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As you begin your song selection, keep in mind the structure of your BASIC meeting. If your meetings 
generally last for one hour, it’s a good idea for your group to have enough time for whatever is taking 
place. A two to three song worship set would be appropriate for this setting, but it’s not a bad idea to 
be over-prepared. Communicate with the person leading the schedule each week to see how long or 
short the set needs to be.

The songs in your set list can be different styles at different tempos, which is vitally important! 
One way to do this would be picking one song at a faster tempo, one at a medium tempo, and 
one at a slower tempo. Keep in mind that leading only slow songs at your BASIC meeting will 
make it especially difficult for new people to engage. You want to make sure that first-timers can 
relate. I am challenging you to tone up your worship! Don’t be afraid to try something new and 
exciting. 

A vibrant meeting always stands out and attracts new people. Most importantly, it will provide 
opportunities to lead more students to Jesus, which is your ultimate goal! Picture your worship set 
as the artwork of God. During the set, God will speak to people in the way they need to hear from 
Him. Be mindful of the way in which God uses music to speak. Never place limits on yourself or your 
campus by thinking all worship songs are slow (or fast).

Sending the music to your team
After you have selected the songs you will use for your BASIC meeting, send the songs to your team at 
least a week in advance so everyone can learn them. I suggest that everyone on your team uses 
Dropbox. It’s a great tool where you can share a folder online. You can upload all the audio files and 
chord charts. Dropbox makes it easy for everyone to be on the same page. It sends an email to 
everyone and invites them to join the folder.

If you are somehow unable to use Dropbox, it’s vital that you still get the set list, the audio files, and 
the chord charts to your team however you can. Before Dropbox existed, I used to email my team the 
set list and charts with YouTube links to the songs. YouTube links can be very helpful, especially if 
there is a live worship band playing. You can see how certain licks are played and experience the 
special moments in their worship sets. Obviously, don’t try to be the band you’re watching. It’s great to 
get inspired and develop ideas, but your BASIC group has its own identity and so do you! Protect that 
and honor God by investing the time into developing your worship culture.



The power of practice
Leading worship is your focus, not leading songs or music. To lead worship effectively, the songs and 
the music need to be a part of you. This means you must practice the music so you do not need to 
focus on it during worship. The more you know the songs on your instrument, the more effectively 
you will lead in a time of worship. It’s simple. Since the music will be ingrained in your muscle 
memory, you won’t even have to think about playing it! Set up times every day to practice, and make 
sure the musicians on your team do the same. 

I recommend that each person on your BASIC worship team practices the music a minimum of 3 hours 
a week so that they understand the form and the feel of the songs. Remember, it’s a team. Everyone is 
responsible for their own practice routine so that team rehearsals do not become personal practice 
time. You do not want to keep stopping rehearsals for people to learn their parts. Think of it just like 
you think about your homework. You don’t want to show up to class unprepared because you didn’t 
read the chapters you were assigned for a group discussion! Apply this to your ministry. If your 
worship team members schedule personal practice time and they each commit to an hour a day, 
your team will improve drastically within the first week alone!
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Good practice habits will help you ingrain everything into your muscle memory 
correctly. Here are a few tips to help you learn the music.

Have a plan
Map out what your practice time is going to look like. It’s good to have a plan of action so that you can 
learn the songs as they are intended to be. Let’s say your meetings take place on Tuesday evenings. 
You should begin your practice time for that set the week before that Tuesday.  In one hour, plan to 
focus on one song. Ask yourself, “Do I know the arrangement? Can I play or sing the melodies and 
chords correctly in rhythm at the correct tempo? Am I playing musically with the right dynamics, 
phrasing, and articulation?”

Learning the music
Since you will be practicing the music for your BASIC meeting for an hour a day, focus on the feeling 
and the sound of the music. If you are playing songs written by popular worship artists, make sure you 
really capture the song’s meaning. Their songs have a specific focus and purpose. You’ll notice that 
arrangements, instrumentation, and lyrics work together to create music. It’s important to experience 
the expression and bring the ministry in the music to your BASIC meeting.

