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Preparing Music for the Liturgy 
_______________________________________________________________  

 
 

♦  Basic Principles:  An Introduction  ♦ 
 
Music is an important element in the wedding Liturgy.  Ask any parish musician and 
he/she can tell you that this is often one of the most contentious parts of preparing 
the Liturgy.  This resource will review some basic principles about music for the 
wedding Liturgy.   
 
 

♦  1.  Pastoral Considerations  ♦ 
 
  Pastoral Preparation of the Couple(s)   
 
The first consideration must always be pastoral.  Before all else, we need to extend a 
warm welcome!  Many couples come to our parishes with little formal knowledge of 
Liturgy, even if they are “good practicing Catholics.”  Others have been away from 
regular Church attendance for a while and will need some pastoral care.  Many 
brides and grooms are influenced by what they saw and heard at a friend’s wedding 
which may or may not have been celebrated in a Catholic church.  And, of course, 
internet searches suggest all kinds of “wedding songs.”   
 
Therefore, it is important that we provide resources which will not only catechize the 
engaged couple, but also help them to embrace the holiness of the liturgical 
celebration.  Perhaps the Music Director meets with them one-on-one.  Perhaps the 
director gathers engaged couples for a “demonstration” of wedding music and 
catechesis on the Liturgy.  Perhaps both the Presider and Musician use a parish 
guideline with suggested liturgical music.  How often does music about God’s gift of 
love enter the parish’s repertoire so that it would become a “favorite” for couples?   
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  Competent Music Ministers from Your Parish   
 
How many of your parish musicians (or local talent) are placed at the service of 
weddings?  Do couples know that parish cantors can serve at the wedding?  Do 
family friends (trained or untrained) have to step in to do this on a Saturday 
afternoon?  How can we “screen” volunteers or recruit more to serve at ALL our 
sacramental celebrations?   
 
 The Full, Conscious, and Active Participation of the Assembly  
 
In agreement with the Constitution of the Sacred Liturgy, no. 14, we should do all we 
can to foster the full, conscious, and active participation of the assembly – an 
assembly which might be quite diverse!  This might mean:  

• using common hymn tunes,  
• employing a skilled cantor who knows how to lead an assembly versus 

“performing a solo”,  
• using refrain style liturgical songs that might be easier to “pick up”, and  
• preparing worship aids which go far beyond “a wedding program”.     

 
Is this part of the discussion with the bride and groom?  
Is this part of the discussion among all parish staff members who serve them?   
 
 

♦  2.  The Worship Aid  ♦ 
 
Well-made worship aids will greatly encourage the participation of the assembly – an 
assembly which is most likely made up of practicing and non-practicing Catholics, 
people from different parishes with a different repertoire, and people from different 
faith traditions, different cultures and ethnicities, etc. 
 

“Since the celebration of marriage is a communal celebration, participation 
aids should be provided to the congregation so that they might follow the 
ritual with understanding.  This, in turn, allows them to have full and 
active participation in the celebration.  Participation aids should include 
especially those elements of the Liturgy unique to the marriage rite, as well 
as translations of any songs not sung in the vernacular.  Such 
participation aids should also include proper copyright notices for 
permission to use copyrighted music in the program” (Sing to the Lord: 
Music in Divine Worship, no. 224). 

 
In general, a worship aid should contain:   
 the entire Order of the Liturgy,  
 the prayers and dialogues that require assembly participation,  
 all music which requires assembly participation (along with musical notation),  
 And, of course, all copyright acknowledgements (including ICEL 

acknowledgements).   
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Among the resources which the FDLC has produced is The Gift of Love: A Bride 
and Groom’s Guide to Preparing the Wedding Liturgy.  It includes all necessary 
elements of the liturgy, people’s parts, and proper vocabulary.  It also provides 
helpful information on each of the three rites of Marriage.   
 
 

♦  3.  The Choice of Music  ♦ 
 
Sing to the Lord: Music in Divine Worship (USCCB, 2007) echoes the earlier conference 
documents, Music in Catholic Worship and Liturgical Music Today.   
 

“The marriage Liturgy presents particular challenges and opportunities to 
planners. Both musicians and pastors should make every effort to assist 
couples to understand and share in the planning of their marriage Liturgy. 
Since often times the only music familiar to the couple is not necessarily 
suitable to the sacrament, the pastoral musician will make an effort to 
demonstrate a wide range of music appropriate for the Liturgy” (STL, no. 
218).  

 
Sing to the Lord proposes three judgments which are used together to form one 
evaluation for the choice of music (STL, nos. 126-136). 
 
