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Why sing new songs?
The cantor leads people in sung prayer and proclaims 
the Word of God in song.  Scripture exhorts us to 
sing a new song to the Lord (see various Psalms, 
Isaiah 42 and John’s Apocalyptic vision of heaven 
featuring the new song sung by all the saints in 
heaven, recorded in chapter 14).  No single hymn 
contains all the truths of our faith, a full description 
of God, and our response to that.  We need a variety 
of sung texts to express more and more of what we 
believe and who we believe in.  

What to sing?
Ideas for selecting songs are available in the Society’s 
‘Preparing the Liturgy’, distributed in the journal 
Music and Liturgy.  Songs for Mass are suggested based 
on the readings, the antiphons and prayers for that 
particular Mass on that particular day. You need 
also to think about where the song will be sung in 
the liturgy and the liturgical action it accompanies, 
the season of the Church’s year, and the particular 
community who are singing.  Listen to whatever 
your congregation sings well – its overall style and 
particularly enjoyable songs.  Use this as a starting 
point rather than introducing something radically 
different which may appear inaccessible or irrelevant.  

New words to old tunes
You can sing new words to familiar tunes, guided by 
a metrical index, found at the back of many hymn-
books.  Count the syllables in each line of the new 
hymn, generating a code called the metre.  Look 
at the names of tunes with the same metre in the 
metrical index.  These are the names of the tunes, 
not the titles of the songs, so for example, When I 
survey is listed as ROCKINGHAM.  If you find a tune 
familiar to your congregation, sing it through with 
the new words on your own to check the poetic 
and metrical stresses coincide and that the mood 
of the music matches the meaning of the words.  
An infamous mismatch occurs between the tunes 
WOODLANDS, associated most readily with the 
song Tell out, my soul, and the song Abide with me 
sung to EVENTIDE.  Both have 10 syllables in every 
line, so share the same metre – 10 10 10 10 – so the 
words fit either tune, but when interchanged the 
incongruity of lyrics and melody is obvious.

Start Small
It’s a good idea to introduce songs first to small groups 
before singing together at a Sunday Mass.  Wherever 
people pray, that prayer may be sung, so consider 
singing a new song at first at church meetings, as part 
of catechetical sessions, with your SVP or Justice and 
Peace group, for example, and at smaller services such 
as the Rosary or Stations of the Cross or Adoration  
before introducing them at Sunday Mass.  Perhaps 
liaise with the Parish school to teach the new song 
there or watch and learn how the music teacher 
introduces it to the children.  Make use of the superb 
free song bank online at worshipworkshop.org.uk 
featuring echo tracks playing each phrase once to 
listen to, then again to sing along.  

My turn/Your turn
You can try this live, singing each phrase before 

inviting the congregation to repeat it, using 
simple gestures to indicate my turn/your turn.  
Alternatively, sing through a whole verse once, 
then again inviting the congregation to listen, sing 
quietly, or hum – whichever helps them to learn, 
before all singing together.  This is best done before 
Mass, but if necessary a new song may be introduced 
during a service with a soloist singing the first verse, 
all invited to hum while the soloist continues with 
verse 2, then all sing from verse 3 onwards guided by 
your pitch conducting.  To learn more, I recommend 
you read The Singing Thing Too by John Bell.  

Give a reason
Explain briefly why a new song is being sung – to 
emphasise a phrase from one of the readings; 
because it’s a new season; to forge links with the 
parish primary school; to stand in solidarity with 
a particular country, for example.  Simultaneously, 
reassure that the old favourites are not being ditched 
– mention a well-known hymn which features in the 
same service or point out that we’ll return to singing 
that well-loved Gloria in Christmastide, for example.  

Repetition
It may be best to introduce a new piece gradually, 
playing it as an instrumental or recording as people 
gather or over coffee after Mass one week; getting 
the choir, or soloist to sing it another, then using 
the techniques outlined previously to invite the 
congregation to sing it.  Repeat the piece to give it 
time to bed in – throughout a season perhaps, or 
always return to it on the same occasion each year.  

Use your priest
Ask your priest to sing along with new songs (even 
very quietly if he feels self-conscious) as many faithful 
Catholics will look to him for guidance on their 
appropriate level of participation!  

Keep going!
A worthy read for cantors of all levels of ability, Cantor 
Basics, advises that when teaching new songs, we 
follow the process: Motivate –  Demonstrate –  Imitate 
–  Participate  –  Congratulate.
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