POOR WAYFARIN’ STRANGER
A pilgrim’s progress — guitar in hand and song in heart
By Darren O’Neill

In the fall of 2018, | was invited to accompany a cantor (singer) for a Saturday Vigil Mass
at a local Catholic church. I'd had some experience with liturgical music, to that point; having
accompanied at a different Catholic church from 2010 to 2013. The cantor | was scheduled to
work with had volunteered her services for many years at the church by attempting to
accompany herself on strummed, steel string guitar while singing. Unfortunately, her skills
were not sufficient for either to simultaneously perform both tasks. Hence, my being invited to
accompany on guitar so that she could focus solely upon her singing.

From my thirty years of professional experience as a guitarist, I've learned to adjust for
the needs of singers. In the case of this particular singer, she had extreme difficulty maintaining
a constant rhythm and often treated rests like suggestions rather than observances. Her pitch
and breath support were also questionable. In short, there wasn’t much | could do to make the
situation more tolerable for the congregation.

By the end of the year, she seemed simply to give up. She chose to cancel at the last
minute on two occasions, which forced me into the position of having to sing while
accompanying myself. Although | am quite comfortable with my skills as a guitarist, | am
entirely uncomfortable with my skills as a singer. I'd done my fair share of choral singing over
the years - while in school and also in community chorales. Mine, however, is not a soloist’s
voice and lacks the refinement to be convincing.

Hoping to continue my paid tenure at the church as an accompanist, | approached a
good friend and professional, soprano soloist to see if she might be interested in joining me.
She had an existing monthly obligation at another church but was interested in performing with
me when available. | spoke with the Administration and they agreed to compensate both of us
for Saturday Vigil Masses each week.

At the outset of 2019, we began to work together in what has become a sustained and
thoroughly enjoyable, working relationship. The sound of her voice is literally “heavenly.” Her
familiarity with the machinations of the Mass throughout Holidays and Ordinary Time is
impeccable. Most of the music selection falls to me. | know her voice very well and try to make
selections that will tickle her fancy. Sometimes we even perform hymns/songs in Spanish - the
congregation loves it! In those instances, | summon up the courage to sing harmony. It is truly
a great, musical experience not only for us but for the congregation.

On occasions when she’s been unavailable, she’s needed to find “subs.” This has proven
to be quite difficult. Although there seems to be an abundance of singers in the world, the
grand majority of them have zero experience performing in church. It finally got to the point
where | needed to confront my own limitations as a singer and to make a commitment to
improve. This, | did, and with good results. By forcing myself to sing and accompany myself
convincingly, | discovered a new facet of my musicianship. After so many years of focusing
singularly on my guitar skills, this new endeavor created in me a sense of renewal.

When the COVID-19 pandemic struck in March 2020, operations at the church
completely shut down. By the start of the summer, the church had erected tents in order to
celebrate Mass outdoors. | assisted the church in purchasing a portable sound system. As June



rolled around, all three Masses were being offered al fresco: Saturday 5:30PM, Sunday 8AM
and 10:30PM. Some of the volunteers for the Sunday Masses were uncomfortable with the
new arrangement and chose to take a hiatus. Thankfully, there were enough musicians to
cover the music needs for all, three Masses.

At the beginning of October, the weather began to change (colder and darker earlier). It
no longer seemed possible to celebrate Mass outdoors. With the permission of the Diocese,
the church was allowed to move Mass indoors. In order to maintain proper social distancing,
pews were removed and folding chairs placed at spaced intervals. A maximum of 50
parishioners were allowed per Mass; face masks required. A large, plexiglass barrier was
erected in front of the area where the musicians assemble. It was a bold move which was
embraced by a fair share of the congregation. Unfortunately, the volunteer music ministry that
felt comfortable performing outdoors did not feel comfortable performing indoors. | was asked
if | would be interested in performing the music for the Sunday 10:30AM Mass as a soloist. |
leapt at the opportunity. Starting in October 2020, | prepared weekly music for the Saturday
Vigil Mass (with my lovely, soprano friend) which | performed as a soloist - singing and
accompanying myself - on Sunday mornings at 10:30AM.

The Roman Catholic church observes three cycles (A, B and C) which correspond to
readings based on scripture. The readings, in turn, help to inform the context of the homily.
The music selected must always “serve the Mass;” meaning, the music needs to support the
general message of the homily. Therefore, every Mass becomes a self-contained unit whereby
the readings, homily and the music function together to deliver a unified message.

