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The Cantata 
 
The original Cantata was a musical-dramatic form developed by St Philip 
Neri as a tool for religious education. Philip used any resources available 
to involve children in bringing to life the stories he was teaching them.  
Thus he provided colourful entertainment, engaging children in song, 
mime, story, poetry and recitation, juggling and dance as they got involved 
in biblical or historical events. 
 
The ‘School Cantata’ of recent times takes its cue from St Philip Neri and 
has given much joy to children, whether in ‘Jonah Man Jazz’, ‘Ninian’, 
‘Columba’, ‘Scotus’, ‘David’, ‘Joseph and Mary’, ‘Andrew’, Patrick, 
Constantine, Bridget  or many others.      
 
The Ninian Cantata was produced to mark the 16th centenary of the saint 
in 1997 and was re-produced in 2010 to mark the historic 4th century 
beginnings of the Christian faith in Scotland during this year of the 
thousandth anniversary of the reforms of Cluny, the 450 anniversary of 
the Scottish Reformation, and the centenary of the Edinburgh Ecumenical 
Conference of 1910. 
 
It is being presented at Bellahouston Park by Our Lady of the Missions 
Primary School on the occasion of the visit of Pope Benedict 16th to 
Glasgow on September 16th. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
St Ninian is a shadowy figure in history. He is acknowledged as  
Scotland’s first saint with a date round about  397AD celebrated as the 
beginning of his mission to his people. There is very little that we know 
about him. No written references to St Ninian from the period he was alive 
have been found but Whithorn’s history as an Early Christian centre 
cannot be doubted. Historically we do know that from the 7th century 
people have made a pilgrimage to visit the shrine of St Ninian in Whithorn 
believing that God’s healing power could be seen in action there. 
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No. 1     
 
Narrators: Today, dear friends, I want to tell you a story, 
                    a real story, a nearly true story. 
 
It was the year of Our Lord four hundred or so – 
lets not quibble, dates may come , dates may go! 
 
Chorus:      Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah! 
 
Narrators: This, dear friends, is the story of Ninian 
                   known as Nin, Nan, Ringan or Trinian.  
 
Chorus:    

         Ninian, St Ninian the missionary extraordinary, 
                  Ninian the Briton, the Christian, the son of a chief! 
               
                 Ninian, St Ninian, the visionary extraordinary, 
                 Ninian the scholar, the searcher travelled abroad, 
                 went to Rome, became a priest to come back home  
                 and spread the word. 
 
Narrators: He felt he’d been called to go to the pagan north. 
                   He’d been chosen by God as prophet to his land 
                   to bring the word and plant the seed and show the light  
                   and build the church! 
 
Chorus:     There in the course of his travel and study, 
                    he met Martin, the Bishop of Tours. 
                    He, of course, was a Celt and his influence was felt 
                    both in Rome and in Gaul.  
                    He was the greatest teacher of all. 
Narrators:   Ninian felt that he would like to go  
                     to convert a pagan or so, 
                     Martin taught him what he could  
                     preaching Christ in the Celtic mood. 
 
Chorus:       Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah! Ah! 
 
Narrators:   So Martin helped St Ninian prepare,  
                     said to him with fatherly care: 
Martin:        
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                    Go to your people and bring them Good News, 
                     take them the message of Jesus the Lord. 
                     Go out and witness God’s love for the poor; 
                      tell them the Kingdom of God is at hand. 
 
 
Chorus:        This is the hist’ry and this is the song 
                      of the story of Ninian, Celtic saint, Yes! 
                      This is the story and this is the song 
                      of Ninian of Galloway. 
 
No. 2.    The Celts  
 
 
Narrator:       Scotland in those ancient days, 
                       was home to many diff’rent nations. 
 
Chorus:         Picts and Scots and Britons too, 
                      and all these were Celtic peoples. 
                      Later Anglels came along,  
                      all adding to the mix we call Scots. 
 
Narrator:       What a mixture. What a people. 
                       What a richness lies in Scotland. 
 
Chorus:         Singers, artists, scholars too and  
                       generous to friend and stranger. 
                       Men and women side by side  
                       were equal in the Celtic way. 
 
Narrator:        Celtic people. Celtic culture. 
                        What a richness lies in Scotland. 
Chorus:          Faith was part of daily life.  
                        The Druid way was what they followed: 
                        ancient customs, tales and rites,  
                        and they believed in eternal life. 
 
