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Objective

• To explore the power of songs to express our 
spiritual union during Communion.



Overview
• Yesterday: Review the history of the Communion 

Song, it’s raison d’être, and the use of psalms, 
antiphons and hymns over the years. 

• Today: Examine the state of the Communion Song. 

• Tomorrow: (a) Revisit the guidelines, options and 
models for the Communion Song set by Vatican II. 
(b) Explore the link between more intense 
celebrations and the use of particular song forms 
and texts. (c) Set a path for tomorrow!



Text: Ps 115 (116):13 
1 Cor 10:16 

(c) 1969, 1981 ICEL 
Music: Paul Mason 

(c) 2007 
Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 

I will take the cup of salvation, 
and call on the name of the Lord. 
—————————- 
Our blessing cup is a communion 
with the blood of Christ. 



How can I repay the Lord 
for his goodness to me. 
The cup of salvation I will raise; 
I will call on the Lord’s name. 

Text: Ps 115 (116):12-13 
(c) 1963 Grail 

Music: Paul Mason 
(c) 2007 

Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 



Text: Ps 115 (116):13 
1 Cor 10:16 

(c) 1969, 1981 ICEL 
Music: Paul Mason 

(c) 2007 
Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 

I will take the cup of salvation, 
and call on the name of the Lord. 
—————————- 
Our blessing cup is a communion 
with the blood of Christ. 



O precious in the eyes of the Lord 
is the death of his faithful. 
Your servant, Lord, your servant am I; 
You have loosened my bonds. 

Text: Ps 115 (116):15-16 
(c) 1963 Grail 

Music: Paul Mason 
(c) 2007 

Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 



Text: Ps 115 (116):13 
1 Cor 10:16 

(c) 1969, 1981 ICEL 
Music: Paul Mason 

(c) 2007 
Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 

I will take the cup of salvation, 
and call on the name of the Lord. 
—————————- 
Our blessing cup is a communion 
with the blood of Christ. 



A thanksgiving sacrifice I make; 
I will call on the Lord’s name. 
My vows to the Lord I will fulfil 
before all his people. 

Text: Ps 115 (116):15-16 
(c) 1963 Grail 

Music: Paul Mason 
(c) 2007 

Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 



Text: Ps 115 (116):13 
1 Cor 10:16 

(c) 1969, 1981 ICEL 
Music: Paul Mason 

(c) 2007 
Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 

I will take the cup of salvation, 
and call on the name of the Lord. 
—————————- 
Our blessing cup is a communion 
with the blood of Christ. 



Psalm 115 (116)
• One of the Thanksgiving Psalms (Todah). 

• One of the Hallel psalms (Ps 112 (113)-117 (118)) 
sung at Passover and other major holy day rituals. 

• Cited in early NT letters (2 Cor 4:13, Rom 3:4). 

• St Paul: “the blessing cup that we bless is a 
communion with the blood of Christ, and the bread 
that we break is a communion with the body of 
Christ” (1 Cor 10:16).



Yesterday

• Review usage of psalms, antiphons and hymns 
during communion over the centuries. 

• Review the aesthetic response to the musical 
attractiveness of psalmody over the centuries.



First Century
• Jesus and the Apostles sang at the Last Supper.  

• Hallel Psalms 114 (116a), 115 (116b), 116 (117) and 117 
(118) are sung after the grace after meals at major Jewish 
rituals. 

• St Paul associates the eucharistic Psalm 115 (116) with the 
mystery of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus in the 
ministry of the apostolate . 

• Faith in the mystery motivates evangelisation among 
peoples and increases thanksgiving (Eucharistia) (2 Cor 
4:13-15).



–Mt 26:30 
–Mk 14:26 

(JB)

“After psalms had been sung, they left for the 
Mount of Olives.” 



“Always, wherever we may be, we carry with us 
in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of 

Jesus, too, may always be seen in our body. 
Indeed, while we are still alive, we are 

consigned to our death every day, for the sake 
of Jesus, so that in our mortal flesh the life of 

Jesus, too, may be openly shown. So death is 
at work in us, but life in you.



