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Chapter one

Confidence In Your Call

 You are the worship leader in your fellowship. How did you come to this role?

 -You're the only person in your fellowship that can carry a tune.

 -You're the pastor's wife and that's what pastor's wives do.

 -You were seduced away from another fellowship by a generous salary and good 
health care package.

 -Your pastor told you to do it.

 -You came to this from a smaller fellowship because this is a good stepping stone 
to bigger things.

 -It's a great way to meet girls/boys/get dates.

 -You beat out a lot of other wannabe worship leaders in your fellowship.

 However you came to this role- and one or more of these things may be true of 
you- you have got to know in your heart that it was God pulling the strings behind the 
circumstances or you will not have confidence in His call on your life. God does not hire 
people, He calls them. He gives gifts to them and expects them to use those gifts to 
please Him and bless His people.

 If you were hired, you can be fired. If you were called, you follow Jesus and do as 
He commands. You listen for His voice, learn to recognize His voice and trust Him with 
the circumstances of your life. Jesus said of us that we are His sheep and no man is able 
to pluck us out of His hand. Knowing that God called you to a certain responsibility will 
give you great confidence, and that confidence will keep you humble, open-hearted and 
filled with joy.

 It was the summer of �977. I was in my second year of speaking to the teens at a 
series of family camps that spanned the West Coast from California to Canada. In one of 
the camps, another young minister came alongside to help me. I was glad for it. I was way 
too busy and involved. Little by little, however, he positioned himself to take over my 
spot. He was trying to suck up to the leadership of the camp, highlighting what things he 
was doing with the kids. He was also secretly taking some of the kids aside for "deeper" 
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teachings. When I found out about it all, I was surprised, disappointed and intimidated. 
He was a good speaker and a charismatic personality. Then I got angry. I was ready to 
fight. He was wrong, I was right, I would win. I was NoT going to take this lying down. 
They hired ME for the job, NoT him!

 Then God spoke to my heart. I was reading in John �3 about Jesus washing His 
disciples feet. It says that Jesus, knowing that He had come from the Father and was re-
turning to the Father, humbled Himself to this task. God showed me in this passage that 
Jesus' place before God was secure. There was no power that could disturb that relation-
ship. Therefore, Jesus was free- on the night before His death!- to be a servant. Humbling 
Himself was based on His knowledge of who He was. In a related passage in Ephesians, 
Paul says that Jesus, being equal with God, did not consider that as something to be 
grasped. In other words, He didn't need to prove who He was or seek to protect it.

 It is the same for you. If you know that God called you, equipped you and assigned 
you to the task of leading worship in your fellowship, there is no power that can act suc-
cessfully against His will. If someone tries to usurp your position, their fight is with God, 
not you.

 So, I went to the leadership of the camps and said that I would be happy to step 
aside if they wanted someone else to lead the youth meetings. I knew that God had a 
place for me. If this wasn't it, I didn't want to be here. If this was it, God would see me 
through. Funnily enough, they knew nothing about the struggle and had no inclination 
whatsoever to send me packing.

 If you do not already have an assurance in your own spirit that God has called you 
and placed you where He wants you, I encourage you to stop everything and seek God in 
prayer. That assurance will give you confidence, and that confidence will give power to 
your worship leading. It will also allow you to be humble, teachable and kind without be-
ing intimidated. Too many people assume authority and wield it like a hammer. Despots!

 God's order is upside down. When He calls you to a position, it is to be a servant. 
Jesus, our savior and leader, is a servant. If you want to be great in God's order, learn to 
be the servant of all. You, the worship leader, are called by God to be the servant of your 
pastor, your worship team and the congregation. Your position is not a shield against 
criticism. rather, your confidence in God's call gives you an open heart, willing to receive 
criticism, instruction and rebuke. None of this can change God's call on you! It can only 
help you to grow into His image.

 My emotions are easily swayed. I can go from confidence to despair in a matter 
of moments. As a result, this truth has been one I have needed to remind myself of many 
times over the years. There have been times when I was spent from travel, ministry and 
overwhelming responsibilities. Someone would make a negative comment, however slight, 
and I would carry it in my heart for days. Another minister/singer/songwriter/worship 
leader would get attention I felt that I deserved equally, and it would send me into a tail-
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spin. Someone would make a constructive- or not so constructive- comment and I would 
wonder whether I had failed one too many times and God was through with me.

 There were many times when another, more talented person came on the scene 
with a bright smile, whiter-than-white teeth, an engaging personality, youthful energy, 
a strong hairline and great songs. I would be intimidated and wonder if I was a)too old, b) 
too bald, c)too ugly, d)not talented enough, e)teeth too yellow, f)sour personality, g)not 
very spiritual, h)all the above. I have had to continually remind myself that God looks 
on the heart and is very reluctant to discard a person's ministry. He is slow to anger, 
abounding in mercy!

 You will probably have occasion to remind yourself of these things, too. If you 
have no sense of God's calling, it will be difficult to encourage your own soul. You sim-
ply must know that God called you to this specifically and personally. If you do not, the 
enemy of your soul will surely visit you and whisper doubts in your ear. He will visit you 
anyway. Your best defense is to run into the shelter of God, our strong tower.

 Having that confidence before God will prepare you to lead as Jesus leads- kindly, 
humbly and joyfully. It will help you in choosing what songs to sing, how to arrange and 
present them, how to serve your congregation and your pastor. We are people under au-
thority. We are not lone crusaders. God does not intend that your relationship with your 
pastor, worship team or congregation should be adversarial. It's not you against them. 
It's you serving them. Being continually locked in a struggle- over styles, volume, etc.- 
will wear you AND the people around you down. It is not God's will. Be their servant.

 Confidence is contagious. It is communicated through verbal and non-verbal 
means. So is the lack of confidence. In a later chapter, we will talk about communication 
from the stage/platform, but be sure that confidence in your call is the strong founda-
tion on which all other confidences are built.

 Jesus concludes His foot washing in John �3 with these words. "Now that you 
know these things, you will be blessed IF YoU Do THEM." It is not enough to know that 
what I say here is true. You must Do them to be blessed.
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Chapter Two

What Is Worship?

 As worship leaders we can fall into the practical assumption that leading songs 
is leading worship, or that songs of worship ArE worship. This is not true. Music is one 
medium through which we can worship, but it is only the mule that carries the prophet. 
The same mule may carry a thief, a merchant or nothing at all. It's just a mule. You know 
from your own experience that there are those in your congregation singing the songs 
of praise who have no praise in their hearts. I have led songs on occasion when my own 
heart was dark.

 So, let's talk about what worship is.  Worship is the shape of our relationship 
with God. Worship is the posture with which we approach God. Worship is the CorrECT 
posture and attitude toward God. Worship first says 'You are God and I am not. You are 
worthy and I am not. You are able and I am not. You are really big and I am really small.' It 
is said that Beethoven wrote his song 'ode To Joy' for God as a peer to a peer. This is not 
worship. Worship begins when we recognize and admit that we are inferior and subservi-
ent to God. If we view ourselves as equals with God, we have set ourselves up as our own 
other God. If we feel as though we are quite capable of handling our lives, we naturally 
cannot come to God in worship.

 This attitude can be very subtle. I have stood with eyes closed and hands lifted as 
I sang a song of praise while I was feeling confident in myself, proud of my position, and 
superior- and smug- in comparison to the people around me. Worship is not what we say 
but how we say it and why. Worship is the frame around the painting.

 Singing is one glorious way to tell God how we see Him and to express our sense 
of wonder and gratitude. Singing together with other followers of Jesus is encouraging, 
galvanizing and builds a sense of community. It is not the only way to worship, but it is a 
wonderful way. Just remember that the songs are the mule. If you can see yourself as the 
servant that leads the mule, you will do all you can to make sure that the mule carries 
someone worthwhile!

 It has been told to me that the word worship is a contraction of the word worth-
ship. If that is so, it reveals something to us about worship. Jesus said that our hearts 
would be where our treasure is. What you consider worthy is what you worship. If you 
love the Holy Bible more than anything, that is what you will esteem. If you treasure the 
Church or its rituals most, that is what you will worship. If you have had a revelation of 
the Person of God, and have experienced His marvelous mercy and unending love, that 
is where your worthship will be. If you love yourself in the act of singing praises, you are 
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your own God. one friend told me 'I don't want to be my God; I want a God that's BIGGEr 
than me!' Amen!