Narrator:         Deep reflections. Long traditions. 
                         What a richness lies in Scotland. 
 
Narrator 1  
                     People today could learn a lot from the ancient Celts. 
                     They could even help us in the way we pray: 
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No. 3         Invocation and Prayer  
 
 
Chorus: 
                   God of the moon, God of the sun, God of the globe, 
                   God of the stars, God of the land, water and skies,  
                   God of all animals, fish, birds and folk. 
                
   Solo:        Thanks for creation, thanks for our lives. 
                     Thanks for inventions, thanks for our joys. 
                     Thanks for our fam’lies, God, thanks for our friends. 
                     Thanks for our fam’lies, God, thanks for our friends. 
 
Chorus:        Be all around us, Lord, keep us from harm. 
                      Be all around us, keep us from distress. 
                      Be all around us, Lord, keep us from all bad folk, 
                      From all the bullies and others who would hurt us. 
 
 
 
 
Everyone: 
                     Remember, God, your folk throughout the world, 
                     who need to feel your love and care. 
                     Remember, God, your folk throughout the world, 
                     who need to know that you are there,  
                     you are there, you are there. 
 
Narrator 1: The Celts prayed but they also enjoyed dancing as much as 
we do. 
 
 

Dancers     
 
Narrator 1:    
       Singing, dancing, and prayer were very important to the Celts. 
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Narrator 2: 
      But before the ancient Celts became Christians  
      Ninian had to do something about their old pagan religion. 
 
Narrator 1: 
       As you know, talking to people about religion  
       is not easy sometimes. 
 
Narrator 2 
       And Ninian had quite a hard time of it. 
 
 
No. 4         Ninian’s Challenge  
                   
Ninian:        Then you Celtic tribes, let me tell you  
                     of the life of Christ who is the King of the Universe. 
 
Chorus:        Who is this king? And if he is so wonderful 
                      why isn’t he known among our gods? 
 
Ninian:          Your magic and your folktales,  
                       your stories of frightful gods, are full of fear  
                       of heavenly things and all they represent!! 
 
 Ninian and followers. 
                      You are afraid of the things  
                       that we find hard to understand, 
                       therefore your gods are inventions  
                       of the basic fears of man! 
Chorus:          They say our gods are inventions  
                        of the basic fears of man! 
 
Ninian:           Superstition and magic rites  
                       are born in darkness and ignorance. 
 
Followers:     but Jesus came to bring the light  
                       and help us to understand. 
 
 
Ninian:          To show how worthy we are, 
                       created in the image of God himself, 
                       God sent down his only Son, 
                      and he became a man like us. 
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Followers:    Christ rejected riches, glory, power, 
                       wealth and status and the rest. 
                       Instead he became the poorest of the poor 
                       to show what God expects of us. 
 
Chorus:         They blaspheme, degrade our gods,  
                       insult our kings, our priests, our bards! 
                       They must die! Yes! They must die! 
                       They blaspheme, degrade our gods,  
                       insult our kings, our priests, our bards! 
                      They blaspheme, degrade our gods,  
                       insult our kings, our priests, our bards! 
 
King Cunedda:  
 
                     Your words are strong indeed,  
                      your manner most assured.  
                      You really must believe this Christ  
                      to risk your lives this way. 
 
                      People, put aside your rage!  
                      We shall listen further to what they  have to say. 
                      Holy man, countryman. 
                      Ninian, Christian, tell us of your king. 
 
 
Chorus:        Tell us of your king! Tell us of your king! 
                      Tell us of your king! 
 
 
No. 5  Ninian’s Story  
 
Chorus:      Long ago not far from Jerusalem, 
                    God chose Mary mother of his Son. 
                     But, of course, they had to tell Joseph 
                    Who was wond’ring what was going on. 
 
                   So the angel of the Lord  
  gave the Lord’s solemn word: 
                   that it was as God had planned  
                   and he needed a helping hand  
  to bring God’s Son to ev’ry nation, 
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  play a part in man’s salvation; 
                   so, of course, Joseph agreed,  
                   as he knew that’s what we need. 
 
  Married they both settled down in Nazareth, 
  a little country town. 
 
                   But such peace just couldn’t last! 
                   Things began to change so fast. 
                   Caesar Augustus was in charge, 
                   wanted to count the people at large. 
                   He commanded a public census, 
                   Made the Romans look quite senseless! 
                   They told ev’ryone where to go;   
                    Roman popularity fell quite low! 
 