  The Liturgical Judgment (STL, nos. 127-129) 
 “Is this composition capable of meeting the structural and textual requirements 

as set forth in the liturgical books for this particular rite?”  
 Does it take into account progressive solemnity? 
 Are more important elements overshadowed by music for less important 

elements? 
 Does this music support the liturgical text? 
 Is it faithful to the teaching of the Church? 

 
  The Pastoral Judgment (STL, nos. 130-133) 
 Does this selection promote the sanctification of the assembly and draw them 

closer to the mystery being celebrated? 
 Does it respect the tradition of the Church as well as the native genius of the 

people? 
 Is it within their capability to perform (age, understanding, language, 

education)? 
 Will this draw them closer to Christ? 

 
  The Musical Judgment (STL, nos. 134-136) 
 Can the qualities of this piece bear the weight of the mysteries celebrated? 
 Is it technically, aesthetically, and expressively worthy?  Is it trite or cheap, a 

musical cliché? 
 Various styles of music and instrumentation are admitted to the liturgy if they 

are worthy 
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  Secular music – Though it may emphasize the love of the spouses for one 
another, secular music is not appropriate for the Sacred Liturgy. 
 
  Recorded music – The role of liturgical musicians is ministerial in nature and 
cannot be replaced by electronic means.  Likewise, recorded music lacks the 
authenticity provided by a living liturgical assembly gathered for the Sacred Liturgy 
(STL, no. 93). 
 
 

♦  4.  Music in Service to the Liturgy  ♦ 
 
  Prelude Music should also be religious music, not a secular song.  Here might be 
a good time for a favorite Marian hymn.  Music during the Liturgy:  Distinguish 
music which accompanies the liturgical action (e.g., Communion Song) and music 
which is the ritual action (e.g., Glory to God).  Choose Mass settings familiar to most 
in the assembly. 
 
  Chanting Matrimony.  In preparation for the introduction of this revised rite, the 
National Association of Pastoral Musicians [NPM] has been working with USCCB to 
prepare recordings of the chants for the rite, especially the three forms of the nuptial 
blessing.  The texts of these blessings have been available in The Roman Missal since 
2011.  Chants for the Prefaces for marriage Masses are found in the Missal and, in 
mp3 format, at the NPM website under http://www.npm.org/Chants/ritual.html.  
The chant settings of the nuptial blessings, which are in the new ritual book but not 
in the Missal, are now available in mp3 format for listening and downloading at 
http://www.npm.org/roman_missal/nuptial.html.   
 
 

♦  5.  Other Practical Issues  ♦ 
 
  Parish Policy, Procedure, and Guidelines 
Parishes, parish clusters, and/or deaneries may wish to develop a guideline which 
can serve parish staffs as well as engaged couples.  Here, too, the resources of the 
FDLC may be of assistance. 
 
  Copyright Acknowledgements  
It is always important and ethical to respect the intellectual property of copyright 
holders.  Even the texts of The Roman Missal, the Lectionary for Mass and the 
individual books of the Roman Ritual, which includes The Order of Celebrating 
Matrimony, are copyrighted.  Check out the websites for ICEL, the USCCB, and the 
Confraternity of Christian Doctrine as well as music publishers for information on 
reprint permissions.  Helpful information follows.   
 
  ICEL copyright notices:  In the preparation of people’s participation aides for 
liturgical celebrations, at times, excerpts are needed from the approved liturgical 
rites.   To facilitate this need, the International Commission on English in the Liturgy  

http://www.npm.org/Chants/ritual.html
http://www.npm.org/roman_missal/nuptial.html
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Corporation (ICEL) grants permission for one-time use of the texts as prepared by 
ICEL and approved for use in the USA, under the following conditions:   
 

1. What is being prepared is for one-time use only.   
2. The material must not be sold or bought.   
3. The spelling, capitalization, punctuation of the approved text must be 

reproduced as given, without change.   
4. All sense lines, as they appear in the approved texts, must be maintained.   
5. The proper copyright notice, for each rite, must appear on the cover, inside 

cover, title page, or acknowledgement page of the participation aid.   
6. In the preparation of participation aids for the people only those texts needed 

by the people are included.  Those texts which are used only by the presiding 
minister, leader, or other special ministers are not included in participation 
aids.   

7. No royalty is charged for reprinting ICEL translations in a publication for use 
at a specific Mass or celebration of a particular congregation or institution 
provided that the publication is not produced by a publishing firm and 
provided that the publication is not sold.  ICEL hereby grants permission to 
those institutions or congregations reprinting its texts and music in 
publications for one-time use without obtaining written or verbal permission.   