Think of it this way: any Mass can be delivered without music...although it would be a
bit like eating cereal without milk — dry, yes? The music is there to make the message a bit
more visceral. People respond to the sound of music regardless of what words are attached to
it. When the words match the music in regard to narrative intensity and emotional scope it
creates a memorable experience which can be life altering; more so, perhaps, than just hearing
the words spoken separately.

Second Vatican Council (1962 to 1965 - often referred to as Vatican Il) sought to
contemporize the relationship between the Catholic church and the modern world. As part of
that effort, reforms called for a wider use of vernacular language (English, predominantly,
instead of Latin) throughout the Mass. In 1967, the church addressed revision of music in the



liturgy by producing a document entitled Musicam Sacram (Instruction on Music in the Liturgy).
The document states that music could be played during the sacred liturgy on “instruments
characteristic of a particular people.” To that point, the pipe organ was often the only
instrument used for accompaniment. With the burgeoning popularity of folk music during the
late 1960s, contemporary Catholic liturgical music turned to popular music of the time and
incorporated guitar as accompanying instrument rather than organ. Many new songs were
written during this time and appeared in a multitude of new hymnals.

This trajectory continued throughout the 1970s culminating in the work of the “St. Louis
Jesuits.” Consisting of Jesuit scholars - Bob Dufford, John Foley, Tim Manion, Roc O’Connor and
Dan Schutte — studying at St. Louis University, this group exclusively composed popular
sounding, contemporary Christian songs using acoustic guitar as primary instrument for
accompaniment. Recordings ensued and sold in the millions along with songs being published
in contemporary hymnals by Oregon Catholic Press. Various “stars” emerged during this era
and carried the movement forward well into 1980s and 1990s: Gregory Norbet, Marty Haugen,
Bernadette Farrell, Lori True, Rory Cooney, and Michael Joncas, among others.

Despite the success of the new, musical movement, a schism was created in the
liturgical community. Some traditionalists felt that the music pandered to poor taste and
longed for a return to hymnody and chant. Unfortunately, their voices were squashed by the
vast majority of Catholics who preferred contemporary music during Mass. Let’s face it: The
Roman Catholic Church is supported through contributions from its congregants in the form of
tithing. Whatever will put asses in pews and open wallets is what will be supported and
promoted, plain and simple. Even with his fall from grace, parishioners still long for David Haas’
pop pabulum and are willing to chalk up the moratorium on publishing and performing his
music to “cancel culture.” The Jones is strong, for sure. But | digress.

Knowing that the congregants of this particular church where | am employed enjoy
contemporary Christian music, | make selections accordingly. At heart, | am a traditionalist and
very much enjoy taking ancient hymns and adapting them for classical guitar. There is
something exceedingly satisfying about performing music from hundreds of years ago and
making it sound fresh and still significant. It speaks to the timelessness of great music and that
such notions can actually exist in this jaded world of ours. But | do run the risk of alienating my
audience — the congregation —if | proceed forward with this practice regardless of their feelings
or preferences. They have their favorites from the contemporary canon: “All Are Welcome”
(Haugen); “City of God” (Schutte); “l Have Loved You” (Joncas); etc. When | perform these
songs, the congregation sings loudly and often from memory. How can | argue with that?

There are many songs in the hymnal (Gather, 3" ed. — GIA Publications) that don’t
receive equal exposure. I've made it a point to comb through the over 1,000 songs in the guitar
accompaniment books to find buried treasure. I’'m happy to report that there’s quite a bounty.
One of my favorite composers is Rory Cooney. His “Jerusalem, My Destiny” and “I Am for You”
are ones | often program during Holy Communion. | find his music to be disarmingly simple and
his lyrics direct and sincere. He’s also a nice, Irish lad (like myself) and his music often has a
Celtic touch. I'll often hear from the congregants, “What was that song you performed during
Communion? I've not heard it before. It’s beautiful!” Devoted, church-going folk like to be
surprised by new music, occasionally.



For those unfamiliar with the order of a typical, Catholic Mass, here is the general
outline during Ordinary Time (not related to a specific holiday):

Gathering
First Reading
Responsorial Psalm
Second Reading
Gospel Acclamation
Offertory
Eucharistic liturgy (Holy/Memorial Acclamation/Doxology and Amen/Lamb of God)
Holy Communion
Recessional

During specific holidays and related times in the church calendar (Lent, Easter, Advent,
Christmas, etc.) there is other music which is added; such as the Gloria (following the Gathering
and opening prayer) during Easter and Christmas seasons. Other, life events celebrated in the
church — baptisms, weddings and funerals, mainly — also have specific music associated with
them. Itis truly impressive how organized the rules are in association with the service of music
to a specific church function. It makes music selection all the easier by limiting the number of
options.

