an exponent of the Oxford 
movement which promoted the restoration of 
certain liturgical practices in the Anglican church’ is 
a programme note, which has no place in the Mass!

Body Language
Invite the people to join in through your body 
language.  Look at the people you would like to sing 
with you.  Stand somewhere visible, but without 
blocking the central focus of the liturgy.  You may 
wish to make the shape of the melody in the air 
with your hands.  This is called pitch conducting 
and can help the congregation follow as the tune 
goes up and down, and dwells on longer notes.  
A small gesture raising your hand to invite the 
congregation’s participation is helpful and may be 
sufficient with well-known songs.  Your smiling face 
gives the impression singing is enjoyable; a scowl or 
grimace following any mistakes will be off-putting.  

Nerves
Smile, and if something goes wrong, smile more.  
Standing with feet hip-width apart, taking deep 
breaths in and long breaths out, resting one hand 
or fingertips on a substantial piece of furniture will 
alleviate any physical manifestations of nerves and 
help you project your voice clearly.  You may wish to 
use a microphone to begin, but then step back once 
the congregation are singing confidently.  

Beginnings and Endings
The congregation will look to you to begin each new 
verse and signal the ending, especially with a chant 
repeated for as long as necessary, or when shortening 
a lengthy hymn.  In the last phrase or two, sing 
more loudly, or into the microphone, perhaps raise 
your hand again and slow down slightly.  Smile as 
you finish and turn again towards the focus of the 
liturgical action.  Any worshippers looking at you 
at the end of the song will then be guided into the 
next part of the liturgy.

The Flow of Liturgy
Cantors lead the congregation in singing hymns, 
and also the liturgical music.  The principles of 
inviting participation through your physical 
presence, eye contact, gesture and a clear voice 
remain the same, but it is rarely appropriate to give a 
spoken introduction as this would interrupt the flow 
of the liturgy.  Notice how sung prayer is integrated 
into the Mass, by close observation whenever you 
attend Mass, and perhaps also by reading useful 
documents, such as the Order of Mass Guide for 
Composers, or Celebrating the Mass from the Bishops’ 
Conference of England and Wales (see below).

Dialogue
Often we sing in dialogue with the priest, who 
may sing part of the Penitential Act, intone the 
Gloria, introduce the Memorial Acclamation by 
singing ‘The Mystery of Faith’, and conclude the 
Eucharistic Prayer in song.  Sometimes you may lead 
the congregation’s sung response to the Universal 
Prayer or another spoken text such as singing the 
‘Holy’ after a recited Preface.  Use a Missal to help 
you follow the priest’s prayers, and discuss musical 
matters with your priest in advance – will he sing 
anything during Mass?  How does the note he ends 
on relate to the note you start singing on?  What 
does he hope you will help the congregation to sing?  

Singing with the Angels
The liturgical texts remind us that the song of the 
Church on earth echoes the song of the angels 
in heaven.  This may be inspiring.  If it’s rather 
intimidating, consider instead Romans 8:26:

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. 
For we do not know what to pray for as we 
ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for 
us with groanings too deep for words.

Resources
•  Cantor  Basics  by Jim Hansen, Melanie 

Coddington and Joe Simmons. Available from 
www.decanimusic.co.uk

• The Singing Thing and The Singing Thing Too 
by John Bell. Wild Goose Publications. www.
ionabooks.com/

•  Celebrating the Mass published by CTS and 
available at http://www.liturgyoffice.org.uk/
Resources/GIRM/index.html#CTM

•  Roman Missal: Guide for Composers available at 
http://www.romanmissal.org.uk/Home/Music/
Composing-Music

•  worshipworkshop.org.uk for hymn music tracks
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Other resources to support the ministry of Cantor can 
be found at the website below.

The website also offers information about the Society 
of Saint Gregory, the national Catholic Society for 
liturgy and music, its meetings and Music and Liturgy, 
the Society’s journal.
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