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Make sure all song elements are sending the same message

· Describe your song’s central theme in a few words.

· Do all of the musical elements unify to send this theme or message? (i.e. rhythm, melody, harmony, modality, lyrics, intensity & timbre)

Consider who you hope will perform the song and who you hope will listen to the song.

· Is the song intended to be a performance item, or for participation by a group of singers or congregation?

· Are you writing this song to be heard by a church congregation, an unchurched audience, young people, a broader age group… or God?

Below are some of the things that people selecting repertoire for congregational singing think about.

Words

· Be scriptural, understandable, honour God and edify the people.

· Use Psalms, containing balance of reverence, joy, sadness, celebration, intellect, emotion, grace, judgment, and deepen our understanding of scripture and our relation to God. They also reveal how much of a variety ought to be in our worship. Long, short, didactic, lyrical, simple, complex, literary, address God, address people.

· Include New Testament material. Jesus’ birth, ministry, crucifixion and resurrection; justification by faith; our bodies as the temple of the Holy Spirit; Jesus’ intercession for us; commission.

· Examine the lyrics, independent of music
– Do they line up with Scripture? Check context.
– Are they within the experience and understanding of the congregation?
– Do they rhythmically fit the music?

Melodies

· Should reinforce, not detract from, the message of the words

· 1 Cor 14 biblical goal of intelligible worship

· Musical settings should speak the musical languages of our congregation and community – to honour God in His desire to edify people in His worship

· Sacrifice individual preferences so others hear truth. Learn to appreciate music that doesn’t appeal to us.

· Examine the music
– Is it good quality? (e.g. not trite, boring)
– Is the music within experience and understanding of the congregation?
– Does it enhance the words?

Overall

· Check overall variety across your repertoire
– Are there enough different keys?
– What about a variety of rhythms and tempos?
– Do you try different styles of music?
– Do you introduce different types of songs (e.g. prayers, praises, testimonies, old, new, choruses, complex)?
– Is there variety within individual songs? (men sing, women sing, children sing, soloist, congregation, instrumental, crescendo/decrescendo, modulation)

· Every melody, chord progression and lyric sends out a message. Our job is to make sure the messages are consistent.

· Music should be easy to remember.

· What is God doing in your congregation right now?  Does this song suit the needs and/or culture of the target congregation/audience?
· A good song is carefully crafted and has a consistent theme throughout. Its melody makes way for the message which strikes a chord with the congregation.

Congregational Songs

From an article by Sally Morgenthaler in Worship Leader Vol 6 No 2 Mar/Apr 1997.

A contemporary worship song should be easy enough for your unchurched neighbour to sing fairly well after hearing once or twice. Consider these characteristics:

1. Comfortable singing range
Principle: The average person has only an octave of comfortable singing range, a drop of about a minor third in the past fifty years. For women, that octave starts at Bb or B below middle C and extends to the next C or C#. Men duplicate that range an octave lower.
Tips: Inappropriate singing range is by far the most common cause of “vocal drop-out”. Either a song’s total range is too wide or a song is simply pitched too high to begin with. To eliminate this problem, avoid widely pitched songs and change the keys of others to fit the pitch boundaries described above. Keys are meant to serve the singer.

2. Smooth Melody Line
Principle: Keep the melody line smooth, using stepwise or small interval movement (2nds and 3rds) with strategic use of larger intervals (4ths-6ths). Use minor 7ths occasionally. Major 7ths are usually too difficult. Octaves are alright.

3. Catchy Rhythm
Principle: A catchy rhythm has two main qualities: it is conversational, and it is repetitive, but only to the point of being memorable, not boring.
Tips: Don’t exterminate syncopation from your worship repertoire just to make congregational singing more user-friendly. If a syncopated pattern is matched well to the lyrics, modeled well by your worship team, and repeated often enough within the song, it will be a cinch to learn. Also remember that rests are just as important as notes. They help keep a song conversational. So, make sure the songs you choose contain several well-placed vocal breaks and few if any really long notes.

4. Clear Theology
Principle: Congregational worship songs are more singable if they skimp on religious jargon.
Tips: Good worship is verbally comprehensible (1 Cor 14:23-25). If you’re going to use an unfamiliar term or phrase, make sure you translate it beforehand. If you’re looking for Scripture set to music, rhymed or semi-rhymed Scripture paraphrases are easier to learn and sing than direct translations.

5. Song Structure
Principle: Verse/chorus/bridge or some variation.
Tips: A song’s main textual, rhythmic, and melodic ideas should be repeated in predictable patterns. Avoid the unstructured, ‘stream of consciousness’ format. These songs are impossible to learn and/or retain. Don’t be afraid to sing just a verse or chorus of a particular song. Such ‘song bites’ can work well if there is a clear context supporting them.

This collection of songwriting tips is drawn from a number of texts and magazines on worship, music ministry, choral conducting or worship leading, and are not necessarily the opinion of ShareSong.org or Gateway Baptist Church.
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