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Dear Parish Music Leaders,

It is with a great sense of joy that I introduce you to Wedding Music Guidelines for Parish Lead-
ers.   Music plays an essential role in the celebration of the rites and sacraments of the church, 
and in particular it can add to the beauty and dignity of the wedding liturgy, already a joyful 
occasion in itself.  

This new resource was prepared by the Music Committee of the Diocesan Worship Commission 
at my request.  It has been reviewed and endorsed by the Presbyteral Council, and has my ap-
proval for publication.  It is my hope that these Wedding Music Guidelines for Parish Leaders 
will assist you in your important ministry of guiding engaged couples in their preparation for 
the celebration of their wedding Liturgy on the day they enter into and begin living the Sacra-
ment of Marriage. 

Asking God’s blessings upon you and your ministry, I am

Faithfully yours in Christ,

Bishop Paul J. Bradley,     February 2, 2015
Bishop of Kalamazoo     Feast of the Presentation of the Lord

 Renew Faith  •  Build Communion  •  Inspire Hope  
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Wedding Music Guidelines 
for Parish Leaders

Prepared February 2015

Introduction

This resource is offered to Priests, Deacons and 
Pastoral Musicians to help them assist the couple 
with selection of music for their wedding liturgy. 
Why the need for Diocesan guidelines?  Couples 
need clear and concise guidance as to what music is 
appropriate within the liturgy of the Church. 
Christian tradition has established that the Church is 
of God.  Such an institution should therefore project 
God’s love to the world.  Consequently, the Church 
must uphold certain principles and standards in order 
to accomplish this. Each Church and congregation 

is unique.  The elements that make each different 
from others have to do with the personalities of the 
leadership, ministers and people, the architecture of 
the building, the use of instruments and other factors.  
What is written here is not intended to be policy.  It 
is a series of salient principles to consider carefully 
when coming up with your own parish policy. Thus 
these guidelines offer guidance and uniformity with 
regard to the essential principles of sacred music for 
Catholic weddings and may serve as a starting point 
for the development of parish guidelines and policy.
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CateChesis

Music is an integral part of the liturgy and 
helps to lead the people to participate fully.   
The essential principle to be kept in mind is 
that  “The faithful fulfill their liturgical role 
by making that full, conscious and active par-
ticipation which is demanded by the nature 
of the liturgy itself and which is, by reason of 
baptism, the right and duty of the Christian 
people. . . The faithful should also be taught 
to unite themselves interiorly to what the 
ministers or choir sing, so that by listening 
to them they may raise their minds to God.”  
(Musicam Sacram, 15, and 
Sacrosanctum Concilium, 
14)  Since the wedding 
liturgy is a celebration of a 
sacrament, the music must 
reflect the sacramental char-
acter of the Rite and facili-
tate the encounter with the 
Risen Christ by all who are 
present. The same general 
principles of planning wor-
ship and deciding on music are employed as 
at other liturgies as seen in the paragraph that 
follows. The music should be chosen with the 
utmost care and consideration for the sa-
credness of the liturgy and the sanctification 
of the people. Music needs to be explicitly 
expressive of Christian Catholic faith and val-
ues. Music which only celebrates the human 
secular values of love is not appropriate in 
church. Secular love songs have no place in 
a sacramental celebration. Sung texts should 
reflect not only the love of man and woman 
for each other but also the love of God for the 
couple and for all people. 

Particular decisions about choice and place-
ment of wedding music should grow out of 

the three judgments found in the document 
from the US Bishops, Sing to the Lord: Music 
in Divine Worship (STL), 126-138.  
 

1. Liturgical Judgment: Is the music's 
text, form, placement and style congru-
ent with the nature of the liturgy?  Do 
the words speak of Christ, community 
worship, the mysteries of faith and love?  
What parts are preferred for singing and 
who sings them? For example, the respon-
sorial psalm is integral to the Liturgy of 
the Word and should be sung by the can-
tor and congregation or the choir alone. 

The texts “must always be 
in conformity with Catholic 
belief; indeed they should 
be drawn chiefly from Sa-
cred Scripture, and from 
liturgical sources.” (Sacro-
sanctum Concilium, 121) 
“Individual songs should 
be consonant with Catho-
lic teaching and free from 
doctrinal error.” (Directory 

for Music and the Liturgy for Use in the 
Dioceses in the United States of America, 
USCCB, 2006). 