But as we have the same spirit of faith that is 
mentioned in scripture - “I believed and 
therefore I spoke” - we too believe and 

therefore we too speak, knowing that he who 
raised the Lord Jesus to life will raise us with 
Jesus in our turn, and put us by his side and 

you with us. You see, all this is for your benefit, 
so that the more grace is multiplied among 
people, the more thanksgiving (eucharistia) 

there will be, to the glory of God.” 

–2 Cor 4:10-15  
(citing Ps 115 (116):10) 

(JB)



Second Century 

• Clement indicates Psalm 32 (33) was sung at 
Agape. This is the earliest evidence of the singing 
of the Orthodox Koinonica (Communion Song), 
which is one of thirty communion songs sung 
regularly today in Orthodox liturgies:  
“Rejoice in the Lord, O you righteous!” 



–Clement of Alexandria  
(c.150-215) 

Paedagogus II, iv 
(MECL #54)

“If you wish to sing and play to the cithara and 
lyre, this is not blameworthy; you would imitate 

the just Hebrew king giving thanks to God. 
‘Rejoice in the Lord, O you righteous! Praise 

befits the upright! (Ps 32 (33).1).” 



Third Century

• Hippolytus indicates Hallel (Alleluia) psalms, 
especially the eucharistic (todah) Psalm 115 (116) 
(associated with the cup), were used at Agape 
during communion distribution.



–Hippolytus (c.170-c.236) 
Apostolic Tradition 25 

(MECW #89) 
Description of an Agape

“And let them arise therefore after the supper 
and pray. … And afterwards let the deacon, as 
he takes the mingled chalice of oblation, say a 
psalm from those in which the Alleluia is written. 
… And after the bishop has offered the chalice, 
let him say a psalm from those appropriate to 
the chalice - always one with Alleluia, which all 
say. … And when the psalm is finished let him 
bless the chalice and give of its fragments to all 
of the faithful.” 



Fourth Century
• Several sources from the east testify to the singing of a 

communion psalm, typically the Todah psalm 33 (34) 
with verse 8 “Taste and see that the Lord is good.” 

• Psalms during communion were sung with the 
congregation responding. 

• Augustine provides the first reference to psalms sung 
during communion in the west. 

• Numerous testaments to the efficacious nature of the 
melodious singing of the psalms. 



–Cyril of Jerusalem (c.315-386) 
Mystagogical Catechesis V, 20 

(MECL #158)

“After these things, listen to the singer who 
invites us with a sacred melody to communion 
in the holy mysteries, and says: ‘Taste and see 

that the Lord is good (Ps 33 (34):8).’” 



–John Chrysostom (c.347-407) 
In Psalmum cxliv, I 

(MECL #172)

“It is worth paying special attention to this 
psalm. For this is the psalm containing the 

words that initiates into the mysteries 
continuously sung in response, saying: ‘The 
eyes of all look to thee, and thou givest them 
their food in due season’ (Ps 144 (145):15)” 



–Apostolic Constitutions (c.380) VIII, xiii, 16 
(MECL #235

“Let the thirty-third psalm be sung while all the 
rest receive.” 



–Canons of Basil (late fourth century) 
Canon 97 

(MECL #266)

“Those singing psalms at the altar shall not sing 
with pleasure, but with understanding; they 

should sing nothing other than psalms .… the 
congregation shall respond with vigour after 

every psalm.” 



–Jerome (341-420) 
In Isaiam II, v, 20 

(MECL #331)

“Each day, filled with the heavenly bread, we 
say, “Taste and see how sweet is the Lord (Ps 

33(34):8).” 



–Augustine (354-430) 
Liber retractationum II, 37 

(MECL #385)

“Meanwhile a certain Hilary, a lay catholic of 
tribune rank, angered I know not why against 

the ministers of God, as often happens, 
attacked the custom which had begun then in 
Carthage of singing at the altar hymns from the 

Book of Psalms both before the oblation and 
while what had been offered was distributed to 

the people.” 