 So, when we lead songs of praise, we must remember that we are leading a mule 
that carries the Messiah. The mule is not nearly as important as his rider. Furthermore, 
our songs must never be about themselves but always point toward the great God who 
brought us life with His own death. We must subserviate our songs, and our performanc-
es, to the worship of our Savior.

 Jamie Buckingham, the late minister and writer, once said that he was waiting to 
speak at a businessmen's gathering. Two old yokels in farm overalls got up to lead wor-
ship. one of them had a banjo without all the strings. He spent a few minutes trying to 
no avail to tune it up. After he got it in the near neighborhood of the proper notes, he 
and his partner began to sing. They weren't good at all, Jamie said. one sang high, one 
sang low. Jamie realized that the tuning of the banjo was not important at all- neither of 
these old guys could sing on pitch.

 Jamie began to grumble about having to follow this setup to his message. He was 
complaining to God. 'Couldn't you find someone else- anyone else?! Why couldn't these 
guys just shut up and sit down? No music at all would be better than this!' And then God 
whispered to Jamie, 'Be quiet! I love these guys! I want to hear them.' God gave us music 
and the gift is a lovely thing. But He is listening to the music of the humble, thankful 
heart- and what a glorious sound it is! That is worship. remember as you lead your con-
gregation that it's not the gifted musicians or the cool songs but the grateful heart that 
makes wondrous worship.

 I'd like to suggest an exercise; Lead worship through something other than a song.
 - Perhaps have a keyboardist play something ethereal while you read a psalm.
 - Let your rhythm section lay down a soft groove while a new baby in Christ tells 
how God delivered him or her from darkness.
 - Have your congregation close their eyes while you describe for them a wonder-
fully clear mountain stream, flowing and chuckling over boulders on its way to the valley 
floor. Finish by quoting something from Isaiah about God making rivers in the desert and 
springs in the wilderness, or about the life of God in us being like a spring of living water.
 - While you play instrumentally, let people speak out the name (attribute) of God 
that is on their minds at the moment.
 - or say nothing at all. Silence is scary and sacred. All these, and many more, can 
become the mule. Let them all carry the Savior!
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Chapter Three

Who Are You Leading In Worship?

 Now we get practical. Take a look around your auditorium some Sunday morning 
and see what the overall demographic description of your church would be. Who's sitting 
out there? Is your church;

 - mostly bald, grey or blue-haired; lots of canes and walkers; some comfortably 
sleeping.

 - mullets, boots and Wrangler jeans; line dancing to the tunes; belt buckles that 
proudly proclaim that God drives a Chevy, or a Ford.

 - bald spots, dockers and polo shirts; pantsuits and the latest coif; making notes in 
an Iphone; swaying gently; clapping on � and 3.

 - pierced in puzzling places; tattooed in puzzling places; boxers and bellies ex-
posed; slamming to 'A Mighty Fortress Is our God.'

 - dressed to the nines; pinstripe suits and colorful dresses with fancy hats; big 
Bibles; disappointed if the service is less than three hours long.

 - black, white, yellow, red, orange, green.

 - Mercedes, Buick, Ford, Harley, Schwinn, public transportation.

 Whoever is in your church plays a large part in determining the style of your wor-
ship. Even more important is the answer to this question; Are you leading worship for 
yourself, the people who are there or the people you want to attract? Hopefully, it goes 
without saying that to lead worship in a style that pleases only you, with no thought 
for the congregation, is a selfish act. The issue is whether you are trying to attract a new 
demographic group through your song style and choices, or whether you are basing your 
style and choices on the tastes of the people already in the pews. I have been in churches 
where the pastor had made up his mind to change the music style to increase the attrac-
tiveness of the church to a phantom audience. In many cases, he alienated the ones who 
were not phantoms but real, carbon-based life forms filling the sanctuary.

 I believe that this question deserves serious consideration and an honest, thought-
ful answer. Who are you leading in worship? How are you arriving at your choice of 
styles and songs? Who is leading you? I don't know that there is a right or wrong answer 
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here. I do believe that we have to know our own hearts, know our purposes and be willing 
to submit to God's direction.

 I am not suggesting that the church should merely please itself and remain com-
fortably entrenched in the centuries- or decades- old songs of faith. Nor am I suggest-
ing that every worship time has to be so full of new songs as to be a remedial lesson for 
everyone but the leader. I am suggesting that if you don't know who you're leading, you 
won't be able to lead them.

 I sing all over the world to many different kinds of gatherings. These days I pre-
fer not to make a fixed order of songs for my concerts, in favor of remaining flexible 
to change under the direction of the Holy Spirit. When I first see who is there, I begin to 
prayerfully consider how I am going to approach the service or concert. It might mean 
changing the songs I had in mind to do. It might alter the way I perform them. I'm not 
singing to please myself. I can stay home and do that. I am singing to engage the audi-
ence, get them to trust me and then take them with me to Jesus. That's it and that's all.

 My wife asked me to sing for her grandmother and the people who lived with her 
in the facility where she spent her last days. Most of the people there were twice my 
age. I was forty-five. one of the men said as he walked to the cafeteria, 'I'm going down 
to hear that boy sing.' I like him. If you have never seen me in concert, I will tell you that 
I am an energetic guy. I like it loud and passionate, even when it's slow. If I had done what 
I normally do, some of the people there with weak hearts might have seen their last day. 
So, I broke out songs I hadn't sung since I was a kid- Blessed Assurance, How Great Thou 
Art, Amazing Grace, I'll Fly Away. I even took requests and accompanied some of them 
as they sang songs I'd never even heard before. We had a great time. Some of the women 
wanted to marry me, but I was already spoken for.

 There is a way to minister to the people who are already with you while also 
reaching out to others who are not. The first thing that has to happen is that the people 
who are there have to know you love them. The second is that they need to know the 
reason you are doing what you do the way you do it. The third is that they have to believe 
that it's important enough to go along with it.

 If you love them, they will trust you. As a worship leader, you can demonstrate 
your love for your congregation first by supporting and affirming your pastor. How 
you treat him/her will say a lot to your people about how you feel about them and the 
church, and they will catch both your verbal and non-verbal communiques. If your pas-
tor is a jerk, do you get to not love him? If he's an arrogant bully, are you relieved from 
your responsibility to be the servant of ALL? It may be hard, but we don't always get to 
choose who we serve, or who we serve with.

 You can let your people know your affection for them by how you talk to them 
from the stage/platform. Smiling helps. Treating them kindly does, too. Looking at all of 
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them- scanning the crowd- and being gentle in your direction helps as well. Your de-
meanor is your first impression. This includes your face, your posture, your walk, your 
gestures, your inflections- not just your words. If your people think you like them, they 
will readily like you in return, and will willingly follow your confident lead. Berating a 
crowd rarely does any good.

 Your love for your people shows in the songs you choose. I was backstage with Phil 
Keaggy once when Justin, a young friend of mine, told him how much he liked a particu-
lar song of his. During the concert that followed Phil launched into that song by saying, 
'This is for Justin. It's one of his favorites.' That had such a deep impact on Justin. Phil 
remembered and added that special song to the concert just for him. (This is, by the way, 
not at all uncharacteristic of Phil. He's one of the nicest people I know, and very thought-
ful as well.)

 You can do that for your people, too. When someone suggests a song to you, try 
your hardest to include it in worship sometime. Even mention that it was requested. If 
you can honestly do it, let them know that you like it, too. When people feel that their 
opinion is considered, they are very willing to stretch when called upon.

 And when you do stretch them, you can show your love by how you introduce the 
stretching. Let me sketch out two examples;

 (Setting: Congregation of 500, mostly adult and home-school families. Scene: 
You've just finished 'Seek Ye First' and are about to launch into a wailing version of 'Ev-
erybody Praise The Lord' by Lincoln Brewster.) You: 'Se habla Espanol? Here's a song that, 
for some of you, will sound like another language. It may be, but the message is still the 
same; God deserves our praise!'

 (Setting: Youth service with �00 ADD fifteen year olds. Scene: You've just finished 
'Everybody Praise The Lord' and are about to launch into 'A Mighty Fortress Is our God.') 
You: 'People have been worshiping the same Jesus for two thousand years in every coun-
try of the world. This song, believe it or not, started out as a beer-drinking sing-along. 
Martin Luther decided to put a new, and better, lyric to it. Live Clean! Party righteous!'