                    Mary and Joseph had to go to Bethlehem, 
                    city of David, counting place for them. 
                    They set off with all their friends in caravan, 
                     Quite a journey, walking all the way. 
 
Solo:     
                     Mary knew her time had come, 
                     That night they’d have a baby son. 
                     They tried then at ev’ry inn 
                      To find a place to lay him in. 
 
Chorus:         But the only place they found  
                       was a stable outside town. 
 
                       In that shed so mean and lowly, 
                       God made all creation holy. 
                      There with cattle standing round 
                       shepherds kneeling on the ground. 
                       Jesus Christ the Son of God 
                       was humbly born and the world adored. 
 
                      Alleluia, shepherds praying. Alleluia, angels sing 
                      Alleluia, the world is praising.  
                      Alleluia, creation’s King. 
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Narrator 1:    Ninian’s witness and preaching had a great effect 
                     and the Gospel of Jesus spread out all over Scotland. 
 
 
 
Narrator 2:   This message has continued to be witnessed 
                       right down through the centuries to the present day. 
 
 
NARRATOR 1 
  
A witness is a person who is important in pointing to someone or 
something else. St Ninian’s witness to Jesus shines out for us all to see. 
We honour him and all those others who help us be aware of God’s 
presence and goodness. 
  
NARRATOR 2 
  
Here in Scotland, over the centuries, we recognise many other such 
witnesses to Jesus.  Some come from the early church and some from 
nearer our own time. 
 
NARRATOR 1 
 
In this year of 2010 people throughout Europe are marking: 
the great renewal of the Church which began a thousand years ago at 
Cluny in France,  
and the struggles and dreams and hopes and disappointments of the 
Reformation 450 years ago,  
and the fresh start for Christian unity which was initiated  in Edinburgh in 
1910 and was crowned with the whole-hearted support of the 2nd Vatican 
Council. 
 
NARRATOR 2 
 
With Ninian, and all those who have tried to be faithful to the prayer of 
Jesus ‘that they may be one’ - whether 1000 years ago, or 450 years 
ago, or a century ago and today - we sing together:  
 
 
Chorus:   
                   O Father, God, you bless the world with love.  
                    O Holy Son you are the Way. 
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                    O Spirit lord, you guide your people still. 
                    Glory to the Trinity. Glory to the Trinity. 
 
Chorus:        
                    Go to your people and bring them Good News, 
                     take them the message of Jesus the Lord. 
                     Go out and witness God’s love for the poor; 
                      tell them the Kingdom of God is at hand. 
 
                     This is the hist’ry and this is the song 
                      of the story of Ninian, Celtic saint, Yes! 
                      This is the story and this is the song 
                      of Ninian of Galloway. 
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Please take this programme home with you. 

St Ninian Cantata Report 

 

St. Mungo's, Townhead, was the venue again for the Children's Cantata. 
This year the subject was St. Ninian, the earliest recorded Scottish saint, 
and the Cantata was by Br. Stephen E Smyth (words) and Fr. Gerry 
Fitzpatrick (music). A total of 23 schools were represented on the day - 
over 600 children, together with teachers and some parents. The 
children not only sang and acted but provided dancers and 
instrumentalists, supported by a small group of adult musicians 

 

  
The woodwind section! 
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A lot of work goes into the Cantatas, with a teachers' committee planning 
and arranging the event, music being recorded by Carissa Bovil and 
circulated to schools, children and teachers practising away for weeks 
before the day, and Mary Bradley beavering away on the special booklet 
for the occasion with Netta Ewing's colourful Celtic graphic. On the 
previous evening and on the day itself, long before the children started 
to arrive, Lori and John Ramsay and sound production students from 
Clydebank College worked on the amplification for the singers and 
instrumentalists, while Fr. Gerry rehearsed with the musicians. 

  
 
Jane McKenna from GCT explains what is going on to the "postie"! 

As the children arrived, St. Mungo's became a sea of colour: children in 
their bright school uniforms, dancers with tartan ribbons and sashes, 
beautifully decorated banners and the main characters of the Cantata in 
their costumes. There were also invited guests from Glasgow Churches 
Together, the City Council, the Education Department and from SCIAF 
which was the charity chosen to receive the collection taken up at the 
Cantata this year. The unusual amount of activity clearly communicated 
itself outside the church, too, as passing postwomen stopped to look and 
admire! 

