
 
Guidelines for Wedding Music 

 
St James Catholic Church 

 
To the Bride and Groom 

Congratulations! You stand on the brink of a sacred, exciting, lifelong adventure together. We know that 
this is a very happy and busy time for you and we share your hope that everything about your wedding 

day will be perfect. Everything about the wedding ceremony witnesses to all those present your 
understanding that you are entering a sacred and holy union - a sacrament. Therefore, everything about 

the service, including the music, calls for careful planning that will contribute to this understanding. 
Everyone present at your wedding will be led by the dignity and beauty of the liturgy to a deeper 

understanding of Christian marriage and, consequently, to a greater commitment to it. In a sense, your 
wedding is your gift to your family and friends. Music in Catholic Worship states that to determine the 

value of a given musical element in a liturgical celebration a threefold judgment must be made: musical, 
liturgical and pastoral. 

 
Musical Judgment 

Is the music technically, aesthetically and expressively good? This judgment is basic and primary and 
should be made by competent musicians. Only artistically sound music will be effective in the long run. 

 
Liturgical Judgment 

The nature of the liturgy itself will help to determine what kind of music is called for, what parts are to be 
preferred for singing and who is to sing them. 

 
Perhaps the best criterion is the question, “Can you pray the words of the text?” Does the music express 
and interpret the text correctly and manifest the meaning more clearly? Is the form of the text respected? 

In making these judgments the general classification of liturgical texts must be kept in mind: 
proclamations, acclamations, psalms, antiphons, litanies, hymns, and prayers. Each has a specific 

function and form which must be served by the music chosen for the text. 
 

Pastoral Judgment 
The pastoral judgment governs the use and function of every element of celebration. Does music in the 

celebration enable these people to express their faith, in this place, in this age, in this culture? 
Choose music that will be effective for the assembly and suitable for use in a religious, liturgical service 

whose primary concern is the worship of God. Music in the celebration of the Eucharist and the 
sacraments should fulfill a role of service, invite and involve congregational participation and be an 

integral part of the liturgy. 
 

A worship aid/program helps the assembly fulfill their role of active participation in the liturgy. All music 
that the assembly is expected to sing should be printed in the program or have hymnal/music book 

reference numbers listed to facilitate their full participation and make the liturgy truly alive. Your parish 
Music Minister (530-756-3636) can assist you in obtaining the proper reprint permissions. 

 

Place of Music within the Wedding Liturgy 
Music suggestions are merely indicative of the various types of music and texts which may be used at the 
Wedding Liturgy. It is necessary to consult with your parish music director well in advance of the liturgy to 

coordinate the planning of this important day. 
 

Prelude 
The arrival of your wedding guests may be accompanied by instrumental music, a vocal solo, or choir. 
Select music that will be in keeping with the event to follow. It is not the time for performing a ‘favorite 

piece’ that is unsuitable within the ceremony itself. Your musician will usually have a set of prelude music 

that is acceptable. 
 



Introductory Rights 
 

Processional 
The procession is a liturgical action described in the Rite of Marriage, as the ritual entrance of the 
ministers for the liturgy. The couple, as ministers of the sacrament of marriage, is included in the 

procession. This also reflects the Church’s understanding that the bride and groom are complementary in 
marriage. The actual order of the procession may be planned with the presiding priest or deacon, led by 
an altar server or cross bearer and a reader carrying the Book of the Gospels, but equal attention should 
be given to both families. The procession and the music accompanying it reflect the joyous dignity of the 

moment. 
The so-called “traditional wedding marches” by Wagner and Mendelssohn are not recommended. Both 

are “theater” pieces which have nothing to do with the Sacred Liturgy. The “Bridal Chorus” from Wagner’s 
opera, Lohengrin, actually accompanies the couple to the bedroom, not the altar! Mendelssohn’s 

incidental music to Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s Dream accompanies a farcical wedding (the play is 
a comedy). Your parish music director will be able to suggest and demonstrate numerous other 

compositions from which to choose, thus adding to the dignity and uniqueness of your wedding liturgy. 
Some of the more popular selections include: 