 If you have established a trusting relationship with your congregation and prepare 
the people for something outside the norm of their experience, you'll almost always get 
them to at least humor you. And who knows, some of them may actually find something 
new that they like.

 If your people know that there is a higher, God-inspired purpose behind your 
choices, they will be more willing to allow it. For example, you can explain to your older 
saints that you do this 'crazy rock-and-roll' because it is a language that attracts and 
communicates to a certain set of sinners that might never darken the doorway of a 
church but for this. Use the bait that catches the fish, as someone has said. on the other 
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hand, you can explain to your ADD fifteen year olds that there is an ancient dimension 
to our faith; that a teen-aged St. Augustine left a life of debauchery to follow God in the 
fourth century; that God is still calling teenagers to do the same, and that the message 
in these old songs is the same as the messages in these new songs. In each example, you 
are explaining, educating and preparing them for something new. People don't like sur-
prises. Give them advance notice and you'll have an easier life.

 Whatever kind of people fill your church from week to week, you will want to find 
a way to encourage, engage, edify and lift them to God. You'll want to be the servant of 
those among whom God has placed you. You will want to serve them by sometimes salv-
ing their hearts, sometimes stretching the tent pegs, sometimes teaching a new musical 
language, sometimes exhorting, sometimes rebuking, but always loving. Love covers a 
multitude of sins. Love allows a multitude of styles.



Worship Leader Survival Guide �3

Chapter Four

Who Leads You?

 What you are listening to will inform your message. I've seen young preachers 
whose role model was instantly recognizable in their speaking style. The same is true 
of worship leaders. It's pretty easy to tell that a leader is listening to ralph Carmichael, 
Vineyard music, Integrity CDs, Kirk Franklin, Delirious, Ira Stanphill, Matt redman, 
Martin Luther, John P. Kee or Israel Houghton. This is not a bad thing. What IS bad is the 
arrogance that can sometimes accompany a musical perspective and, especially, a wor-
ship perspective. Too many Christians are convinced that their kind of worship is superi-
or to any other kind. Let us say from the outset that there is no worship music style that 
is superior to any other style.

 I have heard worship leaders say that they had done extensive research into 'Da-
vidic Worship' and had come to the conclusion that they had discovered the secret style 
of worship that God approved. Their research almost always included the exhaustive use 
of a Strongs Exhaustive concordance, and the inflation of some very minor word meaning 
into primary importance. Some folks have built entire worship theologies on very shaky 
grounds. I would be more willing to receive from them if they �)had complete fluency in 
Biblical Hebrew, �)had some understanding of wider Biblical theology and 3)weren't so 
insistent that their way was the only, or the best, way. The worship of the Living God is 
not embodied in a style. People from all countries and sub-groups have worshipped God 
through the centuries in the language of their culture. It is not the style of music but the 
humble, thankful heart that engages God that God accepts as worship.

 The staid ones are just as guilty of rejecting anything new as being demonic, flesh-
ly or simply inferior to their preferred style of music. Ah, the worship wars begin... Luck-
ily, we Christians are very good at internecine strife, having engaged in it from nearly 
the beginning. If anyone knows how to fight and splinter off into sub-sects, it's us fol-
lowers of Jesus, the Prince of Peace. What we need is a good dose of love for one another. 
Jesus did say that they would know we were His because we loved one another. What a 
great idea!

 You as the worship leader can implement this love by not allowing your primary 
musical and worship influences to completely overtake your service of worship. remem-
ber, you're not the star of the show, you are the servant of all. Serving all means mak-
ing room for all styles. You can only do this if you are willing to become conversant in 
all styles. This takes work. It means putting something other than your own personal 
favorite in your iPod, CD player, cassette deck or phonograph turntable. It means listen-
ing to other music with an open heart. Some people will think I'm taking shots only at 
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the fuddy-duddies, but I have met some extremely snobby young worship leaders who 
laughed with disdain at anything that wasn't written by someone barely able to vote. 
There is arrogance everywhere. The folks who grew up with Fanny J. Crosby have got 
to listen to Handel. Those that grew up with Handel have got to listen to Martin Smith. 
Those that grew up with Martin Smith have got to listen to John and Charles Wesley. A 
broader musical language of spiritual songs will make you more resilient, open and use-
ful. The willing servant/leader will do whatever his master commands.

 So, who is leading you? This is a two-fold question. First, are you so beholden to a 
certain style of worship music that you cannot change it? Is your style so one dimen-
sional that your congregation has got to accept it or leave? Are you willing to lead songs 
that you don't like?

 The second part of the question is this; Are you regularly engaging in worship 
alone with Jesus as your leader? If there is no private conversation of worship in your 
life, can you expect your public proclamation of worship to have any power or life?

 Let me put both of these paragraphs in statement form. If your worship music is so 
one-dimensional as to be blatant, you must take it upon yourself as a servant to broaden 
your musical experience and serve your people. If you do not have time alone with Jesus 
to worship at His feet, your leading will show it with a lack of power, authority and joy-
ful life. Worship alone must precede worship together. The good servant lays aside his 
own preferences in favor of the will of his master. Can I say this more plainly? If you are 
unwilling to change your style at His command, you are a bad servant. If you continue 
in this attitude, you will probably be set aside until you learn to do as the Master com-
mands. God uses the unique style you have to communicate His greatness in a particular 
way, but He is not dependent on it. If you died tonight, your congregation would be really 
bummed out about it, but they'd have a worship leader on the platform in your place the 
very next Sunday, and they would worship God with him. They'd probably have him play 
at your funeral.

 None of us are indispensible to the work of God or the life of the church. We will all 
die, and when we do, the questions we will answer won't have to do with whether we got 
our way and did our own thing, but whether we served His way and did His own thing. Let 
God lead you. Let Jesus, your master, be your role model in these things.
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Chapter Five

Who's on Your Team?

 There are so many instruments we use to sing our praises to God- piano, guitar, 
bass, drums, electronic keyboards, flute, cello, organ, trumpet, saxophone, banjo, sitar, 
tambourine, nose-flute, saw. The chances are good that you have some combination of 
these in your worship team. Equally good are the chances that you have some who want 
to play on the team and are sure that their instrument will make a great contribution. 
Maybe you've got one of the yokels from the earlier chapter knocking on your door. 
Close the blinds! Be very quiet. Hopefully, they'll get tired and go away.

 Who you use on your worship team depends a great deal on the size of your church 
and the availability of musicians to you. I've met some worship leaders who were terribly 
frustrated with their team, not because they were bad musicians with bad attitudes, but 
because the instrumentation wasn't what the worship leader wanted. If you feel, as some 
do, that your worship team simply MUST have bass, drums and guitar, you are missing 
an opportunity to broaden your musical skills and palette, and to glorify God with what 
you have in your hand. As Mick says, you can't always get what you want, but you can 
get by sometimes.

 Use what you have at hand. Learn to combine whatever instruments you have into 
a pleasing musical package. Learn to minimize the weaknesses in your musicians skills 
and enhance their strengths. For instance, help an acoustic guitarist who can't keep 
time learn to play accents and color chords rather than constant rhythm. Show your 
trombonist how to act like a bass guitar and hold down the roots of each chord. Train 
your tambourinist to think like a snare/hihat combination and accent the two and four. 
Properly arranged, this little combo could be really nice! It may be trite to encourage 
you to think outside the box, but it is important to think in terms of what you can do 
with what you have rather than pine away for what you don't have.

 I have heard all my life that the first law of art is Contrast. Does anyone know what 
the second law of art is? I don't even know if there is one! I do agree, though, that our 
music is strengthened by contrast- high volume; low volume, high notes; low notes, fast; 
slow, staccato; legato. Each instrumentalist and singer can create contrast within his 
own playing. In listening to most worship bands, I find the musicians tend to overplay. one 
of the best things you can do for your sound is to strip down each part until it is only the 
bones of it. 

 Pianists are mostly guilty of two things- playing the melody (unnecessary) 
and playing the low notes in competition with the bass (also unnecessary.) I ask my 
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keyboardists to group their voicings more in the middle, stay away from strong bass 
rhythms and do NoT play the melody of the song.

 Electronic keyboardists are most guilty of playing pads that sound great alone but 
tend to lay over the mix of other instruments like a blanket. I suggest thinning out the 
sound and playing less. It is not necessary for every musician to play every note in every 
measure. Add color. The less you play, the more your part will stand out. Contrast.