Once all the schools had arrived, a brief rehearsal was held to fit 
together all the sections which had been learned and rehearsed quite 
separately. The young instrumentalists ( violins and cellos, flutes, 
guitars, glockenspiels and xylophones) from St Paul's, Whiteinch, St 
Joseph's, Milngavie, St Ninian's, Knightswood and St Martha's were re-
inforced by adults on Flute, Clarinet, Horn, Violins, Cello, Guitar and 
Clarsach, piano and percussion. 
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Some of our instrumentalists 

It was, as always, fascinating and indeed wonderful to watch how 
everything came together - a tribute to the hard work the teachers and 
children put into the preparations. 

  
One of our soloists "St. Martin" with narrators 

The Cantata began with a colourful and impressive procession of the 
main characters (King Cunedda, St. Ninian and St. Martin of Tours), 
readers, dancers and the Book bearer (carrying a copy of the Bible), all 
preceded by representatives of the schools carrying their banners. The 
procession was accompanied by the singing of John Bell's "Will you 
come and follow me" to the tune "Kelvingrove". 

  
Some of the narrators of the Cantata 
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Children from St. Martha's and Our Lady of the Annunciation welcomed 
the guests to the celebration and read the opening prayer. 

'Father, 
here in this book 
Are the hopes and dreams of God's people. 
Here in this book 
are the hopes and dreams of the people today. 
Keep us true to your word 
Joyful in the praise of your name 
And ready to serve you in our neighbour'. 

A small group from Our Lady of the Rosary led the singing of  
Psalm 18 (setting by Mary Dickie): 
 
Their voice has gone out, they fill the earth.  
The word of the Lord is heard. 

The Cantata proper then started. The story was narrated in sections by 
small groups of singers from different schools while the rest of the 
children sang the various choruses and we had the joy 
of more dancing. 

A group of children from St. Vincent's School for the Deaf, together with 
their teacher, signed the Cantata at the front of the church. 

  
 
"St. Ninian" flanked by some of the colourful banners 

As the Cantata came to a close, the narration reminded us of the 
Christians who had given witness over the years in Scotland and of the 
many anniversaries being marked in 2010, and invited all present to join 
in singing the final song. 
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The intercessions which followed were read by the children and signed 
by St. Vincent's School. Then everyone joined in the singing of the Our 
Father.    Carissa Bovill then played Clarsach as the collection for 
SCIAF's work in Haiti was brought forward by representatives of each 
school and given to Mary Cullen, Head of Communications and 
Education for SCIAF. 

  
Mary Cullen receiving some of the donations 

Mary took the opportunity to thank everyone not only for the generous 
donations but also for the pleasure of being present - for the music, the 
singing, the dancing and the signing. She told the children the story of 
Baptiste, a little Haitian boy whose brother had been injured in the 
earthquake and whose house had been destroyed. He was now living in 
a tent in a refugee camp. The homes, schools and churches had all 
been destroyed where he lived but the money given would help SCIAF 
provide him and other children with shelter, food, water and medicine, 
and a temporary school. 

Margaret Long of Glasgow Churches Together also thanked the children 
and everyone involved for making the Cantata such a special event. 
The Director of Education, Mr. Butcher, also thanked the children for 
what he described as a very uplifting experience and reminded them 
that faith was a very important aspect of their education. The final word 
of thanks was said by the children themselves who thanked everyone 
who had been involved in preparing and delivering the Cantata. 

The guests then processed out as the children sang the Mallaig 
Sprinkling Song, and retired to the church house where they had the 
opportunity to talk to members of the organising committee over a cup of 
tea. Meantime the excited buzz as the children made their way out to 
their buses clearly indicated that this had been a memorable event for 
them. 
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Intercessions for the Feast of St Ninian 

As we honour the earliest known Scottish saint 
we ask the Lord that the faith he taught, 
by word and example, may grow always stronger 
in the hearts of the Scottish people. 
Lord, hear us 

We pray that the churches in our country 
may learn to work together and to pray 
together, so that the charity of Christ 
may be seen in how they behave. 
Lord, hear us 

We pray for the leaders of our country, 
for the Parliament and the local councils, 
for all who hold public office, 
that they may guide the country 
in the building up a society 
to which everyone can feel glad to belong. 
Lord, hear us 

We pray for all the needs of our communities, 
particularly for those most in need: 
the sick, those who need work, 
the young and the elderly. 
Lord, hear us 

We remember our dead 
and those who mourn. 
Lord, hear us 

  

 