If you want to play more energetic songs, I recommend sticking to the exact arrangement you hear on 
the artist’s recording since they are more rigid in structure. You want God’s power to have an impact 
on your group’s meeting first thing! I think God loves it when people are excited to lift up the name of 
Jesus loudly. Have a solid direction for everyone to go together when you launch into praise and 
worship. For example: listen to the song, “Let It Be Known” by Worship Central. 

“Let It Be Known” is a great example of a high-energy song you can use at your BASIC group, and it can 
be found in the “BASICcon Songs” folder. Whether you have a full band or just an acoustic guitar and 
voice, you can make this arrangement work well. The chorus has a great hook, the verses are really 
easy and singable, and the bridge can get people shouting! With this in mind, pay close attention to 
musical elements that make any song express the meaning well.

6



Dynamics
The song begins with a loud (forte) dynamic and a four-bar drum lick that can be played on just kick 
and snare. This takes us into an eight-bar instrumental with the keyboard hook. After the instrumental, 
we hit verse one at a medium (mezzo-forte) level, where the vocals begin to lead the song. As the 
chorus bursts in, the vocal melody soars and the dynamic is at the roof (forte)! 

Without dynamics, music would not communicate very well. Music tells a story. Would you want to 
listen to a story when the person telling it speaks at the same dynamic level all the time? The story 
wouldn’t go anywhere. If there’s an exclamation point, it needs to have the appropriate expression! 
On the other end, sometimes it’s extremely captivating when the storyteller whispers instead of 
talking at a normal volume. Music is all about communication. Consider this when creating dynamics 
in music. Tell the story. Communicate the point. Express the reality of God in every song. Don’t be afraid to 
make His praises loud or help people understand His still small voice. Your job is to lead people into His 
presence and music is your vehicle.

Rhythm
Without rhythm, your musical vehicle cannot take off. It’s the motor. It’s the thing that drives the 
music, keeps it moving forward, or slows it to a halt when you’ve arrived at your destination. 
Notice how rhythm brings one note to the next in time. 

Learn the correct rhythms. Your goal as a worship leader is not to be a virtuoso. Rather, your goal is to 
keep a steady musical flow without “hiccups.” I recommend doing whatever you can to play the correct 
rhythms in a song. It usually means listening to a part and practicing with the recording until you get 
it. If you are a visual learner, you can always buy the sheet music from a resource like 
PraiseCharts.com. Another great way to learn is simply asking someone you know who has good 
rhythm for help. It builds community and creates music. Keep your ears open and don’t be afraid to ask 
for advice! Make sure you check YouTube as well.

Many of us struggle with learning the rhythms to songs. We may sometimes “overhear” rhythms; that 
is, we somehow place too many notes into a phrase. Other times we “underhear” rhythms, meaning we 
miss out on something that makes the phrase flow well. In this case, I say keep it simple. If there are 
some rhythms you can’t grasp right away, simplify it. You can always spend more time on a song to feel 
it out.
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Practice with a metronome! Find out the tempo marking on the song and practice to the click. 
Tempo is what helps us establish what rhythm feels like in time. Think about keeping the car in the 
correct gear. There are speed limits on the road, right? Don’t shift into fifth if the speed limit is 35! 
Be careful not to go under the limit either. Think about what they taught you in driving school: flow 
with the traffic. Speeding will get you a ticket, and slowing down will cause someone to collide with 
you!

If the song is too fast for you to learn, slow the tempo down. Learn the song until you can play it all 
the way through consistently without stops and stumbles. When you have it ingrained, gradually 
increase the tempo until you can play it at the original speed. Let’s think about how you would put 
this into practice with “Let It Be Known”

The song’s tempo is 115 BPM. You may need to practice it slower to get the chords or rhythms under 
your hands. Don’t feel bad about slowing it down to where it’s comfortable! If you don’t do this, the 
music will remain difficult and you won’t learn anything. Let’s just say you slow it down to 80 BPM. 
Once it feels natural, bring it up a few clicks. Once that feels natural, bring it up a few more clicks. 
Keep doing this until you can play it at the original tempo. If you can play it at 115 BPM, excellent! 
It will feel just right.
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Always try to find the “driving force,” which is the beat-division that keeps the phrasing consistent. 
In “Let It Be Known,” the sixteenth-note is the driving force. It sets up the feel and locks everything into 
place. This is usually the case with most songs. Smaller beat divisions like eighth or sixteenth-notes 
keep the rhythm and tempo consistent.