8. When excerpts from ICEL texts from a single rite are being acknowledged, the 
copyright notice should read as follows: 

Excerpts from the English translation of Text © 20XX, International 
Commission on English in the Liturgy Corporation.  All rights reserved.   

• Use this new name for ICEL even when older names are used in 
the pre-2010 editions of ritual books.   

9. When ICEL texts from different rites appear in the same publication, the 
acknowledgements of the ICEL texts should follow in chronological order with 
the earliest copyright date appearing first.  For instance:   

Excerpts from the English translation of the Lectionary for Mass © 1997, 
1981, 1968, International Commission on English in the Liturgy 
Corporation (ICEL); the English translation of The Roman Missal © 2010, 
ICEL; and the English translation of The Order of Celebrating Matrimony 
© 2013, ICEL.  All rights reserved.   

10. This information is adapted from the “BCL Report: Ritual Revision, a Status 
Report,” Spring 1981, prepared by the Secretariat of the Bishops’ Committee 
for Divine Worship, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops.    

 
  Major Catholic Music Publishers:  
 
 With each song, the author of the text and the tune is always noted, as well as 

the copyright owner for each.  There is no uniform method of how the 
information is listed; each publisher uses its own style.   

o You can determine a uniform style for your worship aid.  However, the 
title must always appear above the song; the rest of the information may 
appear below it.   

o License numbers may appear in the acknowledgement section of the 
worship aid or beneath each song.   
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 At the back of most hymnals / song books, there is an acknowledgements 
section listing additional copyright information.   

 In the annual publications by OCP of Breaking Bread and Music Issue, the 
acknowledgements section gives addresses and phone numbers for 50+ 
publishers / copyright owners.   

 Contact the Permissions Editor of the owner to seek permission and  
o wording for the required copyright notice;   
o invoicing for the filing fee for places without an annual license:  often 

$15.00 per song or per worship aid; sometimes for free.   
 
GIA Publications, 7404 South Mason Avenue, Chicago IL 60638-9927. (800) 442-
1358, (708) 496-3800.  Fax (708) 496-3828.  Web http://www.giamusic.com.   
Publishes liturgical music. 
 
OCP Publications, 5536 NE Hassalo, Portland OR 97213-3638.  (800) 548-8749.  
Fax (800) 462-7329.  E-mail liturgy@ocp.org.  Web http://www.ocp.org.  Publishes 
liturgical music and books. 
 
World Library Publications, 3708 River Road, Suite 400, Franklin Park IL 60131-
2158.  (800) 566-6150.  Fax (888) 957-3291.  E-mail wlpcs@jspaluch.com.  Web 
http://www.wlpmusic.com.  Publishes liturgical music and other parish resources.   
 
 
♦  6.  Excerpts Guidelines for the Sacrament of Marriage  ♦ 

Diocese of Springfield in Illinois, July 1989 
 

Note:  Bishop Daniel Ryan issued these guidelines to assist not only 
parish priest and ministers but also the couple themselves.  The 
following excerpts are still helpful guides for faithful preparation and 
good celebration.   
 
This document is found in the Pastoral Leadership Manual Vol. II (Liturgy 
and Initiation), Diocese of Springfield in Illinois.   

_____________________________________________________________  
 

 See also Sing to the Lord:  Music in Divine Worship by the 
Committee on Divine Worship of the United States Conference of Catholic 
Bishops, approved in November 2007.  See “The Rite of Marriage”, nos. 
216-224.   

_____________________________________________________________  
 
Page 1.  The Church at Worship 
 Congratulations on your engagement to be married!  As you prepare for your 
wedding day, you will need to have information regarding the significance of marriage 
in the life of the Church, your choice of options with in the rite, suggestions for 
music, etc. . . .  

http://www.giamusic.com/
mailto:liturgy@ocp.org
http://www.ocp.org/
mailto:wlpcs@jspaluch.com
http://www.wlpmusic.com/
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 Catholic weddings are celebrations of the entire Church.  In the sacramental 
celebration of marriage, CHURCH as “People of God” is manifested in several ways:  1) 
in the gathered assembly, the CHURCH as community of believers; 2) in the bride and 
groom, the domestic CHURCH; and 3) in the priest or deacon as presiding minister and 
official public representative of the local community. 
 Your wedding ritual is above all, then, a worship service.  It is a time for 
Christians to gather to praise God who has called you as man and woman to 
celebrate your marriage.  When Christians gather for worship, as we do each Sunday, 
we are celebrating a common life.  There are moments in the Church’s life celebrated 
with special emphasis which we call sacraments.  Just as the moments of baptism, 
confirmation, and eucharist have special meaning within the Church’s life, so too 
does the celebration of marriage. 
 Your marriage is a way of living out your faith.  By choosing to solemnize your 
marriage within the Church’s life, you have chosen to situate your lives, and 
celebrate your love within the life of the larger community and its prayer. . . .   
 