At this point, I'd like to discuss some of the particulars related to the various sections of
the Mass. These are merely my notes and observations and not anything endorsed in writing
by the church.

Gathering

Before Father processes from the back of the church at the start of Mass, he strikes a
chime which signals the congregation to stand. | announce to the congregation, “Welcome
| 7o JEP church. In the spirit of our welcoming community, we turn to those around us and
greet them.” As they greet one another | say, “Please join in our Opening Hymn, Number....,
e ” At which point, I launch into the Gathering hymn/song. Typically, | select something
that is familiar to the congregation so that they will sing along. | like to use the steel string
guitar and strum the chords for the Opening number because it tends to sound more



celebratory. It’s a relatively short distance from the back of the church to the altar.
Consequently, there’s only time to sing the Refrain, Verse 1 and then repeat the Refrain for
most of the songs. For the hymns, because they tend to be strophic, first verse only.

First Reading — Responsorial Psalm — Second Reading

The first reading will usually be delivered on the heels of the recitation of the Confiteor
(penitential prayer). Based upon the church cycle (A, B or C), the readings will reflect an
interpretation of scripture passages. The Responsorial Psalm is sung immediately after the first
reading. Itis, by its nature, responsorial; meaning, the opening Refrain is sung by the
congregation several times (beginning, between verses and the end). Because | like to
instrumentally intone the melody in the Refrain before first singing it, | use classical instead of
steel string guitar. Playing the accompanying chords fingerstyle also allows me to comfortably
manage the specific chord voicings in the verses. For the most part, | use Guimont’s Lectionary
of Psalms for the weekly selections. The Guimont settings can, at times, be awkward (musically
speaking). This is most often the case in the verses which are intended to be sungin a
recitative style with a mouthful of words. On those occasions, | will use settings by popular
composers of specific psalms, if available.

Gospel Acclamation

Immediately following the Second Reading there is a brief moment of silence for
reflection. When Father feels ready, he will stand and make his way over to the Communion
table on the altar. Upon seeing the physical motion of Father rising to stand, | launch into the
Gospel Acclamation. Every Mass setting (Mass of Creation; Mass of Angels and Saints; etc.) has
a Gospel Acclamation as part of it. Typically, each follows this form: Refrain (me) — Refrain (me
with congregation) — Verse (according to holiday season/cycle) — Refrain (me with
congregation). Father then recites the Gospel Proclamation (“A reading from the Holy Gospel
according to...”). Father ends by saying “The Gospel of the Lord.” To which the congregation
replies, “Praise to You, Lord Jesus Christ!” Everyone (including me) sits, at that point, and
Father delivers the homily.

Offertory

When Father is finished delivering the homily, there is a moment of silence for
reflection. Father then leads the congregation in reciting the Nicene (or Apostle’s) Creed.
During the recitation, | quickly strap on my guitar and position myself at the mics in order to be
ready to start playing the Offertory (aka Preparation) music. Typically, it’s a short period of
time to prepare the host for the delivery of the Eucharistic Liturgy. It will either be Refrain-
Verse-Refrain for a song or Introduction-Verse for a hymn. The Offertory music can be sung or
instrumental. As a side note: Offertory music was removed from the Mass at the behest of the
Diocese during the COVID-10 pandemic. At the time, efforts were under weigh to shorten the
length of the Mass and to discourage congregants from singing.



Vi

Eucharistic Liturgy (Holy/Memorial Acclamation/Doxology and Amen/Lamb of God)

This is the moment we’ve all been waiting for — the highlight of the Mass! The liturgy of
the Eucharist involves the offering and presentation of bread and wine at the Communion altar.
Father will then consecrate the bread and wine through a series of eucharistic prayers (referred
to as the Canon of the Mass). Upon completion of the prayers, the congregation will be invited
to greet one another through a sign of peace (“Peace be with you...”) and the recitation
(sometimes sung) of the Lord’s Prayer. The final component of the Eucharistic Liturgy is the
reception of the consecrated bread and wine in Holy Communion. There are several settings of
the Mass parts associated with the Eucharistic Liturgy (Mass of Creation; Mass of Angels and
Saints; etc.). Most churches tend to vary the Mass setting used throughout the year (holidays,
etc.) in order to provide some musical diversity.