–Athanasius (c.296-373) 
Epistula ad Marcellinum 27 

(MECW #98

“Why are words of this sort sung with melody 
and song? .… Some still think that the psalms 

are sung melodiously for the sake of good 
sound and the pleasure of the ear. This is not 

so. Scripture has not sought what is sweet and 
persuasive; rather this was ordained to benefit 
the soul for every reason, … because it was 
proper for Divine Scripture to hymn God not 

only with continuity but with expanse of voice…. 
And thus it is assured that men love God with 

their entire strength and capability.”  



–Basil the Great (c.330-379) 
Homilia in psalmum i 

(MECL #130)

“The Holy Spirit .… mixed sweetness of melody 
with doctrine so that inadvertently we would 

absorb the benefit of the words through 
gentleness and ease of hearing…. Thus he 
contrived these harmonious psalm tunes, so 

that those … while appearing only to sing would 
in reality be training their souls. For not one of 

these many indifferent people ever leaves 
church easily retaining in memory some maxim 
of either the Apostles or the Prophets, but they 

do sing the texts of the Psalms at home and 
circulate them in the marketplace.” 



–Basil the Great (c.330-379) 
Homilia in psalmum i, 2 

(MECL #131

“A psalm is tranquility of soul and the arbitration 
of peace; it settles one’s tumultuous and 

seething thoughts. It mollifies the soul’s wrath 
and chastens its recalcitrance. Who can still 

consider one to be a foe with whom one utters 
the same prayer to God! Thus psalmody 

provides the greatest of all goods, charity, by 
devising in its common song a certain bond of 
unity, and by joining together the people into 

the concord of a single chorus.” 



–Basil the Great (c.330-379) 
Homilia in psalmum i, 2 

(MECL #132)

“O the wise invention of the teacher who 
contrives that in our singing we learn what is 

profitable, and that thereby doctrine is 
somehow more deeply impressed upon our 

souls! What is learned under duress tends not 
to be retained, but what suavely ingratiates 
itself somehow abides within our souls more 

steadfastly.” 



–John Chrysostom (C.347-407) 
In psalmum xli, I 

(MECL #164)

“When God saw that the majority of men were 
slothful, and that they approached spiritual 

reading with reluctance and submitted to the 
effort involved without pleasure - wishing to 

make the task more agreeable and to relieve 
the sense of laboriousness - he mixed melody 
with prophecy, so that enticed by the rhythm 
and melody, all might raise sacred hymns to 

him with great eagerness. For nothing arouses 
the soul, gives it wing, sets it free from the 

earth, releases it from the prison of the body, 
teaches it to love wisdom, and to condemn all 

the things of this life, as concordant melody and 
sacred song composed in rhythm.” 



–Ambrose (c.339-397) 
Explanatio psalmi i, 9 

(MECL #276)

“A psalm is sung at home and repeated 
outdoors; it is learned without effort and 

retained with delight. A psalm joins those with 
differences, unites those at odds and reconciles 
those who have been offended, for who will not 
concede to him with whom one sings to God in 
one voice? It is after all a great bond of unity for 
the full number of people to join in one chorus.” 



–Niceta of Remesiana (d.after 414) 
De utilitate hymnorum 5 

(MECL #306

“For since human nature rejects and avoids 
what is difficult, even if beneficial, and accepts 

virtually nothing unless it seems to offer 
pleasure, through David the Lord prepares for 
men this potion which is sweet by reason of its 
melody and effective in the cure of disease by 
reason of its strength. For a psalm is sweet to 

the ear when sung, it penetrates the soul when 
it gives pleasure, it is easily remembered when 
sung often, and what the harshness of the Law 
cannot force from the minds of man it excludes 

by the suavity of song.” 



Fifth to Ninth Centuries
• Inclusion of other psalms and NT and OT songs. 

• Later-seventh-century Advent Project in Rome 
produced the Gregorian repertory of communions. 

• The most common communion hymn in the East 
until the ninth century was psalm 33 (34). 

• Late-ninth-century development in Constantinople 
of the Orthodox repertory of 22 seasonal 
koinonikon (communions).



