
NEWS AND NOTES
MUSIC MINISTRIES

MEASURES OF HOPE 
Back in mid-March, when in-per-

son Masses were suspended in New 
York, parishioners around the archdi-
ocese felt bereft. Among the spiritual 
“food” most sorely missed, alongside 
the Eucharist and the simple joy of 
gathering, was music. We learned that 
we could not take for granted the up-
lift provided by the organ (or piano 
or guitar), the singing of a choir, the 
congregation joining in. How would 
we replace these spiritual comforts 
during a time of social distancing?

At St. Patrick’s Cathedral, home 
to one of the most magnificent mu-
sic ministries in America, it was as 
if someone had hit the mute button. 
“Since March 15,” music director Dr. 
Jennifer Pascual says, “every liturgy 
with music has consisted only of one 
cantor and one organist. Hymnals 
and missalettes have been removed 
from the pews…. The number of 

Masses has been reduced, and the ca-
thedral choir has not been in session 
since March 12.”

There is still music at St. Patrick’s, 
of course, as anyone who tunes in the 
livestreamed liturgy can attest. It’s 
reduced in scale, but it is beautiful, 
professional and often moving. Un-
fortunately, the majority of those who 
hear it are listening through small 
speakers on their computer or TV.

Throughout the archdiocese, music 
directors consulted with their pastors 
to determine the best musical solution 
based on architecture, ventilation and 
community. In all parishes, the first 
concern was the safety of parishioners, 
clergy and choir members. “When 
the lockdown began after March 14,” 
says Mark Pacoe, music director at St. 
John Nepomucene on Manhattan’s 
East Side, “we continued to livestream 
the Mass with music. This new reality 

of how we gather, whether virtually 
or in person – after June 22 – had to 
take into account safety measures. As 
an organist, I’ve continued to provide 
appropriate music for processions like 
the offertory, communion or postlude.  
We have only been singing the neces-
sary or most important responses.”

Other parishes were able to transi-
tion to a reduced-size choir soon after 
in-person Masses returned. In Brew-
ster, “St. Lawrence O’Toole parish did 
an excellent job of administering to 
parishioners during the shutdown,” 
says music director Peter Ryan, “and 
as such I gratefully received everyone 
back who wanted to be there and felt 
safe doing so. We moved our rehears-
als to a larger, more secluded space 
and it worked out well, allowing us to 
space out. Our choir is smaller now, 
and that has made it more difficult 
to learn more difficult repertoire, but 
other than that we have been able to 
maintain all of our usual activities.”

At Old St. Patrick’s Cathedral in 
SoHo, “It was a steep learning curve,” 
recalls organist and music direc-
tor Jared Lamenzo. “In the first few 
months, our choirs and parishioners 
could not meet in person at all. For 
Mass, the only ones present in the 
Basilica were [pastor] Father Graebe, 
a maintenance person, occasional-
ly an assisting priest, and a cantor in 
the loft along with me on the Erben 
organ. With no congregation present, 
we decided to include more Gregori-
an chant – for instance, singing the 
gorgeous Graduals rather than the 
Responsorial Psalm. We also had pro-
cessions outdoors with masked sing-
ing of the Litany in Time of Pestilence 
and Plague.”

As restrictions eased, Old St. Pat-
rick’s was able to take advantage of 
its unique space to bring back choir 

Music director Kathey Lewis (left) with Christine Humen and 
Nicolas Vandenberg at St. Patrick’s, Yorktown Heights.
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singing. “In September,” Lamenzo 
says, “our Schola returned, rehears-
ing in a large, well-ventilated space, 
masked and distanced. The loft where 
we sing is 40 feet above the congrega-
tion and very capacious, so it is not a 
problem to distance ourselves. There 
have been musical, physical and bud-
getary challenges, but it has been a joy 
to sing together again at Mass.”

During a “normal” year, the vibrant 
music ministry of St. Charles Bor-
romeo in Harlem has four choirs in 
rotation, including the 40-member 
Gospel Lites, the Mighty Men En-
semble of St. Charles, the Youth En-
semble and the young-adult Praise 
& Worship Ensemble. “It has taken 
some adjusting during this year’s pan-
demic,” music director Dr. Br’Von 
Neal says. Formerly, “the Gospel Lites 
choir would Sing on their designated 
Sunday at full capacity, but since our 
return into the church it has been re-
duced to a trio rotation – one soprano, 
one alto, one tenor – to render music 
for a particular Sunday. We elected 
to do this for all of the ensembles, 
so that our congregation could still 
feel a sense of normalcy during such 
un-normal times.”

