
JAZZ IN MODERN LITURGICAL MUSIC 

 

You wouldn’t normally expect to find modern jazz music performed at Mass, 
yet this is exactly what is happening at Copenhagen Cathedral. Is this a 
pioneering new direction for Mass? We explore the development of jazz in 
liturgy.  
 

When the Copenhagen Jazz Festival added the city’s cathedral, The Church Of Our 

Lady, to its venues list, it may have simply been a move to use whatever spaces 

were available to expand its programme. After all, there are many other ‘urban 

festivals’ around the world that use churches as venues to great effect. 
 

However, they may not have envisaged how this would develop into an annual ‘July 

Jazz Masses’ at the cathedral, now a regular part of the Jazz Festival programme.  

 

Completed in 1829, the cathedral is an unpretentious building in the neo-classicist 

style, with a bright interior, remarkable statues and seating for over 1100 people. The 

Jazz July Masses are traditional worship services led by the Dean, Anders 

Gadegaard, infused with live music led by acclaimed bassist Chris Minh Doky, 

drawing on Scandinavian as well as Catholic traditions.  
 

To Dean Gadegaard, it is all about enhancement of the experience, as he 

commented in an interview on Danish broadcaster PBS: “When you add this jazz 

tone, it becomes much more vital for people, and it becomes easier for us to proclaim 

the gospel.” 
 

The Cathedral has gone further and now also includes jazz in special 'Night Church' 

events on Thursdays, Fridays and Sundays. These are services offering prayer, 

electronica, poetry, jazz, gospel workshop and other contemporary forms in a candle-

lit setting.  

 

Is the fusing of contemporary jazz with modern liturgy in Copenhagen an isolated 

case? Not at all. It might be difficult to find, but there is an intense creative stream 

attempting to unite the beauty of worship with the emotions of free forms of music.  



 

What started the use of alternative forms of music in Mass?  
 

Jazz has not just arrived in Mass overnight, and we need to consider two things: the 

history of jazz in sacred music, and the announcements of the Second Vatican 

Council (also known as Vatican II).  
 

In January 1959, Pope John XXIII announced the Second Vatican Council. It met 

from 1962-65, with an agenda to find unity within all branches of the global Catholic 

church.  
 

One element of Vatican II’s announcements dealt with the use of music in Mass. In 

paragraph 119, the document noted: “in certain parts of the world, especially mission 

lands, there are peoples who have their own musical traditions, and these play a 

great part in their religious and social life.” The document stated that allowances can 

be made to incorporate a mission territory’s traditional music into liturgy, provided 

that the original Roman rite is largely preserved.  
 

This permission to include new cultures in the church’s traditions was noted by 

composers, particularly in the USA, where evangelism is strongest. They opined that 

parts of America could be seen as ‘mission territory’, being often quite removed from 

Catholic culture.  
 

American pianist, conductor and composer J.J. Wright takes this very much to heart. 

A musician with equal passion for sacred music and jazz compositions, he 

collaborated with jazz vibraphonist Dave Samuels on a Latin-jazz CD that won a 

Grammy in 2014. In keeping with his dual interest, he then interned with the Sistine 

Chapel Choir in Rome in 2016.  
 

He sees the introduction of jazz to the liturgy as a way of casting new light on 

worship and opening it up to a new audience. In interview last year, he said: “I want 

to see a full rebirth of the form. Traditionally it was where the best music came from. 

And I think that there's a great opportunity for us now, especially after the Second 



Vatican Council and the Catholic Church where the services and Masses are in 

English now. So there's an opportunity to relate with people in a new way.”  
 

Contemporary musicians like Wright and Minh Doky are flying the flag for jazz to be 

acceptable in modern Mass, but it’s worth noting they perhaps owe a debt to 

musicians who cleared the path before them. 

 

A history of jazz in liturgical music 
 

Liturgical jazz is not a new phenomenon. In 1959, the same year that Pope John 

XXIII announced the Second Vatican Council, tenor saxophonist and 

composer/arranger Ed Summerlin sadly lost his infant daughter to a heart defect. 