Holy Communion

| have to admit: If | could point to one section of the Mass that | most enjoy, it would be
Holy Communion. It’'s a time when the music takes center stage and the congregation can
focus in on listening and observing the musicians. Because of the length of time needed to
hand out the host (bread and wine) to all congregants present, it also provides an opportunity
to perform more of the music; not just the Refrain and a single verse. It’s typical to perform at
least two verses with the Refrain three times (beginning, middle and end). This is a great time
to introduce new music to the congregation. For the most part, no one will be singing except
the musicians. As mentioned earlier, I've become a big fan of the music of Rory Cooney
(“Jerusalem, My Destiny” and “lI Am for You”, e.g.). | also love to perform “l Want to Walk as a
Child of the Light” by Kathleen Thomerson. | often sing that song alone in my car while driving.
It’s very beautiful and possesses deep meaning for me. Timing, here, is of the essence. It’s
important to try and end the music for Holy Communion to coincide with the time that Father
sits at the altar and all of the pieces/parts to hand out the host have been put away. There
needs to be a fairly substantial moment of silence to reflect before concluding the Mass.

Recessional

Following Holy Communion and the moment for silent meditation, Father will rise and
address the congregation. His parting words will often include a message from the Diocese, an
indication for a free will offering (second donation) for a specific cause, etc. Father will then ask
the congregation to bow their heads and to receive a closing prayer. Following the closing
prayer will often be general announcements (Tricky Tray, etc.) from a member of the
congregation (usually the person who gave the readings). When the announcements are over,
Father will leave the altar to exit the church to the narthex where he will greet congregants on
their way home. The moment that Father leaves the altar is when the Recessional (aka Sending
Forth) music begins. As with the Gathering, | like to use the steel string guitar and strum the
chords for because it tends to sound more celebratory. Some congregants will remain in
church until the music is over; others will simply leave. Regardless, | keep the music short:
Refrain-Verse-Refrain (song) or one verse for a hymn.



Vi

In regard to musical equipment, | typically use a classical (Takamine EC-128) and steel
string guitar (Wechter GA-5712ce). Both have built-in electronics and are played standing while
using a strap. In order to amplify the guitars, | plug into a Fishman Loudbox Artist. The
amplifier has Send/Return on each channel and | run the signal path for both guitars through
two, TC Electronics BodyRez pedals. Both channels get a light touch of reverb but on the steel
string guitar channel | add a touch of Chorus. To pipe the amplified sound through the church’s
PA system (Shure SCM268), | hang an Audio-Technica Pro 70 microphone on the front of the
amp. The amplifier has an input for a footswitch to mute the signal while | change guitars
between selections. On those occasions when | don’t need to use two guitars (Lenten services,
e.g.) I'll use my Dauphin Model 60 classical guitar equipped with a K&K Pure Classic pickup.
That guitar is my oldest friend. | purchased her in the summer of 1986 right before | headed off
to college. She saw me through my undergraduate studies and Senior Recital. Since that time,
she’s been my primary teaching guitar. I've gone on to purchase several, expensive concert
classical guitars over the years...but she’s been my mainstay. A few years back, | decided to
install the K&K pickup at the recommendation of a local luthier. At the same time, | installed
strap buttons. Because the K&K is a “hot” pickup, the signal needs to be tamed through an
external preamp. | use a Tech 21 SansAmp Acoustic DI (no longer available — replaced by the
ParaDriver DI with similar features). With the SansAmp, | can connect to the Shure mixer
directly. The signal chain remains simple, pure and direct: Dauphin —SansAmp — mixer.

The sound for both setups (one or two guitars) is incredibly natural and clear. My
decision on which kind of guitar to use (when | use two guitars) follows this model: Gathering
and Recessional — steel string; everything else — classical. | find it much easier to use the
classical guitar to perform accompaniments and intoned introductions fingerstyle and to use
Spanish strums (rasgueados) when needed. Because | cultivate nails on my right hand, | don’t
want them chewed up by the steel strings. | use a pick exclusively with the steel string guitar.
There’s also the fact that there are very few, classical guitarists in the world — and of that group,
even fewer who perform in church.

For the purpose of singing, | use two of the church’s gooseneck microphones (Shure
MX418) in front of my music stand. The microphones are very sensitive which allows me to
step back from them a few feet; thereby avoiding plosives or excess bass. Thankfully, | can
leave everything but the guitars at the church following services each week; which certainly
helps to simplify set up and break down.