10th-20th Centuries
• Continued use of Gregorian psalter-based repertory in Sung 

Masses for a thousand years, incl. Gregorian chant, 
Polyphony, Motets. 

• Reformation brought vernacular hymnody and psalmondy to 
reformed churches: Genevan Psalter, Isaac Watts, J.S. Bach 
chorales, Charles and John Wesley, Scottish Psalter etc. 

• 1950-1970 saw introduction by Pius XII of vernacular 
communion hymns into Spoken Masses. 

• Second half of 20th century: development of liturgical song 
repertory to meet Vatican II Novus Ordo.



Summary (1)
• For almost two thousand years Communion song 

texts were scripture. Verses were from the psalms, 
responses/antiphons from psalms or other scripture 
related to the feast being celebrated. Often the 
responses exhibited substantial adjustment from 
the scripture text (Advent Project, 330).  

• Psalm repertoire initially drew on individual 
thanksgiving psalms (18, 32, 34, 66:1-7, 107, 116, 
118) and hymns (8, 19, 29, 33, 68, 96, 98, 103, 
104, 105, 111, 139, 145, 146, 147). 



Summary (2)
• Early communions were melodious, with memorable 

assembly responses and cantor verses expressing:  

• (thanksgiving),  

• (narrative of a distressing situation and what God 
has done to redeem the one distressed),  

• praise.  

• Suited to the act of communion with the mystery of the 
life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.



Summary (3)
• As the centuries progressed from the 4th century high-

point, participation and communion of the faithful 
virtually disappeared. 

• Consequently, psalm verses also disappeared, with only 
time to sing the antiphon/response. 

• Move to professional clerical choir and “Properisation” of 
the Chants. A different chant for every day! Further 
negative impact on participation of faithful. Text focus no 
longer catechetical, rather a deep theological reflection 
on the feast celebrated (in a language not understood).



Summary (4)
• Psalm repertoire expanded to include:  

• community thanksgiving psalms (66:8-12),  

• psalms of trust (16, 23, 27:1-6, 131),  

• songs of Zion (48, 84, 122),  

• psalms of Yahweh’s enthronement (97),  

• royal psalms (20, 21, 45, 72),  

• Wisdom psalms (1, 37, 73, 91, 112, 133)



Summary (5)
• communal lament (79, 80),  

• individual lament (13, 17, 22, 31, 42, 61, 63, 130),  

• national penitence (78),  

• psalm liturgies (85, 121, 126),  

• mixed psalms (9, 119), and  

• miscellaneous (36, 89).



Summary (6)
• 20th Century recovery of full, conscious active 

participation 

• Pius X, Tra Le Sollecitudini, 1903 

• Pius XII, vernacular hymns, 1955, 1958 

• Vatican II, 1962-65 

• Vernacular Mass, 1970 

• Development of vernacular Liturgical Songs



Today
• During communion today: 

• What do we sing? 

• When do we sing? 

• How do we sing? 

• Where do we sing? 

• Why do we sing? 

• Who sings?



John Paul II
• Address to International Congress on Sacred Music (2001)  

“The 20th century, particularly the second half, saw a development 
of popular religious music in line with the desire expressed by the 
Second Vatican Council that it be ‘intelligently fostered’” (4) 

• Chirograph on Sacred Music (2003) 

“Popular singing, in fact, constitutes ‘a bond of unity and a joyful 
expression of the community at prayer, fosters the proclamation of 
the one faith and imparts to large liturgical assemblies an 
incomparable and recollected solemnity’” (11, citing his address to 
the International Congress on Sacred Music)



Today - the Good
• Memorable, scriptural songs - One bread one body 

(1 Cor 10:16,17; 12:4; Gal 3:28; Didache 9), Lord to 
whom shall we go (Jn 6) , Seed scattered and 
sown (1 Cor 16-27; Mk 4:3-6; Didache 9), I am the 
bread of life (Jn 6), Eat this bread (Jn 6). 