 
Jesu, Joy of Man’s Desiring - J. S. Bach 

Canon in D Major - J. Pachelbel 
Trumpet Voluntary - J. Clarke (also known as The Prince of Denmark’s March) 

Water Music Suite Air or Suite #2 – Handle 
Winter, Spring, or Summer – Vivaldi 

The Arrival of the Queen of Sheba – Handle 
Music for Royal Fireworks – Handle 
Eine Kleine Nacht music – Mozart 

 
Penitential Rite 

Reflecting the nature of the wedding liturgy, the penitential rite is kept very simple. It can be spoken or 
sung. If sung, a simple setting that has a short refrain for the assembly to repeat after the cantor would be 

best. 
 

Gloria 
The Gloria can now be included in wedding ceremonies that take place within a Mass. It must be sung if 

used. 
 

Liturgy of the Word 
 

Responsorial Psalm 
A brief period of reflective silence follows the first reading, then the responsorial psalm is SUNG. The 

assembly sings the antiphon with the cantor singing the verses. 
 

Gospel Acclimation 
The Gospel Acclamation (or Alleluia) must be sung. If it is not sung, it is omitted. 

The most commonly used settings of this include the plainsong chant and the Celtic Alleluia 
 

Rite of Marriage 
The actual Rite of Marriage does not call for any specific music, but a short acclamation of praise such as 
an alleluia refrain can be sung by the assembly after the exchange of vows and again after the exchange 

of rings. 
 

Liturgy of the Eucharist 
 

Preparation of the Gifts 



An instrumental or vocal selection or a congregational hymn may accompanying the presentation and 
preparation of the gifts. The music used here should not prolong this part of the liturgy. If a congregational 

hymn is chosen, it follows the same criteria stated for the processional hymn. If a vocal solo is done it 
reflects God’s love for you and his blessing on your marriage. 

 
Eucharistic Acclimations 

In the Eucharistic celebration the acclamations which are sung are: Holy, Memorial Acclamation and 
Great Amen. Familiar musical settings led by the cantor encourage participation by the assembly. The 

Music Minister will help select an appropriate mass setting. 
 

Communion Rite 
 

Lord's Prayer 
The Lord’s Prayer is the assembly’s common prayer, and the people must be able to participate. 

Generally it is spoken, but may be sung if the majority will be familiar with the setting. A solo version is not 
appropriate. 

 
Lamb of God 

The Lamb of God is a sung litany which accompanies the breaking of the bread. 
 

Communion Song 
Congregational singing is appropriate here because it gives expression to our unity in the Body of Christ. 

Preferably, a song with a refrain for the assembly would be chosen. 
 

Concluding Rite 
RECESSIONAL 

A festive instrumental piece of music is most effective as accompaniment to the recessional. See 
processional list for some choices. 

 
Devotion of Mary 

Where the custom exists of placing flowers at the shrine of Our Lady, a Marian song, or an instrumental 
piece is appropriate. It takes place following the Prayer after Communion before the Dismissal. 

 
Recommended Resources 

 
THE CATHOLIC WEDDING BOOK 

Molly K. Stein and William C. Graham Paulist Press 
 

CELEBRATING MARRIAGE 
Paul Covino, ed.; The Pastoral Press 

GIFT & PROMISE - bilingual 
Instituto de Liturgia Hispana, Oregon Catholic Press 

 
HANDBOOK OF CHURCH MUSIC FOR WEDDINGS 

Mary A. Simcoe, ed. Liturgy Training Publications 
 

PARISH WEDDINGS 
Austin Fleming; Liturgical Training Publ. 

 
TOGETHER FOR LIFE 

Joseph Champlin; Ave Maria Press 
 

THE CATHOLIC WEDDING ANSWER BOOK 
Paul Turner; Resource Publ. 


