
The Roles of a Church Cantor 

Psalmist and Song Leader  

The Primary Role of liturgical music is to support the liturgical action, called the ‘Rite.‘  That means that 

each musical element is meant to serve that deeper liturgical action.  Thus it follows that the role of 

music can change as the various rites change.   For example, the Lamb of God accompanies the Fraction 

Rite (breaking of the bread before communion).  The Alleluia accompanies the Procession of the Gospel.  

The offertory song accompanies the Offertory Rite.    You are the song leader during these parts.   

 

On the other hand, sometimes music IS the Rite, as in the case of the Gloria, Mass Acclamations, and 

Responsorial Psalm.  This makes it more important, liturgically speaking.  Think about a daily Mass with 

no music:  we would omit the lesser parts that accompany another rite, but we could never eliminate 

the Acclamations, Psalm, and Gloria (if prescribed for the day), because they are part of the fabric of the 

liturgy.  Of all of these, the Psalm is your primary solo.  As part of the liturgy of the Word, it is not 

accompanying something else, but is itself the central action at that moment.  During the Psalm, you 

take on a more special role of the Psalmist.  During the Gloria and Mass Parts, however, since they are 

meant for the assembly to sing, you don’t need to be dominant, and you remain a ‘song leader.’ 

 

 

A little Psalm Theology: 

The responsorial Psalm, even though scripture, is not a proclamation as the readings and Gospel are.  

Rather, the psalm is our meditative response to the proclamation we have heard and our prayerful 

preparation for the proclamation yet to come.  The psalms as poetry move us beyond the hearing of a 

discursive text to participation in that text as a personal experience. 

 When the cycles of readings were compiled, the First reading and Gospel were chosen for their 

thematic similarities.  The Psalm was then chosen as a reflection upon the first reading, and a 

preparation for the Gospel.  One of the best ways to prepare to sing the psalm is to read the First 

reading and Gospel, to understand the connection.   

 

Duties: 

Cantors sing once or twice a month at the Sunday Masses and occasional weekday feasts.  They arrive a 

half hour early to go over music with Luke, and prepare for each Sunday using their hymnals, psalm 

books, and the recording on the music website.   Each year Luke gives them a recording of themselves 

singing at Mass for self-evaluation, with a follow-up meeting with Luke to discuss strengths and 

weaknesses.   

 


