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A ce Gangoso, a well-known musician in the 
Chicago area, is in his fourth year serving as 
Director of Music at St. Nicholas Parish in 

Evanston, IL. He came to the parish with big shoes to 
!ll—this is the community where liturgical legends Fr. 
Bob Oldershaw and Gabe Huck served as pastor and 
director of liturgy, respectively; it is the place where 
musicians such as Tony Alonso and Kate Williams 
spent some of their early formative years in music 
ministry. "e parish, in a community fairly evenly 
divided between English-speaking and Spanish-
speaking parishioners, has for many years been 
known for its engagement in social issues, community 
connections, and lively and engaging liturgies.

Ace himself came to pastoral music through a 
unique path—his family came to the United States 
from the Philippines, and he was the !rst of his 
siblings to be born in the States. He grew up in 
Arkansas and attended the Little Rock Parkview 
Arts and Sciences Magnet High School, where he 
sang in the choir under director Carolyn Foreman. 
After hearing him accompany the school chorus, 
she invited him to play piano and help direct the 
choir at her own church, a Black Baptist community 
in his town; his love and a#nity for gospel piano 
style in which his teacher mentored him is still an 
important part of his life. He continued his music 
study through college (at the University of Central 
Arkansas) and then graduate school, for which he 
moved to Chicago to attend Northwestern University 
in the voice program; he worked as a professional 
tenor section leader at Holy Name Cathedral in 
Chicago and in various churches around town. He 
has sung with Chicago A Cappella, Fourth Coast 
Ensemble, the Chicago Symphony Chorus, and other 
professional groups in the city, as well as directing 
choirs and music in di$erent churches before 
coming to St. Nicholas almost three years ago.

Mr. Gangoso was gracious enough to spend an hour 
talking about the musical journey that brought 
him from Arkansas to Evanston, as well as sharing 
his insights about the parish and particularly 
its tradition of “Novembering,” the approach 
the community takes to the !nal weeks of the 
liturgical year, as they sink into the memory of 
those who have gone before us and move into the 
deepening darkness that leads us into Advent.

JKB: What was it like coming to a parish with 
the kind of history and tradition this one has?

Gangoso: My !rst weekend in the parish, the 
interim music minister played so that I could 
cantor and get a feel for the place. So I got to be face 
!rst with the people. When I went up to lead the 
singing there was just this energy that I hadn’t ever 
felt before in a communal worship setting—you 
raise your hands to invite everyone to sing and 
not only did they sing but they really really sang. 
Everyone is in that circle facing you so all of the 
energy that you give out, you get it back ten and a 
hundred-fold from the people gathered there.

JKB: St. Nicholas has a really distinctive building 
design; how does that change how you work in it?

Gangoso: St. Nick’s building is really di$erent from 
your typical Catholic Church: the sanctuary is an 
elevated platform in the middle, with the wooden altar 
on top; everything is very center focused, with people 
around on all sides. "ere was some controversy 
about it at the time, I think—people who said, “I 
want to be looking at the altar, at God, not at all 
these other people.” "e best response to that I ever 
heard was the one pointing out that if you can't see 
God in other people then are you really even seeing 
God in the !rst place? I think that was beautiful.

It's a parish that de!nitely appreciates artistic 
beauty—there’s a heightened sense of music and art 
that’s almost theatrical, and there is consistency year 
to year. When I arrived, I was given a set of guidelines 
of how we move through all the liturgical seasons 
and what is unique about how we celebrate each one; 
it details everything from how processions and even 
the lighting will vary from season to season, and of 
course the di$erent musical elements that go with 
each season. Our processions often start in the center 
of the building, among and within the congregation, 
and then move around the space and to the baptismal 
font area, and come back to the center. "is way of 
moving consciously draws in every corner of the 
space and invites everyone in—it’s really interesting.

"ere are certain songs here that the community 
tends to associate with certain seasons–I know that's 
obvious on a general level, but there are certain staples 
of the Saint Nick's repertoire that I knew coming in 
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that are really important to the community, and I 
have great respect for that. My job title says “Director 
of Music Ministry,” but it's a work of the parish !rst. It 
is my job to enable and encourage. When I got here, I 
just sort of took the time to get to know what’s already 
happening and what’s important here, and then was 
able to re%ect on ways that we can grow and change.

JKB: It’s a pretty diverse community, isn’t it?

Gangoso: I'm so conscious of the language 
that we use these days, and how we tend to use 
some terms interchangeably–for instance, we talk 
about the English speaking community and we 
talk about the Spanish speaking community, but 
sometimes you’ll also hear the terms “Anglo” and 
“Hispanic”—I think with the latter two it can become 
problematic, because it's not that other cultures 
aren't present; there's a bigger discussion to be had. 
We do have a small contingent of Asian and Asian-
American parishioners, and African-Americans; 
there used to be a larger Haitian presence—if I 
open some of the older Triduum booklets we would 
see more trilingual elements in the liturgies, with 
English and Spanish and French and a few other 
languages sprinkled in. When we sing “Silent Night” 
on Christmas, we sing every verse in a di$erent 
language. We start with German, and there is 
English, Spanish, French, Tagalog; I had a Ukrainian 

member of the choir one or two years ago and we 
incorporated a Ukrainian verse, and we have one 
long time Pakistani member who speaks Urdu . . . 