Free metronome apps for your smart phone:



Tuning
Another important part of leading is making sure your voice(s) and instrument(s) are in tune. If you’re 
not in tune or singing within the key of the song, your leading is not going to be understood. 
People will feel lost and they won’t know where you’re going together in worship. This will be 
distracting and the atmosphere will be nervous and ambiguous. Without clear direction, things begin 
to fall apart. Think of a painter. The rhythm is the power behind the painter’s hand creating the strokes. 
The placement of the brush and the motions up, down, or side to side is the melody. But what if the 
color of the paint was completely off? Think of the tuning as the color of your paint. Say you painted 
an evergreen tree with bright red or pink paint. It wouldn’t reflect the truth. People would be 
confused. Music articulates truth. It’s important to sing and play in tune so that people don’t miss a 
phrase or a statement!

Guitar Tuner
for iPhone

gStrings
for Android
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Melody
You want to make it easy for your BASIC group to get on board with worshiping God. The “hook” or the 
chorus melody of a song is what draws people in and helps connect them with the heart of worship. 
Remember the vehicle illustration? Think about the melody as being the part of the journey where 
people open the door on your car. They should feel like they can jump in and go for the ride! Make the 
melodies really clear when you practice them. This means that you need to hit the right notes. You 
don’t have to be a music theory expert to listen for things that work. If something doesn’t sound right, 
trust your judgment. It probably isn’t right! Listen to the recordings of the songs you want to lead at 
your BASIC group. Sing and play with them. The melodies you hear need to be accurate or else you will 
be driving a car that is swerving on the highway! People cannot ride safely or trust you if you do that, 
plus you’d be really difficult to follow as a leader. 

Free tuner apps for your smart phone:



The journey
Can you walk from the Empire State building to Big Ben? Of course not! There is a journey to get from 
one place to another. You are on a journey. There’s a starting point and a destination. There’s a purpose 
to why you’re traveling.  Music is a journey. I’ve even heard it said that music is “what pictures sound 
like.” I think that’s a great description of what we’re getting at.

The canvas
Canvases have a size. Our job is to paint an image on the canvas with the appropriate colors. 
That means we need to understand our limits and be mindful of the space we have. If a song is about 
resting in the presence of God, a shredding guitar solo would not do that song any justice. Neither 
would elaborate drum fills or busy vocal runs. If we were painting a picture of us resting by a stream, 
a guitar solo would be like a bulldozer crashing through. All the sudden our focus has shifted to the 
wrong image, and we have something occupying the space with colors and tones that don’t belong 
there. 

Keep it simple. Focus on the meaning of the song. If the song was never about the bulldozer, don’t let 
it invade the space and wreck the image. The bulldozer would make sense if we were painting a 
picture about noisy distractions that interrupt our lives, but if the truth of the music was resting in 
God, the bulldozer has no meaning. It does not make good music because it strayed off the true 
image.

One great example of understanding the musical canvas is the worship album, “For The Sake Of The 
World” by Bethel Live. Apart from incredible musicianship in the areas of rhythm, dynamics, and 
melody, this recording is a prime example of creating and exploring space on a musical canvas. 
Bethel’s band is not afraid to leave plenty of space, build dynamics, and layer their instruments to 
present a beautiful image. If you do not own this recording, I really recommend that you get it soon. 

Every artist paints the canvas differently. Israel Houghton is a great example of an artist who can 
occupy space appropriately by putting everything in its correct place with the right colors on the 
canvas. Even after several listens I end up hearing something I did not hear before. It is not 
overwhelming. It is musically appropriate in the context of the expression because it takes the listener 
on a journey and paints the picture well. Both of the albums seen below teach us that the same 
building blocks are used in every style.  
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Recommended albums to discover the journey and the canvas:

“For The Sake
Of The World”
Bethel Live
2012

“Jesus At
The Center
Israel & New 
Breed
2012



Think about a shuttle taking off into space. NASA would not send astronauts rocketing into the 
atmosphere if they knew a meteor shower was just about to take place! You don’t want to fill the 
atmosphere with “space junk” and have your space vehicle unable to reach its destination! Your job 
is to create, explore, and occupy space appropriately. Apply this to the understanding of painting 
the canvas. Certain details will be brought out better with proper placement in the space. The point 
is to define the expression. To do this, your context needs to be correct. Context is everything, 
just like when you read scripture.