Vil

| prefer to perform alone. | don’t mean for that to sound like an arrogant
statement...it’s just that there’s often no time to rehearse with other musicians in the church.
The volunteer music ministry is well-meaning but completely untrained. There’s an old
expression, “If you want something done right, do it yourself.” That’s been my lifelong motto.
Many of them don’t read music — properly or at all — and are not flexible when it comes to last
minute changes (key, tempo, etc.). I've spent my long career divided between concerts and
gigs (wedding, etc.). When preparing concert music, you are in training: meaning, you're
working to develop renditions of difficult music that can be performed flawlessly in a high-
pressure situation. When playing gigs, it’s the exact opposite: there’s very little rehearsal time
(if, at all) and you need to be as flexible as possible to accommodate the needs of the event. To
my way of thinking, performing at church falls into the category of gigging when performing
with others. Although | do prepare for several hours during the week when performing alone
and do treat it as if | were preparing concert material. There are many considerations to make
in regard to transposing music to fit my voice type (tenor). Most of the published music is
pitched too low for my voice; thereby requiring me to employ extensive use of the capo.
Which, in turn, often means preparing my accompaniments in keys different than the published
versions. Based on the flow of the Mass, | also try to avoid changing capo positions too
frequently. Often, there’s not enough time to do so and the resulting pitch discrepancies are
not worth the trouble.

Because | hold very high, personal standards, | provide myself a letter grade at the end
of each Mass. Generally speaking, | will allow one mistake and still grant myself the grade of A.
An absolutely perfect performance is extremely rare; therefore, permitting one mistake is a
reasonable allowance to receive the highest grade. Two mistakes and the grade drops down to
A-; three mistakes and the grade drops down to B+; and so on. As of late, I've been performing
as a soloist at the Saturday Vigil (5:30PM) and Sunday 10:30AM Masses. My lovely, soprano
friend recently gave birth to her first child and has taken some time off from performing for
Saturday Vigil Mass. I'll cease performing at the Sunday 10:30AM Mass when the usual group
of performers gets vaccinated and/or feels more comfortable performing indoors during the
pandemic. At the Saturday Vigil Mass, | typically give myself the grade of B+ or A-. It’s the first
time performing the music for the weekend Masses and | tend to lack full confidence. By the
Sunday 10:30AM Mass, I've learned from my mistakes the previous night and tend to give a
more polished performance; resulting in the grade of A. Although, | sometimes make new
mistakes in addition to correcting previous mistakes and wind up with a lower grade.



IX

Live performance is an art; it’s why music is referred to as a performing art. There are
so many factors that need to coalesce in order to give a strong, overall performance. | am of a
generation that was trained at a time when compliments were not handed out freely or
frivolously by instructors. As a result, I've learned to be my own, worst critic. On occasion, I've
been too hard on myself, for certain, and have even contemplated abandoning music entirely
because of my inability to meet my own standards. In fact, a few years ago, | gave a concert
with a professional flutist and the program contained some of the most difficult music I'd ever
encountered. | practiced for months to get my parts down and then could only meet with the
flutist for one rehearsal before the concert due to scheduling difficulties. Needless to say, | was
in a battle mode at the time of the performance. Thankfully, we gave a stellar presentation
because of our mutual abilities. But on the drive home, | said to myself “I didn’t enjoy that at
all. I want all of that time back.” True, | could play less difficult music and/or hold lower
standards for myself. Sadly, I'm not wired that way. There’s something inside of me that
craves the validation from an audience when we both know that I’'ve done something difficult
with apparent ease. |think it’s time | stopped looking outward for approval.

I’'ve also had long-standing issues with being a practicing Catholic. For all of the good
that the Catholic church does, it’s tarnished by reports of sex abuse by pedophile priests. The
wealth and power that the church wields is staggering and devoted parishioners merrily
continue to tithe despite the continuing scandals. | try and focus on the message of the Mass
and adhere to the thought that God will ultimately be judge and jury for those who criminally
offend. But it does make it very difficult, at times, to hear the words and prayers that seem so
hypocritical and superficial in light of all the trauma.

| keep coming back to the music. Music has been my salvation since | was a small child.
Music has been there for me during the saddest and happiest times of my life. | feel that God
has given me the gift to be able to interpret and perform music in a way that touches other’s
hearts and minds. By performing in church — at this late stage in my life (53) — I've been given a
tremendous opportunity to share that gift and to try and reconcile my conflicting thoughts and
feelings. Mainly, I’'ve been given an opportunity to identify my life’s true purpose as a
performing musician with a gift to share with the congregation. In fact, a recent homily was
devoted to the visions of Saint Faustina and her revelation of God’s Divine Mercy. While
listening, | felt the presence of God in my heart and knew that He had extended his grace to me
through this experience. | can only hope that there is a place for me in Heaven’s music
ministry, too.
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