Obviously stricken with grief, his pastor encouraged him to channel his feelings into a 

musical and religious context, the result of which was Summerlin’s first album: 

‘Liturgical Jazz’.  

 

Nobody had put the Mass to a jazz score before. The album was billed as "a musical 

setting of an order of morning prayer" and took the listener on a journey through the 

service, with specific pieces of music accompanying the key sections.  
 

It seems to have been very well-received. A press cutting from Downbeat magazine 

praises Summerlin's effective use of a "drum solo behind the benediction," as well as 

"the walking bass backing the general confession," stating these elements were "not 

only imaginative but also serve a function of greatly enhancing these parts of the 

service.” They awarded the album 4.5/5, but copies are not easily available today. 

 

Better-known names in the jazz world have also written for Mass. In 1964, the great 

cinematic composer Lalo Schifrin and flautist Paul Horn created the album ‘Jazz 

Suite on the Mass Texts’. The work encompasses the dynamic, cinematic orchestral 

jazz you would expect from Schifrin, and also ‘free jazz’ pieces with no tonal or time 

limitations. The chorus section binds the works together to wonderful effect, and the 

album won a Grammy for Best Original Jazz Composition. 
 



Another pioneer was Mary Lou Williams, a pianist and composer whose works ran 

the gamut of the jazz, swing and be-bop sounds from the mid-’40s to the early ‘50s. 

Williams left music after converting to Catholicism in 1957, but returned to jazz after 

friends in religious and jazz circles convinced her that her talent should be put to 

divine purpose. She composed several sacred jazz pieces in her swing style, 

releasing her album ‘Black Christ Of The Andes’ in 1964, and completed three jazz 

Masses by the end of the decade.  
 

Her third Mass, ‘Music For Peace’ (commonly known as ‘Mary Lou’s Mass’), was 

commissioned by the Pontifical Commission on Justice and Peace in 1969 and 

became her best-known work. It premiered at Columbia University’s St. Paul’s 

Chapel in April 1970, and gained greatest recognition when performed as part of 

Mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral in New York in 1975. 
 

Two decades later, modern jazz composer Wynton Marsalis stepped into the genre 

with his 1994 album ‘In This House, On This Morning’. Using a 12-part African-

American church service as the framework, Marsalis echoed Ed Summerlin’s 

approach, using musical markers to illustrate calls to prayer, scripture readings, 

sermons and hymns, and even the dispersal of the congregation.  
 

Further contemporary examples 
 

There has been a low-key growing of jazz musicians working in sacred traditions and 

Catholic services, particularly in America. Deanna Witkowski shares many videos 

online of her jazz worship services and tracks from her album ‘Makes The Heart To 

Sing: Jazz Hymns’.  

 

Another is The Oikos Ensemble, a collaboration of the Rev. Clifford Aerie and Dr. 

Christopher Bakriges, based in St. Louis. Inspired by the great John Coltraine, the 

band released their album ‘Dreams & Visions’ in 2009, and continue to play events.  
 

On a ‘trad jazz’ theme, and perhaps a true example of the Vatican II directive, is a 

hidden gem of the New Orleans scene: the Jazz Masses at the historic St. Augustine 

Catholic Church. Every Sunday, St. Augustine's gospel choir with jazz ensemble 



delivers a soulful version of the traditional Mass. Given the number of musicians in 

the city, you never know who might show up to play! 
 

In conclusion 
 

The use of jazz in Mass at Copenhagen Cathedral and other centres of worship is a 

result of Vatican II’s drive to borrow popular creative styles to further the spread of 

Christianity, and has the power to truly transform worship. 
 

Historically, the church was once the principal driver of artistic progress in the 

Western world. Perhaps, through new forms entering the Mass, and the results 

feeding back into popular culture, it can be so in the future.  
 

 

 

 

Doug Smith. 