At Christmas, most music directors 
tried to make cautious enhancements 
in a nod to the accustomed pageant-
ry. At St. Patrick’s, two trumpeters 
and a timpanist added majesty to 

the midnight Mass, along with mez-
zo-soprano Isabel Leonard from the 
Metropolitan Opera, who sang “O 
Holy Night.” St. John Nepomucene 
added a vocal quartet at the Christ-
mas Eve Mass and a trumpeter on 
Christmas morning. The Schola at 
the Basilica of Old St. Patrick’s Ca-
thedral moved its annual Concert of 
Carols from the altar to the loft for 
Christmas Eve, and during advent 
recorded a Christmas concert on the 
Rendever virtual reality platform 
that created an immersive experience 

for thousands of seniors in North 
America and Australia.

As we begin 2021, there is hope that 
newly approved vaccines will enable 
music ministries to return to pre-pan-
demic practices by year’s end. At press 
time, however, a surging rate of in-
fections and deaths suggests that pre-
cautions will be necessary well into 
the year, quite possibly past Easter. St. 
John Nepomucene’s Marc Pacoe takes 
a cautious approach. “I believe the full 
return to ‘normal’ ministry will be a 
gradual evolution,” he says. “Return-
ing to singing special anthems and 
simply having people in the loft again 
will be a growing and fitting musical 
celebration over time.”

Reflecting on the experience of 
2020, Peter Ryan of St. Lawrence 
O’Toole says, “We’ve all become much 
more grateful for what we do have. My 
choir has taken increasingly greater 
amounts of time to pray together and 
for one another at the end of every re-
hearsal. While this is less musical in 
nature, I think it’s equally important.”

Thinking ahead to how the parish 
might celebrate the lifting of restric-
tions, he says, “Maybe we will cele-
brate heavily, or maybe we will simply 
return to normal and hold the attitude 
that the church never left our parish-
ioners – and never will – because that 
is a promise St. Lawrence O’Toole in-
tends to keep.”  

A strumming cantor at St. Elizabeth’s 
in Washington Heights. 
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A socially distanced choral trio  
at St. Charles Borromeo in Harlem.
Photo by Chris Sheridan. 
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NEWS AND NOTES

ISSUE

A SOCIAL PLAGUE 

I n the midst of the coronavirus pandemic, a dramatic 
movement for racial justice coalesced this past spring in 
the wake of the killing of George Floyd and other Black 

Americans at the hands of police. We asked Rev. Gregory 
Chisholm, SJ, pastor of St. Charles Borromeo in Harlem, 
how Catholics can respond to the tragic injustice and the 
divisions in our culture.

Archways: What do the life and teachings of Christ tell us 
about how Catholics should respond to horrific events like the 
death of George Floyd?

Rev. Chisholm: Racism is a plague on America. It infects 
us not unlike the coronavirus, except that racism has been 
around longer. The disease has worked its way into every 
corner of our country, affecting individuals, institutions 
and cultures.

In Mark’s Gospel (9:14–29), Jesus encounters a boy who 
is possessed by a “mute and deaf [unclean] spirit.” The spir-
it convulses its victim, causing him to roll around on the 
ground, foam at the mouth and even harm himself. These 
are horrible and fearsome effects that threaten to destroy 
those infected.

Racism is a communicable disease that works to destroy 
its victims. The victims of this disease include those who ex-
ercise power in society and communicate the harm, as well 
as those who suffer the full effect of the harm. That “mute 
and deaf” spirit threatens to destroy the life of a policeman 
who would place his knee for a critical length of time on 
the neck of a man who could not breathe, as much as it de-
stroyed the life of George Floyd in Minneapolis.

When asked by his disciples how we could rid ourselves 
of this evil spirit, Jesus answers, “This kind can only come 
out through prayer and fasting.” Thus He indicates that a 
focused and demanding effort is needed to exorcise the 
evil spirit.

Archways: During the summer of 2020, demonstrations 
around this issue frequently spawned clashes and even acts of 
violence between people of opposed beliefs. How can Catho-
lics stand up for justice while also promoting peace?

Rev. Chisholm: Throughout the history of our country, 
the evidence of injustice has never been accepted by all cit-
izens. Our history has included the burning of convents, 
churches and synagogues, the exclusion of immigrant cul-
tures, the lynching of American Blacks and the near-com-
plete disenfranchisement of segments of the American 

public. For every advocate in the cause of justice there have 
been others who are blind to injustice.

Violence against the cause of justice is an unfortunate con-
sequence of almost every American effort to achieve freedom.  
In the context of the fight against racism I am reminded of 
St. Paul’s warning about the battle against evil in Ephesians 
(6:10–15). He urges us to “draw strength from the Lord and 
from his mighty power…. Stand fast with your loins girded in 
truth, clothed with righteousness as a breastplate, and your 
feet shod in readiness for the gospel of peace.”