2. Musical Judgment: Is the music tech-
nically, aesthetically and expressively 
good?  Is the composition of good qual-
ity, and will it also be consistent with the 
musical resources available? “To admit to 
the Liturgy the cheap, the trite, or the mu-
sical cliché often found in secular popular 
songs is to cheapen the liturgy, to expose 
it to ridicule, and to invite failure.” (STL, 
135)

3. Pastoral Judgment: Will the words 
and music help this congregation to pray?  
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Making appropriate ChoiCes 
for wedding MusiC

In choosing which parts of the wedding cer-
emony are to be sung and by whom, pastoral 
musicians and couples 
should observe the 
norms for choosing 
music for any public 
liturgy.  “. . . the use of 
music in the Liturgy is 
always governed by the 
principle of progressive 
solemnity.” (STL, 110) 
This is outlined in STL, 
115, which organizes 
the music of the Mass in order of importance.  
“. . . the above priorities should be followed 
as much as possible, in this order: dialogues 
and acclamations (Gospel Acclamation, 
Sanctus, Memorial Acclamation, Amen); 
litanies (Kyrie, Agnus Dei); Responsorial 
Psalm, . . . a hymn or even two on more im-
portant days.” Examples of hymns and songs: 
Entrance, Gloria, Preparation of the gifts, 
Communion and Recessional. If appropriate 
for the congregation hymns from other Chris-
tian traditions may be sung.  

Sing to the Lord, 116, ranks the importance of 

MusiC Ministers

Cantor and Soloist

In order to facilitate 
congregational singing and the participation 
of all the wedding guests, a cantor should be 
engaged to help the people feel comfortable 
and secure with the music they will sing.  The 
cantor is someone who leads the worshipping 
community in sung prayer and is not a solo-
ist.  “As a leader of congregational song, the 
cantor should take part in singing with the 
entire gathered assembly.  In order to promote 
the singing of the liturgical assembly, the 
cantor's voice should not be heard above the 
congregation.” (STL , 37-40)

A vocal soloist may also be used at weddings.  
However, a soloist may not replace the sing-

Page 4

Will your choice of music have the same 
feeling of prayerfulness within the con-
gregation as you originally intended?  If 
persons of other faiths will be attending, 
will the hymns and songs selected include 
some of which all faiths are able to par-
ticipate? “The pastoral question, finally, 
is always the same: Will this composition 
draw this particular people closer to the 
mystery of Christ, which is at the heart of 
this liturgical celebration?” (STL, 133)

the sung parts in this way: 
a. dialogues and acclamations: Gospel 
Acclamation, Sanctus, Mysterium 
Fidei, Memorial Acclamation, Amen, etc. 
b. antiphons and psalms: Responsorial 
Psalm, Entrance and Communion Psalm
c. litanies, refrains and repeated responses: 
Agnus Dei, etc.
d. hymns: Opening hymn, Gloria in 
Excelsis, Preparation of the Gifts, Hymn 
of Thanksgiving, Recessional

Sing to the Lord notes that “Proper antiphons 
from the liturgical books are to be esteemed 
and used especially because they are the very 
voice of God speaking to us in the Scriptures.  
The Christian faithful are to be led to an ever 

deeper appreciation 
of the psalms as the 
voice of Christ and the 
voice of his Church at 
prayer.” (117)
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ing of the congregation nor may a soloist be 
used when there has been no congregational 
music selected for the wedding service.  The 
Lord's Prayer is to be said or sung by all pres-
ent since it is the congregation’s prayer.  It is 
never to be sung as a vocal solo during the 
Wedding Liturgy.      

Instrumentalists 

Instrumentalists and instrumental music add 
much joy to the occasion of the wedding and 
may be integrated into the overall plan of the 
music. Instrumental music should be per-
formed competently 
and artistically and 
should not unduly 
prolong the various 
parts of the wedding 
liturgy.  Preludes, as 
preparation for the 
celebration of the 
Sacred Mysteries, 
and postludes, are 
subject to the same 
criteria of musical 
judgment as all other music for the 
Wedding Liturgy. “There are also times when 
the organ or other instruments may be played 
alone, such as a prelude before the Mass, an 
instrumental piece during the 
Preparation of the Gifts, a recessional if there 
is no closing song, or a postlude following a 
closing song.” (STL, 44)  Additional instru-
mentalists (trumpets, violins, etc.) may also 
be used.  These, however, should always be 
selected in consultation with the parish music 
director or music coordinator. 