 Guitarists, especially acoustic guitarists, are guilty of overplaying the rhythm 
of a song. A beginning guitarist will tend to play straight quarter or eighth note strums 
throughout the entire song. If there is a drummer or percussionist in the band, it is not 
the guitarists place to keep the rhythm moving on every note. Playing less, adding high 
parts up the neck of the guitar or arpeggiated color chords, will clear up the rhythm and 
give more room to the arrangement.

 Bassists sometimes sound like frustrated solo guitarists! It's not always true, but 
the idea is the same for all bass players- play less. Hold down the root or the passing 
notes. I almost always ask a bassist to play about half of what he starts with. If he will 
lock rhythm with the kick drum, it'll tighten up the song in a hurry.

 All of this is to say less is more. Make each part a slice of the musical pie without 
dominating the musical landscape. The more each musician sees what he's doing as an 
inter-related part with the other musicians, the more they'll learn to listen to each other 
and complement the other parts. Think like the jazzers. Their music is entirely built on 
the interplay between the players.

 Let's talk more about using what you have. I am of the opinion that too many 
musicians are trying to make what they have sound larger than it really is. Guys record-
ing on eight tracks try to make it sound like a Sting CD recorded on forty-eight tracks. 
This is not only impossible, it is laughable. It is equally true of live music. rather than 
attempting to make your sound very large when you only have a trombone, tambourine 
and acoustic guitar, play to your limitations. Let your limitations set the boundaries and 
then play within them. I am producing a solo guitar record right now. It's one guitar and 
that's all. We're not going to add anything to it. We're just trying to make it sound great 
all by itself. I had a friend in the studio the other day. He played me his new worship CD 
and then I played him the solo guitar songs. He was stunned at how large and wonderful 
it sounded in comparison to his recording. "Why does mine sound so bad?!", he said. More 
instruments do not make it better.

 I'm also producing an acoustic CD for randy Stonehill. He and Phil Keaggy sat in 
my studio and played their acoustic guitars and sang together. Again, we're not adding 
to it. We're going to let the limitations establish our boundaries and we're playing within 
them.
 I know what you're thinking; "Well, if I had Phil Keaggy and randy Stonehill on 
my worship team, I wouldn't NEED anything else!"They are both fine musicians but they 
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weren't always good. Someone helped them get where they are today. You might have a 
young one on your team like them. Give them your help and see what God will do with 
them. But maybe you don't have any promising musicians on your team. Maybe all you 
have are housewives, mechanics, accountants and students who are doing this as their 
offering to the Lord, part-time without a lot of practising and improving. You can still 
lead them musically so as to make their weaknesses sound like strengths. First, encour-
age them to practise at home, learn more chords and voicings and get better on their in-
strument. Psalm 33:3 says to play skillfully with a shout of joy. David said that he would 
not offer to God that which cost him nothing. Encourage your musicians to offer up to 
God their best, something that costs them. This is our sacrifice of praise.

 I produced a live worship CD for my home church of Capital Christian Center in 
Sacramento, California. Mark Carlson led a large band with himself on piano and lead 
vocals, two synth players, bassist, drummer, guitarist, six background vocalists, five or 
six horns, three percussionists, a violinist and a �00 voice choir. on the recording there 
is not one instrument playing the melody when people are singing! They're all trying to 
complement the singers and the other instruments. Furthermore, Mark makes sure to 
listen to every part in rehearsals to ensure that there is no conflict between notes. If you 
want your musical team to sound great, you must work at it, be picky and forthright in 
your musical direction. If a musician is unwilling to take direction, that musician needs 
to understand his/her role as a servant. As the leader, you should emphasize and rein-
force this concept often in rehearsals.

 In the next chapter we'll talk about choosing and arranging your songs. What you 
do there will help or hinder your musicians. Do what you can to make them sound great. 
I'd also suggest that you get a copy of the "Church Sound Survival Guide" for your sound 
team. This will help your overall sound, both in the house and in the monitor speakers, 
and good sound is very encouraging to your worship team.
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Chapter Six

Choosing & Arranging Songs

 Some pastors like to have the worship songs reinforce the message of his sermon. 
Some like to have a say in what songs are on the schedule. Some trust their worship 
leader to be guided by the Holy Spirit or don't feel it's their place to interfere. Whatever 
your circumstance, it will play a role in how you choose songs. Let's assume that you are 
relatively free to choose and lead the songs you like.

 remember the demographic makeup of your congregation and take their tastes 
into account when starting to plan your worship song set. What songs will engage the 
most people and take them the closest to Jesus? I always want to know from the Holy 
Spirit where we're going to end; are we to move toward joy, reverence, repentance, silence, 
a grand and glorious big finish? once I know where God is leading, it's easier to follow. 
It's like connecting a line between two points- the start and the finish- and hanging the 
songs on that line. Your choice of songs for a particular service should be made with 
some idea of what God is wanting to do among you that day.

 Here's a very practical tip- it is almost always better to start fast and loud and 
end slow and soft. Sometimes we want to mess with the order to be different, but there 
is a physiological reason why this works. Every concert that connects with people has a 
flow like this;

- fast, loud, easy to sing along with, exciting
- anything new, unknown or different
- the "story" or main point of the show
- big closer

It's a good idea to start your worship time with a simple, familiar song or two rather 
than a new one. And limit the number of new songs you introduce in a worship time. If 
you can segue between the first three songs or so, this will establish momentum and 
draw the congregation in more easily. Later I'll talk further about talking between songs, 
but at this point I'll say that it's much less necessary at the beginning of a worship time 
than at any other time. Let your songs do the talking.

 So, you'll choose songs that are familiar to your congregation, easy to sing and 
move them in the direction you're wanting to go. You may choose a new song to teach or 
reinforce a song you've been teaching over the last few weeks. You'll also want to choose 
songs that your musicians can comfortably play and will sound good with your instru-
mentation. During your rehearsals you'll want to practice more songs than you'll use. 
rehearsals are not just for preparing the exact songs you'll sing next Sunday but also 
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for pushing your musicians to greater skill and more comfort with that unspoken com-
munication between the band members.

 Before you teach the songs in rehearsal, look over the chart- or write one out if 
you don't have one- and make sure that it falls in the skill level of your musicians. You 
may change some chords to simplify them or you may add some color chords to chal-
lenge the band.

 I was doing an outdoor concert in Canada once with a group of local musicians 
backing me up. Because of flight cancellations I didn't arrive in time to rehearse the band 
personally, though they had the charts and had practiced the songs before I arrived. 
I got to the venue just in time to meet the band members, make an order of songs and 
pray together. During the concert we did a high energy song called "Sold out And radi-
cal" and in the middle of it I looked at the lead guitarist and shouted in the microphone 
"SoLo!" He jerked, blanched and said to me "I don't solo!" I said "well then, look good!" 
He stepped up to the edge of the stage and began thrusting his guitar towards the audi-
ence in between his chordings. The �500 people in the audience went crazy! They loved 
it! It was certainly a challenge for him, but he rose to the occasion and made a success of 
it. If we can, we want to make every person in the band look their best while encouraging 
them to risk new things.

I was talking with Andrae Crouch about church music and he expressed what I feel is a 
common frustration- that the new worship songs are more complex, more like pop songs, 
and harder to learn and sing. I agree with him. Simple songs that can be learned and 
sung very easily are missing from our churches. I'd like to encourage composers to write 
simple songs, and I'd like to encourage worship leaders to choose songs that are either 
very familiar or simple to sing.  remember, it's not about the song. It's about engaging 
Jesus in a meaningful way. As you choose your songs, don't forget your primary purpose 
in leading worship.

I have been in services in which every song the worship leader snag was new to the con-
gregation. Even with the benefit of PowerPoint or Easy Worship, it's hard for the typical 
congregant to learn a new lyric and melody and even harder to worship through it. I sug-
gest introducing only one new song every three or four weeks. This means you can't sing 
every song you learned this week. You must choose the one you think will minister most 
to your people. Though you may be aware what the hottest new songs are on the worship 
charts your people probably will not be. Frankly, I doubt if they care much. They came 
to worship Jesus, not to be the hippest, edgiest church in town. So, choose the songs that 
will fit your people best and give them an encouraging experience together, and arrange 
them so that your musicians sound good.
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Chapter Seven

Leading rehearsals

 Encourage your musicians to be on time for practice. Set the example by being 
there before anyone else arrives, lights and sound system on, stage prepared for them. 
Each person's time is worthy of respect, and tardiness is an affront to all involved. En-
courage them to arrive early enough to be set up and ready to play at start time.

