
50th Anniversary: Mass in English 
 

 
St Gregory the Great 
 
“The beginning of a flourishing spiritual life ….. a new effort to participate in 
the great dialogue between God and man.”   I wonder how St Gregory the 
Great would have put it when Gregorian chant was being encouraged – in the 
6th century vernacular of his time! These are the words of Pope Paul 6th as he 
celebrated the first Mass in the modern vernacular in Rome 50 years ago.  
Pope Francis and those gathered in the same parish church of All Saints last 
March for the anniversary had much to reflect on, and much to be glad about.  
A new start was made, and the journey goes on, in Rome and here - and 
elsewhere. 
 
When Mass in English started on the 1st January 1965, those who were there 
at the time might have been conscious of the limited resources we had, but 
many were full of enthusiasm at the prospects opening up and what they were 
leading to – greater participation in so many ways, more understanding of 
what we were saying and hearing and singing, Readers, Eucharistic Ministers, 
Cantors and Psalmists;  the re-ordering of sanctuaries and of churches, the 
creation of new music and new texts, the renewal of choirs . . . .  .  
 
The Conference of Bishops of Scotland, along with the Episcopal 
Conferences of the rest of the English-speaking world, had decided that the 
invitation to use the vernacular in our worship was in the best interests of 
people and parishes.   It was a courageous decision and the realisation of 
their hopes and dreams would take a lot of effort and work.   In our own 
Archdiocese of Glasgow it took time but gradually the parishes began to take 
possession of the new order.   
 
Within a few years, there were Readers and Eucharistic Ministers in most 
parishes (it took a lot longer to see the introduction of girls as well as boys as 
Servers) – and courses to help people prepare for these Ministries.  Music, of 
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course, has always been potentially one of the most powerful and effective 
tools of participation, and the Glasgow Church Music Association began to 
organise courses.  I remember Fr David Trainer suggesting that we should 
really introduce ‘cantors’  and we agreed to set about doing so.  There were 
about 240 people at one of the six week courses for Cantors. 
 
The courses took place all over the city and beyond - at St Aloysius, 
Garnethill, at Cardross Seminary, at the Convent of the Helpers of the Holy 
Souls at Langside, at Bellarmine Secondary, at St Francis Primary in Briar 
Road, at Tollcross Convent……  I remember we introduced  James Quinn’s 
new versions of ‘Be Thou my Vision’ and ‘Christ be beside me’  at St Aloysius’ 
around 1969 or 1970.   We started ‘The St Mungo Singers’ to support the 
parishes though it wasn’t always easy.  Once at the Kirkin’ of the Council the 
Administrator at the Cathedral made it plain he just wanted 4 hymns, and we 
were to sing in the Gallery, and there were to be no Mass parts and psalms 
and such eccentricities! 
 
There were difficulties, of course. Not everyone understood why their Mass 
had been changed, and others did understand but didn’t want it anyway.  
Readers were very variable in their competence, and Eucharistic Ministers 
took a bit of getting used to. The ministry of the ‘Cantor’ had been inherited 
from Jewish customs but had disappeared by the end of the first Millennium, 
so re-introducing it was fairly straight-forward. But choirs had been around a 
long time and many found it hard to redefine their role.    
 
Fr Joe Wilkinson ruefully pointed out that 48 parish choirs in the Archdiocese 
had ceased to function by the early 1970s!  That was also a time when many 
parishes lost lots of parishioners who moved to the new housing estates of 
Easterhouse, Garthamlock, Ruchazie, Cranhill, Drumchapel, Castlemilk – and 
some of those would have been singers.  I suppose it was also because choir 
masters and choir mistresses and some of the Parish Priests weren’t too sure 
about what they should be doing.  The role of the choir had been redefined: 
choirs (and likewise instrumental groups) were now expected to prepare new 
repertoire and lead the congregations in their singing, as well as enriching the 
singing with harmony and descant and their own choral pieces.  Some choirs 
wanted to remain as they were, singing their own beautiful music in their usual 
repertoire.  Then there was the question of where should the choir sing from?  
Pope Paul 6th had said that the position of the choir should be ‘distinct but not 
separate’ which indicated that perhaps the choir gallery was not the most 
effective position from which they should support singing. 
 
Some of the clergy found it hard to accept lay people on the sanctuary as 
Readers or Cantors, and others felt that removing the altar rails was a threat 
to the status of the priest.    
Many lovely new churches were built taking account of the requirements of 
the New Mass – unfortunately lots of them looked good but they often leaked.  
Many of our older churches were enormous, and it took a long time to adjust 
some of them.  Others of those churches are still there and, being designed 
for huge numbers of people, they are not really very suitable for smaller 
numbers – and they are expensive to heat.   There has been a fresh 
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flourishing in art with Netta Ewing’s ‘Sacred Threads’ leading the way with 
vestments, altar frontals, stained glass windows, lectern falls, murals, 
graphics  . . . . . . .  
 