Pages 3-4.  Participants in Ministerial Roles 
 Just as in the Sunday assembly, there are a variety of ministries that function 
in a wedding liturgy besides that of the assembly already mentioned. 
The priest…reader…Communion ministers…altar serves…ministers of 
hospitality…and musicians [are among ministers needed for this important 
celebration]. . . .   
 
Page 5.  Times and Seasons 
 Consult your parish priest well in advance regarding the preparation of the 
wedding liturgy itself so that he, or a member of the parish staff, can assist you in 
the planning. 
 Saturday weddings should not conflict with the parish schedule or sacramental 
celebration of reconciliation or an evening Mass. . . .  
 The Church discourages the celebration of marriage during the season of Lent 
and Advent. . . .  
 
Page 6.  Customs and Religious Devotions 
 Customs used at a wedding should be meaningful and should stress the 
sacredness of the Christian celebration. . . .The Guest Book and Reception Line 
should be reserved for the wedding reception, not the church.  These do not belong to 
the marriage rite. . . .   
 Remember that “more is not better”.  Put your energies into planning the 
essentials of the Rite of Marriage.  With regard to customs, a few simple reflective 
questions regarding “extras” might help: 

• Does it add meaning that is not already in the liturgy? 
• Does it reflect a Christian understanding of marriage? 
• Does it reflect your personal faith and values, or is it simply something you saw 

done at a friend’s wedding? 
• Does it encourage the participation of those who will gather to celebrate your 

marriage, or does it make them merely spectators? 
• In summary, will it highlight rather than obscure the basic elements of the 

wedding liturgy? . . . 



Preparing Music for the Liturgy – page 8 of 8.  

Page 10-11.  Entrance Procession. . . .The entrance procession at the wedding should 
be modeled on the entrance procession at Sunday Mass, extended but somewhat 
similar. . . .   
 
Page 16.  The Role of Music in Catholic Worship 
 The primary purpose of music in your wedding liturgy is to better enable people 
to pray.  Assembly singing, therefore, is to be preferred, even though a vocal or choral 
solo at appropriate times is not excluded. . . .   
 
Page 18.  Music Ministers for the Wedding 
 Music ministry is an integral service role in Catholic worship.  Liturgical 
musicians are ministers, not performers, of music, leading the gathered assembly in 
sung prayer. . . .   
 
Page 19.  Music Proper to Christian Marriage 
 The diocesan norm regarding wedding music is that it be suitable for 
sacramental and liturgical celebration.  Popular love songs from recordings, stage 
and screen may be meaningful to you personally as a couple.  However, such music 
belongs appropriately at your reception, not in the wedding liturgy.  Sacred music, 
with texts that express a Christian dimension and are liturgically appropriate, is the 
only music suitable for your Christian marriage. . . .   
 Music for the liturgy is chosen to help people pray.  It needs to express not only 
the faith of the couple, but also the common faith of the whole Church.  The same 
criteria should be used to govern music sung or played before the wedding.   
 
Instrumental Music for Processional and Recessional 
 There is an extensive repertoire of good music for wedding processions.  Today, 
the trumpet tunes and voluntaries of Jeremiah Clarke, Henry Purcell, David Clark, 
George P. Telemann, and others have much more appeal than the traditional 
compositions by Wagner and Mendelssohn.  While perhaps having some artistic 
value, the origins of Wagner’s Lohengrin (accompanying an illegal and illicit 
ceremony) and Mendelssohn’s music for Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
(accompanying a farcical wedding) do not demonstrate Christian values.  Whether 
instrumental or sung, they should be avoided.  With more and more couples choosing 
a fuller procession of ministers and family, “Here Comes the Bride” by title alone, is 
even less appropriate. . . . 
 
Page 23.  In selecting the kind of music to be used, the ability of those who are to sing 
the music must be taken into account.  No kind of sacred music is prohibited from 
liturgical actions by the Church as long as it corresponds to the spirit of the liturgical 
celebration itself and the nature of its individual parts and does not hinder the flow of 
the liturgy. 
 One cannot find anything more religious or joyful in liturgical celebrations than 
an entire assembly expressing its faith and devotion in song.  If you are unfamiliar 
with much of the repertoire, allow your musicians to suggest some options from 
which you might choose. . . .   
 