 Make sure that you are prepared for the rehearsal by having a specific agenda- 
what songs to rehearse, what songs to learn- and by having everything necessary for 
a successful practice, particularly readable chord charts for everyone. Your prepara-
tion will make the time be used most efficiently and will communicate some important 
things; one, that you respect their time and, two, that you take this seriously.

 As a side note, I would require the sound person to attend rehearsals as well. They 
have as much to do with it as any musician and are very important to the success of 
your worship presentations.

 Start your rehearsal with prayer. Set a tone from the start of servanthood, rever-
ence and joy. After that, get to work. Don't dally. You will find that if you remain focused 
on the purpose and get through practices in a timely way you will attract more and bet-
ter players and a more loyal team. Set an end time and make sure you keep as close to it 
as is reasonable. Don't abuse the time of your team.

 I was producing a live worship CD for a church recently. I suggested in my "Worship 
recording Survival Guide" and in person that the leader listen to each section and instru-
ment to make sure everyone was playing the same chords. He didn't do it. When listening 
to the playback on one song I noticed that one guitarist was playing a G major while the 
other was playing a G minor on the chorus throughout the song. This is not something 
you can fix in the mix. The G minor guitar had to go. I discovered that the same guitarist 
was making similar mistakes throughout the recording.

 This situation was the result of the worship leader not wanting to offend any of 
his musicians by pointing out their mistakes. This is, unfortunately, poor leadership. If 
you are not helping your musos to get better AND get it right, what are you doing?

 So, I encourage you to listen to each instrument in rehearsal. When I have a band 
backing me up I will float around the stage listening to each part individually. I'll also 
have the guitarists play it alone, then add the bass, then add keys. I want to make sure 
that each part is complementary to the others. Then I will add the vocalists. Many times 
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I will discover, as an example, that the harmonies are following the "third up" approach 
when the second harmony should be on another interval. Play through the songs with 
just one instrument and vocals, or sing it a cappella. You want to make sure that each 
instrumentalist and vocalist is playing within the proper chords.

 You want to encourage each musician to hear their part in relation to the whole. 
I am of the "less is better" school of thought. The less you play, the more your part will 
stand out. So, take time to strip down each part to its essentials.

 There is one timekeeper in your band. There aren't two; just one. Make sure that 
everyone knows who it is. If it's the drummer, everyone has to follow him. If it's the song-
leader, he or she is the one to stay with. It's as simple as this: if your timing is not in sync 
with the official timekeeper in the group, you're at fault. In my band it's the drummer. 
He is rock solid. After we settle on the proper rhythm, he's in charge. I don't fight him for 
control. It sets me free to do the leading.

After you have practiced the songs, practice the transitions between songs. Your wor-
ship time is not merely a collection of songs strung together, it is a worship experience. 
How you get from song to song can make or break it. You can have the drummer do the 
count for a new song directly after the finish of the last one, or you can have the key-
boardist hold a pad, or any number of other methods. The point is to think it out and 
practice it.

 Lastly, I am a "no music stands" guy. At the very least the lead singer/speaker 
should know the songs well enough to sing them without music. Your eyes should be 
on the audience, not a music stand. The more contact you make with the audience, the 
greater the power of the experience. If the whole band is playing without charts it will 
free them up to watch you, connect with the people and model worship for the congrega-
tion.
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Chapter Eight

Leading Worship

 Let's walk through an imaginary worship service at your church.

 The band comes to the stage together and at the same time. They are smiling and 
scanning the audience. They strap on their instruments, grab their microphones and get 
in place. You are front and center. The band begins an introduction to a lively song. You 
begin to speak over the music:

 "Welcome to church! We're so glad you're here. Let's worship Jesus together. We 
don't care if you can carry a note or not- let's lift our voices together and proclaim the 
best news ever- Jesus is alive!"

 You time your comments to end just before you begin to sing. Your vocalists have 
been standing back a few feet from the lip of the stage. When they begin to sing, they 
step forward, facing the audience. Everyone on stage is modeling what you have just 
asked the congregation to do. They are happy and they are praising Jesus.

 rather than end the first song, you make a medley and go straight into song num-
ber two. People are still finding their places but you ignore that, acting instead as though 
everyone is already with you. You continue the nedley through song number three. As 
you make the musical transition, you say "I love to hear the people of God sing! You guys 
carry this verse." and let the congregation sing alone. Come back in strong on the chorus.

 Song number three ends. The worship band does not talk among themselves and 
fidget with their instruments unless absolutely necessary and very briefly. Everyone 
remains focused on serving the people. You say:

 "Do you know the people around you? If so, say hello. If not, take a moment to 
introduce yourself."

 The band plays the introduction to song number four instrumentally for a minute 
or so and then the vocalists come in. Things are starting to heat up. Your focus is more 
vertical, the songs are getting grander. You are drawing them into a personal engage-
ment with the lyrics and, more importantly, with Jesus. At the end of the song, the band 
continues to play instrumentally while one of the vocalists reads a section of a Psalm. 
You ask the people to do what the Psalm has said- lift their hands, lift their voices, 
worship God with the voice of triumph, thank Him for His enduring mercies, new every 
morning- and you repeat the chorus.
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 You modulate up a whole step to song number five, which is a grand proclamation 
of worship. At the end of it you have a big finish- thundering guitars and crashing cym-
bals! The people respond by clapping.

 Under the clapping your acoustic guitarist is strumming lightly the beginning 
chord of a soft, simple worship song. As the applause fades you begin to sing softly and 
reverently a shortened version of this simple song; just a little coda to the worship expe-
rience.

 There is a transition in the service; video announcements, a drama, the pastor 
greets the people, an offering is received. The band stays in place and pays attention to 
what is going on. They don't act bored or distracted. You're going to do one more song, 
but your main worship time is effectively over. You say:

 "We've got a new song we want to teach you. I think you'll enjoy it because it fits 
what God is doing among us. Jump in when you can."

 You sing the new song while the people follow along with the lyrics on the screens. 
The worship musicians end the song and exit the stage without a lot of fanfare or fid-
dling around with equipment. They just put down their instruments or microphones and 
get off. Your pastor is already at center stage talking about how the new song really is a 
good fit, not only for the church in general but also for what he is speaking about today.

 At the end of the service the musos return to the stage and repeat the new song as 
the service concludes.

The most important points of this illustration are;

�- Every musician and vocalist is engaging the audience.
�- Each of them is modeling what you are asking the congregation to do.
3- Transitions are smooth and short; talking is kept to a minimum.
4- Familiar songs are front-loaded. The one new song is effectively after the worship 
time.
5- The new song is repeated at service end to set it in the minds of the people.

 Here are a few pointers for the comments you will make during the service.

�- it almost never pays to berate or browbeat an audience. I have heard people say things 
like "Aw, come on! Say it like you really mean it!" or "I can't hear you. Are you still sleep-
ing?!" Audiences will give you a courtesy laugh and response but it won't endear you to 
them. Try to say it with a positive attitude: "I love it when you sing out! There's nothing 
like the church singing together!" or "Let's laythe cares we brought with us today at the 
feet of Jesus as we sing."
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�- Always know the end of the sentence before you start it. Too many worship lead-
ers- and pastors, for that matter- speak off the cuff without having a clear idea of what 
they are going to say. Think about it before the service!

3- Never ask a question of the audience that you don't already know the answer to. If 
you don't, you may be surprised by the response, and it may compromise what you're 
trying to communicate. "How many of us here are really excited that _____ was voted 
into office?!" Unless you know the political orientation of all your people, this question is 
best left out.

4- Keep your comments short and generalized. Mark Twain is famously supposed to 
have written an apology for having written a long letter because "I didn't have time to 
write a short one." A well thought-out short comment is much better than a rambling 
one. Never use two words or sentences when one will do.

5- Speak positively and encouragingly from the stage. Sometimes I will say "I see that 
some of you are singing with your mouths closed. That has got to hurt! Don't put your-
self through the pain on my account. Sing along!" I'm encouraging them to sing along but 
trying to make a joke of it. The wamer and friendlier you are the more the audience will 
be with you, accept your leadership and enjoy the worship experience.