Archways: In addition to working to protect people from rac-
ist violence and injustice, what can Catholics do to support 
opportunities for Black Americans and other people of color 
to fulfill their dreams and receive full respect for their contri-
butions to society?

Rev. Chisholm: We must face the fact that centuries of 
American racism have left us with structures and institutions 

Rev. Gregory Chisholm delivering a homily at St. Charles Borromeo in Harlem. 
Photo by Chris Sheridan.
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that perpetuate inequality. Our sys-
tems of education, health care, hous-
ing, finance and even churches are 
American institutions whose histories 
include the exclusion of Americans 
based on race, color and ethnicity. In 
our current generation, many Amer-
ican Catholics who have in the last 
century emerged from suffering the 
harm caused by these institutions and 
systems now reside in the very center 
of what ensures their continuance.

In his recent encyclical Fratelli Tutti, 
our Holy Father offers a pathway toward 
a more just future based on the Gospels 
and our Catholic traditions. He writes 
with the conviction of St. Francis of As-
sisi about the concept of fraternity. He 
offers fraternity as the image of anti-rac-
ism and justice for Catholics.

Archways: What can we do to ensure 
that Catholics of various races and eth-
nicities are able to fully celebrate their 
specific traditions while also coming to-
gether in a unified community with their 
diverse brothers and sisters in the Body 
of Christ? Can we achieve a loving unity 
while also embracing our differences?

Rev. Chisholm: Our common belief, 
our common acceptance and our 
common baptism in Jesus is what cre-
ates the Body of Christ. The accidents 
of race, color, culture, gender and cir-
cumstance, while significant to hu-
man beings, do not affect it. However, 
their significance among humanity 
means that we must foster respect for 
these differences without ever allow-
ing the distinctions to divide the com-
munity of the Church.

The story of Jesus’ encounter with the 
Canaanite woman in Matthew (15:21–
28) speaks volumes about the triumph 
of faith and the distinctions that exist 
among us. Jesus at first refuses to ac-
knowledge a woman in need because 
she does not share his Jewish identity. 
She asks him for help, yet He demeans 
her request by indicating that she has 
no more right to His help than a dog 
has a right to food set aside for the chil-
dren of the family. Nevertheless, the 
persistence of her faith convinces Jesus 
to acknowledge and respect her need. 
She remains distinct from Jesus, but 
her faith is unassailable.  

RAISING RACIAL AWARENESS

Called to Intervene
In addition to our conversation with Rev. Chisholm for our Forum on 

Racial Justice, Archways interviewed notable Black Catholic thinkers 
Fr. Bryan Massingale, professor of theology and ethics at Fordham 
University, and writer and New York City educator Monica A. White, 
EdD. (The full text of their interviews will be published this month on 
the Archways blog.)     

Fr. Bryan Massingale How can the Catholic 
Church in New York contribute to a racially 
just society? One way is for priests and cate-
chists to teach the powerful truth proclaimed 
by Pope Francis in June. Speaking about the 
killing of George Floyd in Minneapolis, he of-
fered his prayers for the family and our country, 
and then declared, “We cannot tolerate or turn 
a blind eye to racism and exclusion in any form 

and yet claim to defend the sacredness of every human life.” Racism 
is a life issue. Anti-Black violence is a life issue...

Catholics need to become attentive to the grief, the anger and the 
lament from people of color that too often goes unheard and un-
heeded. They need to imagine what it would be like to be told, in 
ways both subtle and blatant, “You don’t belong. You don’t count. 
You don’t matter.” That’s the kind of empathy that leads to love of 
one’s dark-skinned neighbors.

That love is the key to salvation and right relationship with God. 
Because as Scripture reminds us, if we do not love the neighbor that 
we can see, how can we love the God we cannot see?

 Monica A. White, EdD.  Those who don’t wor-
ship like us, who don’t look like us, who don’t 
love the same as us, are all deserving of Christ’s 
love, and we are called to give it. Those who 
are at the “edges of society” matter...

When the woman was about to be stoned to 
death for the sin of adultery, Christ intervened. 
When His father’s temple was disrespected, he 
intervened. When the sick were ostracized, he 

intervened. When the hungry cried out, he intervened; when there 
was not enough food or drink, he intervened. And when He was on 
the cross, he gave his ultimate intervention that saved us all...

So when Black lives such as George Floyd’s are aborted and broad-
cast on a continual loop into our living rooms, we are called to intervene. 
Through Catholic social justice teachings, we know how we should re-
spond to the horrific events that plague our society today. We know. 
Christ demonstrated the response clearly. The question is, do we find 
Black lives like that of Floyd, Taylor, Arbery, Garner, Rice, Martin, Bland, 
Jefferson, Till and countless others worthy of our intervening?
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