• Memorable psalm settings - Ps 8, The Lord is my 
shepherd (Ps 23), The cry of the poor (Ps 34), Taste 
and see (Ps 34), Ps 42, Ps 65, Ps 103, Ps 116, Ps 
118, Ps 145, Ps 148, Ps 149 (but not widely used!)



Today - the Bad
• Use of strophic hymns without a memorable 

response. 

• Use of Propers that exclude assembly 
participation. 

• Use of motets that exclude assembly participation. 

• Use of songs with refrains that aren’t familiar.



Today - the Ugly
• Many poor “communion songs”, chosen unwisely: 

• lack of scripture base; lack of Christian doctrine; 

• lack of memorable melody and rhythm. 

• Poor performance: 

• poor synchronisation of the beginning and end of 
the communion song; 

• poor involvement of assembly.



Tomorrow

• Revisit the guidelines and options set by Vatican II. 

• Consider models of particular song forms and texts 
for the Communion Song.  

• Explore the link between more intense celebrations 
and the use of particular models.



Guidelines - CSL
• Constitution on the Sacred Liturgy Sacrosanctum 

Concilium: 

"Religious singing by the faithful is to be intelligently fostered 
so that in devotions and sacred exercises as well as in 
liturgical services, the voices of the faithful may be 
heard…" (118) 

“The texts intended to be sung must always be consistent 
with Catholic teaching; indeed they should be drawn chiefly 
from holy Scripture and from liturgical sources.” (121) 



Guidelines - GIRM
• General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 86 

“While the Priest is receiving the Sacrament, the Communion 
Chant is begun, its purpose being to express the spiritual 
union of the communicants by means of the unity of their 
voices, to show gladness of heart, and to bring out more 
clearly the “communitarian” character of the procession to 
receive the Eucharist. The singing is prolonged for as long 
as the Sacrament is being administered to the faithful. 
However, if there is to be a hymn after communion, the 
Communion Chant should be ended in a timely manner. Care 
should be taken that singers, too, can receive Communion 
with ease.”



Guidelines - GIRM
• General Instruction of the Roman Missal, 87 

“For singing at Communion, it is possible to use the 
antiphon from the Graduale Romanum, with or without the 
Psalm, or the antiphon with Psalm from the Graduale 
Simplex, or some other suitable liturgical chant approved 
by the Conference of Bishops. This is sung either by the 
choir alone or by the choir or a cantor with the people. 

However if there is no singing, the antiphon given in the 
Missal may be recited by the faithful, or by some of them, 
or by a reader; otherwise it is recited by the Priest himself.”



Guidelines - MS

• Musicam Sacram, 36 

It is not sufficient, however, that these songs be 
merely “Eucharistic” - they must be in keeping with 
the parts of the Mass, with the feast, or with the 
liturgical season.



Vatican II Options
• Annibale Bugnini, The Reform of the Liturgy, 891 

“The principal role in choosing and adopting 
repertories of songs for celebrations in the vernacular 
had to be left to the episcopal conferences; a Roman 
group could only provide general criteria for passing 
judgment. The entrance and communion antiphons of 
the Missal were intended to be recited, not sung, and 
to inspire the creation of suitable songs in the 
vernacular.”



Models
• 4 models  

• sources  

• text  

• music  

• performance  

• strengths and weaknesses



Model 1
• Source: Graduale Romanum 

• text: Latin - no catechetical value for most 
people. 

• music: complex melismatic melodies. 

• strengths: particularity to the feast Proper. 

• weaknesses: foreign language; too particular (!); 
almost always requires a choir only performance.



Model 2
• Source: Graduale Simplex 

• text: Latin - no catechetical value for most 
people. 

• music: simple, often uninteresting melodies. 

• strengths: smaller repertory of seasonal chants. 

• weaknesses: foreign language, melodies 
generally not endearing to the people.



Model 3
• Source: Songs with refrains, from approved lists 

• text: Fit to feast depends on person choosing. Not 
all texts speak to the mystery of communion. 

• music: Many popular melodies suited to assembly. 

• strengths: many songs meet most or all GIRM 86.  