6- Keep your ears on God and your eyes on your audience. If they're not following you, 
you're not leading. Pay attention to their responses and modify your set if necessary.
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Chapter Nine

Bring Them To Me

 I was pacing behind the curtain on a dark, empty stage in Tacoma, Washington. 
on the other side of the curtain the auditorium was filling up with people. It was a large 
event and there was a hospitality area with loads of good food in one corner of the 
backstage area but, curiously, there was no one else back there but me. I was alone, pac-
ing and praying; Jesus, what do you want for tonight?

 I have my set musical routines I can, and do, pull out of my bag of tricks. I sing 
a funny song about putting God in denominational boxes and follow it with a comedic 
pointed riff. I talk about my family and what I do- producing, writing, radio, concerts, 
speaking- and do a “What if Sinatra, Elvis, the Beatles or Willie Nelson had written ‘Lord 
Be Glorified?’” bit (what a friend called a ‘medley of my hit.’) I tell a story about my Dad 
which leads to a song I wrote after his death that is both melancholy and uplifting. I 
know how to pace a concert to make it an enjoyable time together. But a set of routines 
can become a deep rut, and what I do can become as predictable as a puppet show.

 These routines get laughs. The stories touch people. I have refined and perfected 
them over many years and am comfortable with them, and that is where the challenge 
lies. Is it comfort that I want? Helen Keller said “Life is a daring adventure or nothing 
at all.” When I step on the stage I can choose the daring adventure or the other. I can do 
the concert I’ve been doing for so many years that I could sleepwalk through it and still 
make it enjoyable. Sadly, I have done so. or I can choose to mix up the song order, pull out 
some gems that have been in the bag unused, try out a new song, sing some congrega-
tional songs.

 But as I paced and prayed on that dark stage in Tacoma I was asking something 
else. Jesus, what do you want for tonight? I have prayed this prayer many times before 
and its intention has been fluid. I have been glib and asked it merely to appear to myself 
to be sincere and spiritual. I have meant that, given the set of songs and comments I have 
already chosen to do, what else would you want, Lord? I have asked for a positive, dy-
namic spiritual result that would make me look good and bolster my ministry. Nonethe-
less, as I walked and talked with Jesus, I asked the question and I meant it. Jesus, what 
do you for tonight? His response caught me off guard.

 Bring them to Me. That’s all. Bring them to Me. I was being offered the inestimable 
privilege of creating a moment and atmosphere in which God and man could meet. More 
precisely, I was given permission to come boldly to the God of the universe and bring my 
friends! If I would bring the audience to Jesus, He would do what He wanted in them. I 
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understood clearly that I was not to bring them to a good Christian philosophy. This was 
not to be a concert about God. I was not commanded or required to persuade them of 
anything. All I could do- all I was asked to do- was to bring them to Jesus.

 one of the things that I understood this to mean was that it was not necessary for 
me to get the audience to like or respect me. I have always thought that if I could get the 
favor of the audience they would then open their hearts to the message I was bringing. 
That may be true, but I was acutely aware that I had at times emphasized my own ac-
complishments a bit too much in a perhaps craven desire to be liked and respected. It’s so 
easy for the king’s messenger to be puffed up with self importance and forget that it is 
only the message he bears that confers on him some respect and honor.

 At this point it becomes necessary to draw a distinction. There are many Chris-
tian performers who consider themselves to be merely that; performers with a Christian 
theme. I don’t mean this to be pejorative in the least. I like a good performance by a good 
performer that includes their Christian faith as a centerpiece of their show. I am sim-
ply not one of them. I was called to the ministry when I was seventeen years old in a five 
hour, face down on the floor encounter with God that left me changed forever. Prior to 
that I had been pursuing an acting and music career in LA that was showing some signs 
of promise. I had goals and aspirations and the opportunities to follow them. And then I 
asked God His opinion and everything changed. I was commissioned to preach the good 
news of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. I was set apart for another purpose and I could 
never go back. (Let me make it clear again that the distinction I am drawing is a personal 
one and not in the least dismissive or condescending toward Christian performers.)

 Bring them to Me. In those four words my whole idea of what I might do that eve-
ning in Tacoma fell apart. I knew I couldn’t step out on the stage and do my song routines. 
I didn’t even have an inkling where I might start. I felt like Abraham beginning a journey 
without knowing where he was being led. But I took my guitar in hand and walked out 
from behind the curtain into a daring adventure that required me to listen carefully for 
the still small voice that would, I hoped, guide me through the evening. My hope was 
realized. I sang the song that came to my mind and then sang the next song that came 
to my mind. The people responded in worship and the place was filled with that joyful 
reverence that comes when God and man meet. Suddenly someone was beside me on the 
stage calling for people who had specific needs to come to the front for prayer. I kept 
singing as people streamed forward. We spent a long time simply singing our praises as 
these needs were lifted up to the Lover of our souls. I don’t know all that happened that 
night. I do know that we came to Jesus and He did miracles.

 The last song came to a soft ending, we paused for a few moments in the sweet si-
lence and then I walked behind the curtain. My heart was at rest. And every time I pre-
pare to stand before an audience now, I think of the simple command I have been given; 
Bring them to Me.



Worship Leader Survival Guide �7

Chapter Ten

Clouds of Witness

 My Dad spent his early years in the stately but austere orphan House in Charles-
ton, South Carolina. After God got hold of him he spent the rest of his life touching those 
who, like him, had no place to call home but the House of God.

 I remember falling asleep on the front pew as he preached in the churches he'd 
planted in rural Georgia. I remember potlucks after church under the shade of pine trees, 
eating fried chicken, black-eyed peas, watermelon and sweet tea. Later, we traveled the 
world as he served in the chaplaincy of the Air Force. In his retirement years, he and my 
mom made many missionary trips around the world and touched the lives of thousands 
of people. of course, I miss him. But I believe in the resurrection and in heaven. 

 He has joined the "cloud of witnesses" written about in Hebrews. I like that biblical 
metaphor because I have a frequently recurring image that crosses my mind when I am 
in concert. Sometimes I will back away from the microphone after a song and, while the 
audience applauds, I'll ‘see’ my Dad in the cloud of witnesses, cheering me on. It gives me 
a great deal of encouragement to think that he has preceded me and is applauding my 
efforts.

 But the question I ask myself is this- What have I done that is worthy of applause 
in heaven? Maybe they like my songs. Maybe they laugh at my anecdotes. Maybe they 
are moved by my stories. I don't know, maybe all of the above. And maybe none.

 Perhaps what moves them are things I overlook or can't see; the kind word spoken 
to the exasperated flight attendant; the simple and sincere prayer offered before the 
concert by a young volunteer; the sudden burst of spiritual illumination that comes to 
someone as they finally realize and experience the depth of the love God has for them; 
the hug a child gives me after the concert is over and everyone is going home.

 What gets a rousing response in heaven? What makes the cloud of witnesses rise 
up with a shout of joy? We who trust in Jesus and lay our hope in the resurrection also 
believe this- that there is a great difference in the value systems of heaven and earth. 
Sometimes we count our successes in numbers of people at our concerts, or numbers of 
units sold of our recordings, or dollars earned, or articles written, or awards received or 
applause given.

 But is the cloud of witnesses cheering us on in these things or are they waiting for 
something else? Perhaps a lot of something else- the character of Christ growing in us, 
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the pursuit of holiness, the giving of care to "the least of these", the sacrifice of praise, 
the commitment to God and God alone... and you can add to this list yourself.

 Jesus said that we would be judged by every idle word we speak. Did He speak that 
as a threat, as a reminder to us to see each word as possibly an eternally damning in-
dictment? or could He have meant simply that our character slips out in the unguarded 
moments and the unplanned actions, in the words that we don't premeditate? Could it 
be that what we do "for show"- and what is often loudly cheered by earthly onlookers- is 
dismissed in heaven in favor of the smaller, private expressions of His love.