So there are other cultures present, and sometimes 
that's one of the things that’s challenging even with a 
parish that’s mostly bicultural—because even when 
you talk about the English speaking community 
and the Spanish speaking community it's so hard—
because we're trying to be one community. And 
beyond the language barrier there are di$erences 
in spirituality, and in just general modes of prayer; 
at St. Nicholas, there is a charismatic type of 
prayer group that meets weekly, and it’s led by 
parishioners in the Spanish-speaking community 
who also lead the 9:00 AM Spanish Mass.

JKB: One of those distinctive things St. Nicholas 
has observed for many years—I think I !rst heard 
about it nearly twenty years ago, and I believe you 
still do it—is a particular liturgical tradition for 
the month of November. It’s almost like its own 
mini-liturgical season, isn’t it? “Novembering”?

Gangoso: Our “Novembering” tradition is inspired 
by the feast of All Souls, and Días de los Muertos and it 
carries through every Sunday through the end of the 
liturgical year on Christ the King. St. Nick’s often uses 
the processional moment to set the tone and re%ect 
the speci!c time in the liturgical year. "e procession 

each week begins with the Litany of the Saints; it's 
a deliberately slower procession, more meditative, 
and the lighting in the church is a little bit darker.

When I started at the parish, my !rst year, I knew I 
was walking into something that I wouldn’t totally 
understand right away. I remember my !rst year, at 
the choir rehearsal where we were about to enter into 
this Novembering season, where I said to the choir 
members, “I really want to know what this tradition is 
about, and I would love to hear your perspectives on 
it.” "ey had a lot of really interesting observations; 
a lot of people really !nd the cycles of traditional 
recurring music and rituals throughout the year to be 
very centering, drawing them into each season…on 
the other hand, there was one woman in particular I 
remember, who I think had lost her husband during 
the month of November, who said, “this is hard time of 
year for me every single time we come to it; I struggle 
actually to sing some of this . . . I've lost a lot of people.” 
So some people really love it, and there are some 
who need a little extra support through that time.

"e gospel acclamation and the mass parts, and the 
Communion song, all remain the same through the 
whole month, like having a uni!ed soundscape that 
connects the weeks. "e entire church is decorated—
this is probably my favorite part—with the traditional 
brightly colored Mexican cut-out paper, papel picado; 
and parishioners bring pictures of loved ones who 
have passed on, and they cover every imaginable 
surface with these pictures. "e baptismal font is 
constructed in a big cross shape, but during this time 
they cover two of the arms of the cross so that the 
shape of the font gives instead the image of a river. 
"ere's a moment at the beginning of each Mass 
where all the ministers in the procession are gathered 
around the font, and we sing “Shall we gather at the 
river” as sort of a !nal prelude, before moving into 
the Litany of the Saints. And for the Litany—we use 
the Becker setting—we incorporate in it our own 
community’s special saints: of course Saint Nicholas, 
and Pope John XXIII, and we’ve been intentional 
about including women saints and people of color, as 
well as saints whose feast days are around that time.

So even more than the uni!ed music that moves 
through the rest of the Mass and the season, it’s this 

primary ritual of remembering that brings everybody 
into that spirit—the music, and the procession, and 
the environment. It draws you in and it sets the tone.

JKB: "is is a time when there’s a new focus 
on issues of culture and race and language, 
and !nding ways to speak out against injustice 
and learn to listen to the voices we have not 
been hearing the way we should have been. 
You are an Asian American man, mentored 
into your calling as a church musician as a 
teen ministering in a Black church, and now 
you lead the music ministry in a multicultural 
parish with a really large Hispanic population. 
Can I ask, where do you see yourself in these 
conversations? What kinds of questions or 
convictions does this raise up for you?

Gangoso: As an Asian American, I think it’s tricky 
to !nd that balance between assimilating and still 
celebrating our cultural heritage. Of course, when 
you’re a kid growing up, all you want to do is !t 
in—you just don't want to stand out, so you go with 
the %ow; I think I have still sort of retained that 
personality type. At the same time, I'm also conscious 
that I do want to celebrate my heritage. Of course it’s 
so important to acknowledge the systemic issues that 
are all around, and it's been challenging to mull over 
the question of what it’s like to sometimes stand on 
the side of the marginalized, and then inadvertently at 
other times to realize one is being complacent or even 
standing with the oppressor… So for better and worse, 
it’s an interesting place to be. I sometimes feel like 
Asian Americans have, on the one hand, this ability 
to quietly !t in and %y under the radar; but then on 
the other hand, there's sort of a built-in invisibility as 
well—so that's something that I'm like grappling with, 
and trying to !gure out my place in it all. "at's sort of 
what I was alluding to earlier with how when we talk 
about our “Anglo” and “Hispanic” community here, 
that doesn't account for the for the entire community; 
I think that's one of the things that everyone is trying 
to be more mindful of and trying to overcome.

So that’s what I’m trying to focus on now: what’s my 
role, what’s my duty, and how can I be of the most 
help? How can I be the most useful in the musical 
and just social broader world that we live in?
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