• weaknesses: particular choice of songs can be 
subject to poor selection processes.



Model 4
• Source: Songs with refrains, inspired by the antiphon 

and psalm of the day, (from approved lists) 

• text: Fit to feast, or seasonal, speak to the mystery of 
communion. 

• music: Many popular melodies suited to assembly. 

• strengths: Songs meet all GIRM 86; Seasonal option 
to aid building a memorable repertory for assembly. 

• weaknesses: Tendency to over-“Properise.”



Conclusion (1)
• The Church Fathers provided us the measure for 

more intense experiences of expressing our spiritual 
union in communion with the mystery celebrated: 

• the assembly’s participation in the singing. 

• memorable melodies tied to scripture texts 
reflecting the mystery of Eucharistic communion - 
thanksgiving, narrative and praise. 

• liturgy that catechises.



Conclusion (2)
• Model 4 offers an approach to composition and 

selection of communion music that embraces the kind 
of communion songs of which the Church Fathers 
spoke. 

• In going forward, we should  

• retain the good repertory already established  

• replace the bad and ugly by following Model 4 

• focus on performance that fits the ritual (GIRM 86)



Resources

• Communion song suggestions for the 3 year cycle 
www.liturgydow.org.au 

http://www.liturgydow.org.au


Text: Ps 33 (34):8 
1 Cor 10:16 

(c) 1969, 1981 ICEL 
Music: Paul Mason 

(c) 2007 
Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing  

Taste and see the goodness of the Lord. 
O, taste and see. 



I will bless the Lord at all times, 
his praise always on my lips; 
in the Lord my soul shall make its boast. 
The humble shall hear and be glad. 

Text: Ps 33 (34):2-3 
(c) 1963 Grail 

Music: Paul Mason 
(c) 2007 

Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 



Text: Ps 33 (34):8 
1 Cor 10:16 

(c) 1969, 1981 ICEL 
Music: Paul Mason 

(c) 2007 
Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing  

Taste and see the goodness of the Lord. 
O, taste and see. 



Glorify the Lord with me. 
Together let’s praise his name. 
I sought the Lord and he answered me; 
from all my terrors he set me free. 

Text: Ps 33 (34):2-3 
(c) 1963 Grail 

Music: Paul Mason 
(c) 2007 

Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing 



Text: Ps 33 (34):8 
1 Cor 10:16 

(c) 1969, 1981 ICEL 
Music: Paul Mason 

(c) 2007 
Psalms for All Time, Willow Publishing  

Taste and see the goodness of the Lord. 
O, taste and see. 



Documents (1)
• Vatican II, Sacrosanctum Concilium Constitution on the Sacred 

Liturgy (1963), http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/
ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-
ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html  

• Vatican II, Musicam Sacram Instruction on Music in the Liturgy, 
(1967), http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/
ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_instr_19670305_musicam-
sacram_en.html  

• General Instruction of the Roman Missal, (2010),  
http://www.liturgydow.org.au/girm.html 

• Vatican II, Ordo Cantus Missae Order for Chants of the Mass

http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19631204_sacrosanctum-concilium_en.html
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_instr_19670305_musicam-sacram_en.html
http://www.liturgydow.org.au/girm.html


Documents (2)
• On Sacred Music: John Paul II, Chirograph, on the 

centenary of the Motu Proprio "Tra Le 
Sollecitudini" (November 22, 2003). http://
w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/2003/
documents/hf_jp-ii_let_20031203_musica-sacra.html  

• ACBC Recommended Song List https://
www.catholic.org.au/acbc-media/downloads/bishops-
commissions/bishops-commission-for-liturgy-1/national-
liturgical-music-board-1/968-recommended-list-of-
hymns-liturigical-songs-alphabetical-listing-by-title-1/file 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/letters/2003/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_20031203_musica-sacra.html
https://www.catholic.org.au/acbc-media/downloads/bishops-commissions/bishops-commission-for-liturgy-1/national-liturgical-music-board-1/968-recommended-list-of-hymns-liturigical-songs-alphabetical-listing-by-title-1/file
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