 Tell me, what part of my life gets the best response from my Dad and the rest of 
the cloud of witnesses... and from Jesus? I visited Mother Teresa's Home for the Destitute 
and Dying in Calcutta, India on two occasions. Each time, I was impressed with the ten-
der love the staff showed to the dying beggars that lay gaunt and passive on the rows of 
beds. I sat on the edge of a bed and sang to forty abandoned boys in the Calcutta Mis-
sion of Mercy Boys Home. I thought about my Dad at their age in the Charleston orphan 
House. I could see him in the clouds of witness. And, while those boys and I laughed and 
sang, I think I heard him cheering me on.
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Chapter Eleven

The Dead Fish Throw

I don’t remember ever expressing an interest in Human Growth Hormones, or low interest 
refinancing, or helping a Nigerian prince export millions of dollars, or exciting oppor-
tunities in bulk e-mail, or increasing the size of ANYthing, and yet I used to get e-mail 
offers concerning these things nearly every day. For awhile I was hearing from lonely 
housewives who, it appears, were just waiting by the computer for me to respond to 
them. Do they think I’m going to invite them over? one e-mail said “Brittney Spears na-
ked!!!!!” I wrote back and said, “Brittney, is that really you?” I never heard back. I’m hurt 
and confused. And I’m wearing out my delete key.

None of us can control all the information that comes to us in a day. The postman puts 
ValuePaks and “Have You Seen Me?” flyers in your mailbox. People stop to talk with you 
on the street. You watch television, listen to the radio, surf the internet, read magazines 
and books. As you sit down to dinner, the phone rings and it’s your new best friend want-
ing you to a) sign up for their telephone plan, b) pay for �0 under-privileged youth to 
attend the Blind Firefighters Wives Annual Circus or c) install a digital cable system in 
your home for free. We get stimulation from multitudinous sources.

The Apostle Paul said that there are many voices in the world and none without dis-
tinction. With so many voices and so much input, how are we to live? How can we resist 
temptation, keep ourselves unspotted from the world and live a holy life? one helpful 
technique is to recognize- and participate in- the Dead Fish Throw. We can’t control all 
that comes into our minds, but we can control what we keep and what we delete.

Pastor Jack Hayford says that our spiritual enemy is always at work to throw ideas and 
thoughts into our minds. He says it’s as if someone calls to you from behind, you turn 
to them and, before you know it, they throw a dead fish in your arms. It’s not your fault 
that they threw a dead fish in your arms. This kind of dead fish throwing thing happens 
to people all the time. It stinks, and the longer you hold it, the stinkier you get. We can’t 
control its being thrown to us, but we can control how long we hold it. Pastor Jack’s ad-
vice; throw it right back! Then go wash your hands. When the enemy throws some un-
godly thoughts into your mind, throw them back and wash your mind. 

Years ago I was singing for two nights in a church on Chicago’s southside. After the first 
concert a young lady came up to me, introduced herself and asked me to pray with her. 
She shared her need- I think it was for more of God and more money. I held her hands and 
we prayed. I was at the church again the next night and so was she. This time she had 
dressed up considerably and put some eau de parfum to injudicious use. She approached 
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me after the concert with a slip of paper. on it was her address and phone number. She 
invited me over for a late dinner. When I suggested that the pastor already had din-
ner plans for me, she invited me to stop in any time I was in Chicago, and if I needed a 
place to stay, I was welcome to bunk down at her place. In fact, if my hotel was lonely, I 
was welcome to come over tonight. I kindly told her that I would never be doing any such 
thing.

I thought I was immune to this kind of temptation. If you’ve noticed my photograph, 
you’re probably thinking, “you oUGHT to be immune to it!” I’m with you. I mean, for 
heaven’s sake, I’m bald! I’m married, I have children, I’m in the ministry. What self-re-
specting Christian woman is going to go to church expecting to pick up on the guest 
minister?! Wait... don’t answer that.

I can’t control her actions, but I can control my reactions. She threw a dead fish in my 
arms. I sweetly threw it right back. I didn’t linger, make small talk, do the little flirty 
dance we do, soak up her aroma. No matter how much eau de parfum she uses, it still 
smells like a dead fish to me. I threw it back and I went and washed up.

Paul says in Ephesians 5:�6 that Jesus sanctifies us “by the washing of water with the 
word.” Sanctity may not be high on your list, but it’s right up there on Gods, and how Paul 
says He does it is by the Word. one way you can keep your mind clean and your heart 
pure is by reading the Bible. Besides being excellent literature it also acts as a spiritual 
and mental detergent for us. Paul also suggests in the fourth chapter of Philippians that 
the things we ought to think about should be true, honorable, right, pure, lovely, of good 
repute, excellent and worthy of praise. Think on these things. Don’t let your mind be oc-
cupied with unholy, unwholesome thoughts, whether sexual or bitter or unforgiving or 
greedy or envious or murderous. The sins of the mind are not in the momentary, fleeting 
thoughts that enter it but in what you allow it to dwell on. Whatever you hold onto will 
pass its aroma more the longer you hold it. Clasp a rose in your hands and you’ll smell 
like a rose. Hold a dead fish in your arms and you’ll smell like a dead fish. Throw it back! 
Then go wash up.
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Chapter Twelve

If You Want To Hear From God...

“If you want to hear from God, you have got to listen for His voice.”

 I’m writing a new song with that as the chorus hook. So many various thoughts 
and conversations combine to produce an idea and a song. In this case, it started with a 
long conversation with my friend, Miles McKee. He is one of the owners of Avalon Gui-
tars and a past partner in the Lowden Guitar company. I was enthusing to him about the 
Avalon A�00 cutaway guitar I have been playing in concert since January (with a Baggs 
pickup in it, it can’t be beat!- a great sounding instrument.) In the course of our long and 
very enjoyable conversation, Miles brought up the necessity for integrity in our lives; 
our need to HEAr from God and Do what He says.

 This morning I talked with Cricket Sehr, our international distributor and a godly 
woman I trust for advice and prayers. Before we discussed the subject at hand, we 
prayed together that we would know the mind of God and obey Him. Later this morning I 
was listening to a blues sampler Pastor Stan Begley from Maui put together for me. Pas-
tor Stan doesn’t pastor in a church building. He hosts a live blues program on the radio 
every Sunday night and pastors his mostly unchurched listeners. They call him for ad-
vice and prayer live on the air.

 As I was driving around doing errands this afternoon, all these conversations, 
songs and thoughts came together and I began to sing to myself that line, “if you want 
to hear from God, you have got to listen for His voice.” I have to admit that I can go for 
days without really and truly listening for the voice of God. I can rely on Bible reading or 
recent glorious experiences of God’s presence. I seem to be quite happy living on yester-
day’s manna. But God wants to talk to me. He wants me to know His voice. He wants to 
give me direction, correction and comfort...today.

 The Apostle Paul says that there are many voices in the world and none of them 
without distinction. Another translation of � Corinthians �4:�0 says that there are 
many languages, yet none without meaning. So many voices clamour for our attention; 
the television, the radio, the internet, our mates, our children, our bosses, our employees, 
our friends, our enemies. People we know and love want to tell us something. People we’ve 
never met want to sell us something. one friend says “hold on!”, another says “let go!” 
one preacher says “High!”, another says “Low!” one voice says “go here,” another says “go 
there.” What are we to do? How can we hear from God and know how to live? Sing it with 
me; If you want to hear from God, you have got to listen for His voice.
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 If we are to hear God’s voice, we must develop two skills. First, we must be able to 
distinguish His voice from all the other voices. Second, we must develop our discretion-
ary hearing- the ability to mentally block out other sounds and focus on the one sound 
we most want to hear.

 Jesus said “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow Me.” To 
one of the prophets of old, God did not appear in the thundercloud, or the hurricane, or 
the earthquake, but in the “sound of gentle stillness.” God’s voice is most often soft. He 
speaks quietly in gentle stillness. If we are to hear Him and learn to recognize His voice, 
we must spend time in stillness, listening. The more time you spend listening for God, the 
more you will recognize His voice.

 My wife and I went to see “Finding Nemo,” an animated movie with some famous 
actors providing the voices of the characters. We had fun trying to recognize who was 
speaking. After a few moments of listening to a blue fish called Dori, I leaned over to her 
and said, “Isn’t that Ellen Degeneres?” It was, she said. It didn’t look like Ellen (what-
ever else she is, Ellen Degeneres is not blue.) John ratzenburger’s voice was easy. He’s 
Cliff on “Cheers.” We watch that most nights on Nick-at-Night around ��:30 (yes, we’re 
night owls) as we’re laying ourselves down to sleep. on the other hand, Willem Dafoe was 
harder to pick out. We haven’t heard as much of him. Because we’ve been listening to Cliff 
light up the Cheers crowd so much, we have come to recognize his voice. It’s the same 
with God. If you don’t spend much time actively listening for Him, don’t expect to be able 
to pick His voice out when it’s important.