One last illustration. Think like a preacher. Your job is to bring the Word of God to people clearly and 
accurately. If you don’t make music that articulates truth, the focus of your message has been 
compromised. A preacher must make sure their vocal volume is high or low enough and 
communicate effectively no matter what size of the space they are in. Dynamics. A preacher needs to 
speak at a good pace so people can follow their points. Rhythm.  A preacher must express the main 
idea people need to hear and take away from the message. Melody. A preacher needs to be on point, 
never veering off course of the truth of God’s Word. Tuning. A preacher needs to understand the 
context of scripture and bring attention to important details. Journey and canvas.

Psalm 33:3 tells us to “play skillfully.” Preach from your instrument. Articulate truth. You can do this if 
you put the time in and trust God with your gift. Don’t allow frustration to get in the way. If you get 
frustrated, pray. God will turn your practice into music. Remember, the goal is not just to play great 
songs. You are here to worship. God is listening because He loves hearing you. He is not there to judge 
your mistakes, even if people do. The music is used to lead people into God’s presence, not for a 
“perfect performance.” Only Jesus performed the will of God perfectly. Don’t be hard on yourself. 
Allow yourself to be still. Know that He is God. Pick up your practice again. You’ll nail it.

Questions to ask yourself and your team:

- What central truth is being expressed in the music? What picture are we painting?
- Which scripture verses will help me grasp the context of the music?
- How will our team genuinely express the truth of the music with our voices and instruments?
- What does this canvas need? Might our team be playing too much or too little?
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Team rehearsals
After everyone has practiced the music on their own, it’s time to work on the music together so that 
your BASIC group can enter into worship without limits. This next step is applying everything you’ve 
learned about dynamics, rhythm, melody, tuning, and “painting a picture” in a group rehearsal 
setting. As you lead your team, keep all these things in mind, and express your thoughts and ideas 
about the musical journey. Make sure it’s clear who the leader is, because a team without a leader 
cannot take direction. This is the real application of all your hard work, so don’t be timid! Be confident, 
knowing that God is with you and has chosen you to lead with excellence.

Rehearsing as a team is vital to any worship ministry. Each person’s expression will be brought out 
when you rehearse together. Schedule a consistent rehearsal day and time each week. Depending on 
the set list, rehearsal time may vary. For a standard three-song set (one faster song, a medium-tempo 
song, and a slower song), I recommend at least an hour a week rehearsing as a group. Make sure you 
don’t just rehearse together the night of your meeting! You will want to make sure you can run 
through your set several times before you lead at your BASIC meeting. I was a college student once, so 
I know how crazy scheduling can be. I also know it’s worth doing whatever it takes to get your team 
together. You won’t just be playing music. You will be worshiping together, and even your rehearsal 
will go places you never expected because of the Holy Spirit’s leading!
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Practicing transitions
Make sure you practice transition points in your set list. You know how they go sometimes. There’s that 
awkward pause in between songs that nobody wants do deal with, especially the people you’re 
leading! I recommend listening to worship records and hearing how transitions happen. Depending 
on the pace, some songs flow directly into each other, especially faster songs. There’s usually “the big 
ending” and then a four-count right into the next power-driven song.

Slower songs tend to be the issue when it comes to good transitions. The best way to deal with this is 
to keep one instrument playing and leading into the next song. If you compose, write a transition. 
If you hear something you like on a recording, use that transition. Like I mentioned before, you want to 
“flow with the traffic.” If you’re on the road, keep the journey going until you’ve reached your 
destination. If you are going further into a time of worship, don’t stop! Keep it flowing somehow. 
You can be creative with this. This is all a part of exploring space appropriately and can be another 
creative outlet within your worship set.

Practicing transitions should be a part of your personal practice time so you can have solid ideas for 
the group rehearsal. Try to map it all out ahead of time so you can easily explain how transitions 
should flow when you rehearse with your team. This will save you the time when you get to rehearse 
together, and it will make time for other things to happen. The thing about transition points is that 
they leave space for people to reflect on the Lord. You can also use a transition to pray or make a 
declaration if you hear the Lord speaking during your worship set.
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