Pre-recorded hymns and songs are not an 
appropriate alternative to the singing of the 
congregation and the music ministers.  The 
liturgy is a series of signs expressed by living 

sCheduling and 
tiMeline

In general, couples 
should be involved 
in the planning of the 
music for their wed-
ding, but they should 
always do so under the 
guidance of the parish 

music director or coordinator and should fol-
low the norms of the liturgical law of the uni-
versal Church.  Parishes should have a clear 
policy as to when the musical and liturgical 
planning is to be completed.  Experience has 
shown that this portion of the wedding plan-
ning should be done two to three months 
before the date of the wedding liturgy so as 
to allow adequate preparation time for plan-
ning the liturgy, preparing the participation 
aide and engaging the musicians as well as to 
secure any copyright permission that may be 
necessary for reprinting music or texts. The 
Diocese of Kalamazoo has a policy that 
wedding ceremonies occurring on Saturdays 
are not to be scheduled later than 2 p.m. and 
weddings may not be celebrated on Sundays.
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human beings.  In the marriage rite, two per-
sons exchange vows and symbols, indicating 
that they are becoming one new life together 
in Christ.  The music used in the marriage 
should also be living, as are the flowers, can-
dle flames and other symbols. “Recorded mu-
sic lacks the authenticity provided by a living 
liturgical assembly gathered for the Sacred 
Liturgy.” (STL, 93-94)  The United States 
Conference of Catholic Bishops offers several 
useful printed and AV resources on preparing 
the wedding ceremony at their website: http://
www.foryourmarriage.org/saying-i-do-what-
happens-at-a-catholic-wedding/. 
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partiCipation aides

Because weddings tend to gather a diverse 
group of people including active Catholics, 
“fallen-away” Catholics, Protestants and 
non-believers, a participation aide invites the 
congregation to participate as fully as they 
are able and in ways that are consistent with 
their own beliefs. (STL, 224)  A participation 
aide also provides a thoughtful remembrance 
of the occasion.  Participation aides are not a 
script, but an instrument to help people fol-
low the liturgy and to join in it.  The partici-
pation aide should be attractive in appearance 
and contribute to the beauty of the prayer.  
Individual parishes should have a clear policy 
as to who creates and prints the participation 
aide.  The policy should be consistent with 
the USCCB's Guidelines for the Publication 
of Participation Aides.  Thus these programs 
should include:

a. Major headings;
b. Dialogues, responses and postures;
c. Hymns and songs or hymnal references 
to these hymns and songs;
d. The reception of Holy Communion (See 
Appendix B)  
e. Copyright permission.

The participation aide normally does not in-
clude the texts of the prayers, Scripture read-
ings or vows since these will be proclaimed 
for the listener’s benefit.  Any reprinted text 
in the participation aide must conform with 
national and local copyright laws.  Churches, 
and anyone reprinting copyrighted materials, 
“have a legal and moral obligation to seek 
proper permissions and to pay for the reprint-
ing of published works when required, even 
if copies are only intended for the use of the 
congregation.” (STL, 105)  The Diocese of 
Kalamazoo offers a sample template for a 

use of parish MusiCians and fee 
struCture

Parish musicians are to be justly compensated 
for their services including preparation for 
and performance at the wedding.  Each par-
ish should have a clear policy concerning the 
role of parish musicians for weddings.  It is 
a common professional courtesy to offer the 
parish musicians a “right of first refusal.”  In 
other words, they should be given the first op-
portunity to provide music for weddings in the 
parish.  Engaged couples should be strongly 
encouraged to employ musicians from the par-
ish where they will be married.  These musi-
cians have the benefit of knowing what does 
and does not work in their own community.  
They also are familiar with the instruments in 
the church, the sound system and the acousti-
cal environment.  Parish musicians are at ease 
with the practice and style of the parish priest 
and deacon.  Couples should also consider that 
most parish musicians depend on wedding fees 
to supplement their salaries.  If guest musi-
cians are desired they should have appropriate 
training, experience and an understanding of 
the liturgy and the marriage rite. They should 
be engaged only if in the judgment of the par-
ish musician they are qualified. Compensation 
for guest musicians is the responsibility of the 
couple, not the parish. Care should be taken to 
clearly indicate what is included in the basic 
fee or stipend as well as any additional fees 
(rehearsal time, consultation and the wedding 
liturgy).  These are appropriate and should be 
in writing so as to prevent any misunderstand-
ing of the services of the incumbent musicians 
and subsequent compensation.   
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wedding participation aide at the Office of 
Worship webpage: www.diokzoo.org/wor-
ship-liturgy.
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appendix B

Guidelines for the Reception of Holy Communion
at Weddings and Funerals

in the Diocese of Kalamazoo, July 1, 2008

In order to welcome people of all faiths as well as to inform them of the practice of the re-
ception of Holy Communion, the following statement may be read or printed in the worship 
aide for Wedding and Funeral Masses. 

 
The Reception of Holy Communion

We welcome people of all faiths to (name) _________________________ Catholic Church 
as our brothers and sisters. 

Catholics believe that Jesus is truly present in his Body and Blood, a sign of the reality of 
the oneness of faith, life and worship we share in the Catholic Church. Therefore, members 
of other Christian denominations and non-Christians ordinarily do not participate in Holy 
Communion.

During the distribution of Holy Communion we invite everyone to express in their hearts a 
desire for unity as we sing together or pray silently.
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