 Discretionary hearing is the term used to describe our ability to block out certain 
sounds when we’re trying to focus in on one in particular. In a noisy restaurant, we can 
hear the waitress say “our special today is pan-fried ahi in a mango vinaigrette sauce 
for $�9.95” by tuning our ears to hear her voice over all the others. In a mix session in 
the studio, we can single out the tambourine that’s losing the beat with this same abil-
ity. Mothers use it to hear their children stirring. Christians use this in their spirits when 
listening for God’s voice. The Bible calls it discernment. It is the ability to know that God 
is speaking to you and to understand what He is saying. This is a very important skill to 
have. It can save you from doing stupid things. It is a skill that every- EVErY- Christian 
can develop and learn to use. All it takes is sitting in stillness, listening for God.

 Sometimes God will speak to your spirit or mind in the stillness when you are 
alone. At other times, He will light up something you read in the Bible. It will stir you 
more than the surrounding text and will sound a little bell in your spirit. J.B. Phillips calls 
this the “ring of truth.” This is  the voice of God. It is here that you learn to recognize His 
voice.

 He will speak through other voices or writings as well. When this happens, the 
discretionary hearing- discernment- you have developed in the stillness will help you to 
distinguish His voice from the many. Just like in “Finding Nemo,” sometimes God doesn’t 
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look like God. Sometimes He speaks through another person, song, book, article or movie 
character. Even though He may appear to you in disguise, He will still sound the same. If 
you have learned to recognize His voice, you will know it is Him.

 There are times in our lives when we are in desperate or bewildering circum-
stances. There will be times when we need divine direction. At times, the choices before 
us are not between obvious Good and obvious Bad. Sometimes we must choose between 
one Good and another Good. It is in these times that the time in the stillness, listening, 
pays off. It is just like the wise virgins in the Bible who prepared for a long vigil by stock-
ing up on oil for their lamps. We must develop our ability to hear and understand God by 
listening in the stillness of our private time with Him. This is not a test you can cram for. 
It takes time, stillness, listening. Sing it with me; If you want to hear from God, you have 
got to listen for His voice.
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Chapter Thirteen

Can You Say That In Japanese?

 I just returned from a two week trip to Japan. I attended my cousin’s wedding, met 
a famous photographer, rode the Shinkansen (bullet train), slept in a traditional ryokan 
(hotel) on a futon (pronounced fu-ToN), sang in some very cool places and bowed more 
in two weeks than I have in all my previous days. The Japanese have no personal space. 
They are willing to get to know you very well on the trains and subways. I know the 
tops of their heads; they know the contours of my lower torso. Tokyo Disney was a hu-
man anthill. If you haven’t experienced it, it’s hard to describe. Imagine the “let’s see how 
many people we can fit in a Volkswagen” contest, then extend that over acres and miles, 
across the entire island nation. There are �30 million of them living on land the size 
of California. It’s no wonder they’ve perfected the art of Small. There’s even a chain of 
capsule hotels where you check your bags at the front desk and crawl into a cubby that’s 
only six feet long, three feet wide and three feet tall, stacked three high. It’s all bed with 
a rattan curtain for privacy... (not enough privacy for the sounds I make in the night.)

 You remove your shoes when you enter a Japanese-style hotel. The ryokan pro-
vided us small plastic slippers we used to walk around the place. We then changed from 
those into other small slippers to walk up the stairs and down the hall to our room where 
we then stepped out of those slippers to enter and walk barefoot on the tatami. There 
were two slippers just inside the toilet room (not to be confused with the bath room) that 
said “toilet” on them. We faithfully wore them.

 The vending machines sell beer and a Gatorade-like drink called Pocari Sweat. 
The misuse of the English language, commonly called Engrish, is everywhere. We laughed 
until our sides ached at a number of sightings. We ate tofu, bean paste, raw eel, raw oc-
topus, raw squid, raw everything. The only thing they cooked was the rice. I never had a 
bad meal in Japan.

 I don’t speak Japanese. Their alphabet looks like elaborately drawn stick figures to 
me. When they answer the phone, they say “mushy-mushy.” When one of them would say 
yes- hai!- I thought they were saying hello. It took awhile to not turn and wave at every 
affirmation.

 There is no Easter Bunny. There is no cultural imperative that drives them to at-
tend church on Easter Sunday. It’s just one more weekend, one more difference between 
Them and Us. The main religion in Japan is Shinto, followed by Bhuddism. Christians ac-
count for less than one percent of the population. our concept of sin is foreign to them, 
as is the idea of accepting anyone as their personal lord and savior. All this was on my 
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mind as I prepared to speak to a congregation on Easter Sunday morning. How was I to 
tell them about my faith, especially when my interpreter was interpreting for the very 
first time? I made two decisions; the first was to keep it very simple; the second was to 
talk about Jesus, the cross and the resurrection- not about MY story but about THE 
story.

 After singing a few songs I told them about the Creator God who became one of us; 
how he took on himself all the regrets we have for bad things we’ve done and good things 
we haven’t; how he was killed, satisfying the cosmic need for redemption; how the spirit 
of the Creator God lifted him to life again; how his resurrection was a promise to us that 
we could also live again; how this Creator God was a person seeking relationships with 
other persons; that, because he was alive and not dead, we could know him and be known 
by him; how eternal life is not measured in length of days but in depth of relationship 
with the Creator God. Perhaps because I, a foreigner speaking a foreign tongue, stood 
among them, it made it easier to accept that this foreign God and foreign story could 
possibly be true for them. I wasn’t sure that I had communicated as well as I wanted, or 
as well as the story deserved.

 After the first service, while I was resting in a side room, an elder from the church 
came rushing in. He appeared agitated and excited and said through the interpreter that 
a young lady was asking to talk and pray with me. I went to talk with her and discovered 
that she had never been in a gathering of Christians before. She was very interested in 
what I had said, was moved by the story (indeed, trembling) and wanted it for herself. I 
had the delight to pray with her to make peace with the Creator God, Jesus Christ him-
self. The story of Jesus carried the day.

 Paul told the Church in Corinth that he had not come to them with persuasive 
speech or wise words, but only with the story of Jesus Christ, crucified. He had just come 
from Mars Hill where his wise arguments and persuasive powers were met with derision 
and mocking. Paul made a discovery that we would do well to make today; that the story 
of Jesus has power of its own. It doesn’t need dressing up. It doesn’t need to be made 
more contemporary or attractive. A bigger sound sytem and better lighting won’t help 
it. Cooler dancing, hipper lingo, post-modern, pre-modern, alternative anything won’t 
make the story more powerful. It just needs to be told. I could provide some logical argu-
ments for this, but the main reason is the simplest one. It isn’t about us; it’s about Jesus. 
It doesn’t depend on us; it depends on Jesus. My story will win no one. His story will win 
anyone.

 Jesus never told us to win anyone. There is only one reference in the New Testa-
ment to someone being won and that is in � Peter 3:� where wives are told that their 
husbands can be won “without a word.” Jesus told us to tell the story and make disciples 
(not to be confused with making converts.) There seems to be a crucial middle step miss-
ing in His command- that step after hearing and before becoming a disciple; the moment 
of conversion. In our religion, this is the point at which the sinner “prays the sinners 
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prayer” and “accepts Jesus Christ as his Personal Lord and Savior.” These two modern 
day Christian mantras are nowhere to be found in the scriptures. Is it possible that Je-
sus is leaving us out of that step of conversion intentionally? Is it possible that we have 
taken a burden on our shoulders that was not meant for us? I think it is possible. Fur-
thermore, I think this line of thinking lends itself to believing that we have some power in 
the salvation of souls. If we do, it is at the expense of the power of the cross.

 Perhaps it would be a good thing if every preacher and evangelist, every Christian 
singer and Sunday School teacher, every youth pastor, every Bible study leader, every 
nursery worker and Christian communicator would repeat to themselves Pauls words 
from � Corinthians before publicly talking about their faith- “I am determined to know 
nothing among you except Jesus Christ, and Him crucified.” Whether you say it in English 
or Japanese, this is the power of the cross unto salvation.
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