 

 
 
Another factor affecting music for the liturgy was the availability of suitable 
music.   We have been singing hymns at Mass in Scotland since 1958, but 
many of those hymns were written for devotions such as Benediction, or 
Novenas.  This led to ‘the Four Hymn Sandwich.’ James Quinn SJ and others 
began to write hymns designed for the Mass and this helped us along the 
way.  He bequeathed so much to us in his scripture based hymns. However, 
hymns had and have a limited place in our liturgy and we needed settings of 
the Mass.   Kevin Mayhew brought out a series of Mass settings in which the 
same tune was used for the Sanctus, the Acclamations and the Agnus Dei – 
this helped to get things moving but was only a step on the way.  There are 
many more settings available now, and the visit of Pope John  Paul 2nd  
enabled many parishes to learn the old Bellahouston Mass crafted by 
Francis Duffy and Ronnie Leith – which with the new text is still very 
popular.  The Sanctus and Memorial Acclamation of James MacMillan’s St 
Anne’s Mass were very accessible and popular and are still sung in some 
parishes with the new text.  
 
As the new liturgy developed Plainsong was still there but with a limited if 
beautiful place which itstill has, and the chants for the congregational 
acclamations of the New Missal are clearly based on plainsong and can be 
used effectively when they are sung with attention to the word accent and the 
meaning – and they have the advantage of being set in the middle to lower 
register of the voice. 
 
The Psalms in responsorial form have spread widely.  Hopefully, familiarity 
with the psalms is affecting our personal prayer as well as the liturgy.    New 
settings began with Gelineau, and then moved on to Paul Inwood, Christopher 
Walker and others in England and then Francis Duffy, Martin Morran, Noel 
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Donnelly, David Harris, Mary Dickie, Catherine Walker, myself and many 
others here in Scotland.   Some psalms are set in chant form, some in lyric or 
hymn form, others yet again in the psalm-based hymns of authors such as the 
St Louis Jesuits, and some of the metrical psalms promoted in the Reformed 
tradition have become part of our common heritage. 
 
The restoration of the responsorial psalm has prepared the way for some form 
of parish Morning or Evening Prayer – and the examples on 
www.radioalba.org christian can show one of the ways of presenting these 
already. 
 
We have perhaps been less successful in promoting the Gospel Acclamations – which 
over the seasons are practically a catechism of much of what we believe – but these 
things take time.   
 
Repertoire has been much enriched by Taize and Iona Community music, and we 
increased repertoire by adopting some of the finer hymns from the Anglican and 
Reformed traditions – interestingly, these traditions enriched their own repertoires in 
the 19th century (and since) with translations of  early hymns from the Catholic 
classics of St Ambrose, Venantius, St Bernard, Aquinas and others such as: 
    

 
  
We have come a long way, however unevenly.  Surely  our experience now 
should give us the confidence to ask some serious questions particularly 
since Mass attendance is significantly down in parishes.  One size doesn’t 
necessarily fit all, and what is good for the parish church may not be so good 
in the local school, or oratory or Cathedral. 
Should we be looking at how we celebrate, at how we use the structure of 
Mass and how we deal with the alternations of song and silence, speaking 
together and in dialogue and listening, and so on?   It is thought that the priest 
/bishop can add a lot by singing the Preface Dialogue and Preface and even 
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some of the prayers on occasion – but for some reason we priests rarely do. 
Do we need an alternative structure of Mass to manage this, or should we be 
making a bigger effort and not feel too put down if we are less than perfect in 
our song?   
 
Mass of Thanksgiving 
 
Pope Paul 6th’s  “new effort to participate in the great dialogue between God 
and man” continues with the on-going growth of the liturgy.   We will have a 
Mass of Thanksgiving in St Mungo’s Church, Townhead on Sunday 18th 
October at 7.00.  It will be an occasion to thank God for the inspiration of the 
2nd Vatican Council, for the faithfulness of the Church to that vision of the 
Church at Prayer, for the aspiration that beckons us on to a richer, more 
sacred and yet more human experience of worship. 
 
Liturgical Music Conference 
 
Then the following Saturday, 24th October, the Archdiocesan Music 
Committee will host a Music Conference at St Simon’s, Partick where, from 
10.00 – 2.00, we will be encouraged and rehearsed and given the opportunity 
to discuss: 
 
How to make the most of the New Missal – the way we sing the music of 
the Missal is a lot more important than the actual music. 
 
How to renew the psalms, understand them and deliver them better with 
Noel Donnell’s newly written and recorded commentaries and CDs (from 
radioalba.org) 
 
How to make more of Advent and Christmas and the lovely feasts that 
follow them 
 
How to prepare to make a start on Morning or Evening Prayer when the 
time is ripe. 
 
How to take a fresh look at what we are doing and how we are doing it. 
 
 
Gerry Fitzpatrick, 
Director of Music 
The Archdiocese of Glasgow 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


