
	

SONG SELECTION 
Each church chooses its songs autonomously, and, therefore, they differ from 
campus to campus. While the buck stops with the local church music directors 
(and subsequently their bosses: the SP director and LP), how the songs are 
chosen can vary.  

By and large, the music director of each campus has a few trusted sources for 
songs and material, the primary of which is usually a handful of trusted staff 
members, as well as the inner-core of worship leaders and musicians.  

It is important to have a variety of trusted, knowledgeable sources—ones who 
balance pushing the envelope and evolving musically without alienating the 
audience. That can be a difficult task. It’s also precisely why having a trusted 
group is important. Otherwise, it just becomes the homogenized style and 
preference of the music director or person in charge, which will become dull and 
dated over time. 

Also, some lead pastors are very hands-on in choosing the worship set, as they 
themselves are very emotionally attached to the worship experience. On the other 
hand, some lead pastors or service programming directors are not as driven by 
the worship experience and are subsequently more hands-off. There is no right or 
wrong way; each style of LP and SP director has its pros and cons.   

A pro of a hands-on LP is that the worship experience (length, quantity and depth 
of songs) has a champion at the top of the org chart willing to fight against the 
pressures of the rest of the service. However, the con of this is that the worship 
set has extremely high expectations and comes under a great deal of scrutiny. 

A hands-off LP can sometimes mean that there is more freedom, including 
experimentation and the freedom to fail—a good trait that is rare. The con is that 
when the worship set is not a priority of an LP, it can suffer budget cuts and be the 
first to get trimmed for time in order to fit other content into the service. 

Above all, it is essential to choose songs and content that align with your mission 
and vision.  
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SONG SOURCES 
Worship content is usually chosen from current, well-known worship music 
sources, such as North Point Music, Hillsong, Bethel, Jesus Culture, Passion, etc.  

Planning Center Online (PCO) also has a list of “Top Songs” based on what PCO 
users are programming in their services. This can be a great asset for finding out 
what other folks are doing, as well as discovering new songs that are actually 
experiencing success in a worship environment. 

BUT . . . those artists, music labels, and lists must be taken with a grain of salt, 
because it is essential to choose songs and content that align with your mission, 
vision, and desired style of worship. 

For special mainstream openers or other songs that are meant purely to engage 
and relate a common emotion with an audience, we consider what is popular on 
commercial radio, along with songs that have permeated the commonplace of 
culture. This might be iTunes Top 10 list, or Top40 radio, or songs from the last 50 
years of popular music that are familiar to almost any listener.  
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WHY DO WE PLAY MAINSTREAM SONGS?	
Sometimes we open a Sunday service with a popular mainstream (secular) song. But 
why? 

This is a hotly debated topic, and there is no right or wrong answer.  

However, for our mission and vision of being a church that unchurched people love to 
attend, we have chosen to leverage the power of familiar songs that are performed 
with excellence. 

Our desire at the beginning of a worship service is for ALL attendees to experience a 
COMMON EMOTION, and one of the most effective ways of doing this is with popular 
mainstream songs.  

First, it can be a reminder that church can be a fun place to be! And when done with 
excellence and without predictability, it can help create a “can’t miss” atmosphere, thus 
inspiring attendees to be on time and to invite friends. No one wants to miss the 
opening number of the Grammys or Oscars, and it should be the same at your church!   

The most important notion, however, is that of COMMON EMOTION. A song that is 
familiar to the unchurched, first-time guest can help ease the feeling of being a “fish 
out of water” and create an enormous amount of comfort, safety, and sense of 
belonging. And when performed with excellence, it can open the door to earning 
respect from those people, which in turn can start to soften their hearts and minds to 
the message of the gospel later in the service. 

Obviously, we have significant filters on songs, lyrics, topics, and even which artists’ 
songs are performed, as we want the attendees to have a positive experience. At 
certain points in time, we have opted not to do songs by some artists because of their 
images, as we know that a song is going to be associated with that particular artist, and 
that image is going to be in peoples’ minds. 
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OPENERS / SPECIALS / CLOSERS – HOW OFTEN? 
A special opener, offertory special song, or closer can be a powerful part of a service  
provided it is used wisely. 

Part of what makes a special song special is that it is out of the ordinary! 

Openers are a great way of adding excitement and creating a common, often joyful 
emotion at the beginning of a service. More often than not, they are tied in with a 
specific message series, and so the song’s topic helps reinforce continuity in the service 
or series. 

During the school year, special openers happen about twice a month. There is often a 
frequency increase during the summer months as many of our campuses have a special 
music emphasis because other content in the services is lighter than usual, or as a way 
to encourage folks to attend during the summer. 

Offertory specials for us are extremely rare, but extremely effective when used. The 
purpose for an offertory special, at least for us, is to present a question or tension that 
the speaker will address and ultimately answer in the message.  

IMPORTANT: The offertory special DOES NOT answer the question or resolve the 
tension. That is for the speaker to do. So with that in mind, you can see why offertory 
specials are rare for us, but can be effective when the right song is chosen and 
performed in a compelling manner. 

Closers are the punctuation marks to messages—the exclamation points, if you will. 
And, just like exclamation points, closers are not used often. The current average is 
only once a month. 

An effective closer is a song whose topic and content complete the thought or reinforce 
the bottom line of the message. 

For us, a closer is almost always a sacred, Christ-focused song—as that is the heart 
behind all of our speakers’ messages. Sometimes the closer is a performance song that 
is meant to be listened to by the audience, but many times lately it has been a 
corporate worship song in which the audience is able to respond and participate. 

Notice with all of these—openers, specials, closers—that in order to make them special 
and impactful, they must be purposeful and their frequency unpredictable.   
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