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Our hope in re-issuing this newsletter is that it will be
useful to church musicians regardless of their musical
training. We have observed that our media-rich culture
has a growing number of resources for choir directors
and others with considerable musical education and
background. We’ve tried to address a need for helping
choir singers who may not read music but sings for the
love of the faith. It is our hope to reach singers of all
jurisdictions with useful information and to stimulate
discussion and growth within Orthodox Church choirs
and beyond.

We plan to issue “The Tuning Fork” twice a year and
feature some articles that were in the original Tuning
Fork which ran from 2001-2006, as well as subjects
contributed by our current readers. To that end, your
response via the provided email will be helpful. We
welcome your input - in fact, it’s essential for us to
know if our efforts are worthwhile!




Feature Article

By Doreen Bartholomew

Sometimes people say the music we
use in church sounds more like grand
opera than a prayer service. Maybe
that’s true, but we’re not about to toss
out all the music we love. That would
cause a parish mutiny!

The real question is balance.
Church music should support the
service, not overpower it. If it draws
attention to itself instead of leading
people to prayer, it’s missing the mark.
And even good liturgical music can
become distracting if the choir isn’t
confident or properly directed.

A church choir should function
like a well-tuned instrument (pardon
the pun). Too often, though, it’s just a
group that meets once a week and
hopes for the best. Improving that takes
more than one person; it requires
cooperation between the choir director,
the singers, the priest. In this article,
you’ll find a few practical ways to
strengthen our choirs and elevate the
quality of our church music.

Choir members have some very basic
responsibilities: be on time for services,
attend rehearsals, know the music, and
watch the director. When you join the
choir, you’re taking on an important
ministry. The choir isn’t decorative, it’s
integral to the service. Every voice
matters, even if you think yours
doesn’t. When one person is missing,
the entire sound changes.

Rehearsals can make or break a choir.
That’s where the director shapes
phrasing, dynamics, and blend. Those
subtle details can elevate the sound
from ordinary to truly beautiful.
Attendance shouldn’t be optional. In
fact, arriving 10-15 minutes early is
ideal, especially in winter. A cold body
rarely produces a warm tone. Give
yourself time to warm up physically and
vocally.

No one is “too good” for rehearsal.
Even the strongest singers need
ensemble work. If someone consistently
skips rehearsals, it affects the whole
group. Choir is a team effort.

Because rehearsal time is often
limited, warming up beforehand can
help. In the car, sit upright and hum
simple triads with your mouth closed but
teeth apart. It should feel as if you’re
holding an egg in your mouth. Move up
by half steps. Then repeat on the vowel
“oh” Do not use ‘ee’ or ‘ah’ since they
tend to put the voice in the wrong place
in the mouth and ultimately will lead to
problems. Keep the mouth vertical as
you ascend and descend and avoid
spreading it horizontally, even though
your instinct is to do so as you get higher.
A horizontally positioned mouth creates
tension and pushes the larynx up which
can be vocally straining to singers.

Continued next page



Feature article continued

Reviewing music ahead of time is also an important thing even if it’s only to go over the words.
Bring a sharpened pencil and mark anything unclear. Prior preparation saves precious

rehearsal minutes.

Finally, consider how you can support your director. Learn the order of service. Volunteer to
read the Hours or look up the Epistle or Old Testament reading. When others share small
responsibilities, the director gains time to focus on the music and coordinate with the clergy.
Those extra few minutes can make the entire service flow more smoothly and that benefits

everyone.

The Vocal Survival Guide

Proper Posture for Singing While Sitting

Do you sit during rehearsals? Producing a
good sound depends partly on good
posture. Here’s how to keep good singing
posture while sitting.

1. Stand and in front of a hard-bottomed
chair so that you feel the seat touch the
back of your legs, then take about a half-
step out. Then sit on the front portion of
the chair without scooting back into it.

2. As you sing make sure your back is
straight and your feet are in a
comfortable position on the floor. (Don’t
sit with your feet stuck up on the rungs
of the chair or with your legs crossed.)
This position lets the air from your lungs
flow out more easily. It also allows your
body to expand all around and enables
you to keep your eyes on the conductor.
If you sit this way when you sing, you’ll
find that you get tired less and your
throat will remain open and relaxed, thus
producing a better sound.

WHAT DOES IT

'MEAN?

Trisagion: A term that refers to the words
Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal have
mercy on us. They are usually repeated three
or more times and occur 1) in the Liturgy, 2)
in Matins at the end of the Great Doxology
and 3) in the beginning of almost every set
of prayers as part of the short petitions
before the Our Father.

Time Signature: It consists of two numbers,
one above the other. The upper figure tells
how may beats there are in a measure, the
lower figure tells which note gets one beat.
In other words, a time signature of 4/4 would
tell us that there are four beats in each
measure, and the quarter note gets one
beat. In a 2/4 time signature there are two
beats to each measure, and the quarter note
gets one beat. In most Orthodox chant, of
course, measures are long and ‘beats’ are
different from Western music. The principle
of the time signature is the same though.



Question & Answer
Q: What can individual singers do to help the choir stay on pitch?

A: Practice good breathing and posture. When inhaling, avoid lifting your shoulders or puffing out
your chest. Instead, allow the stomach and diaphragm to expand so the breath is supported
properly. Listen carefully as you sing, making sure you hear the other parts as well as your own.
Always warm up beforehand so your voice is flexible and ready for higher notes. You may hear
advice to smile while singing, but this can flatten the tone and strain the voice because it lets air
escape from the sides of the mouth and raises the larynx. A vertically open mouth is healthier and
helps maintain proper placement. Finally, take care of your health. Get adequate rest and
hydration before and after singing—church singing is both a spiritual and an athletic effort

Q: What about “aging” voices? Is there an age at which singers should not be in the choir?

A. In our opinion, no. Voices may become unsteady or tend to go flat as singers age, but awareness
and good vocal habits can help minimize these changes. Sometimes a simple adjustment—such as
moving an older soprano to the alto section—can make a significant difference. Singing more
quietly and listening carefully to fellow singers and the choir director is also important. Most
parish choirs are families of devoted people where younger and older voices can work together to
create a meaningful and prayerful musical experience.

News, Resources and Learning Opportunities
Cut/Paste the addresses

Our Website: Commission on Liturgical Music - https://www.nynjoca.org/liturgical_music.html
Sheet Music: Home | Podoben - https://www.podoben.org/
Orthodox Service Books in Large Print - https://www.amazon.com/dp/BOB6JTXZ62

Synodal School of Liturgical Music - https://synodalschool.com/

Tell us what you think:

We welcome your feedback about this inaugural issue of The Tuning Fork. We can only make this
benefit you if we know what you want to see. If you have the time, let us know what you liked or
disliked. What would you like to see more of? Are there any topics you’d like to see featured here?

Please drop us a line at: nynjmusicoca@gmail.com
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