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Introduction 

 

Dear (future) songwriter, we hope that you find in these pages a steady supply of hard 

earned wisdom, spiritual insight and encouragement!   In our humble collection we have 

asked sixteen songwriters who regularly write for the church to offer some reflections 

and “helps” as you begin (or continue!) your journey of songwriting.  It’s exciting to see 

how diverse the voices are in this collection.  Some of the songwriters who have 

written in this manual are relatively new to the craft and others have been honing their 

gift for decades.  Others write in multicultural contexts (even two languages in the 

same song!) or have written within the walls of the same church for most of their lives.  

  

In this text you will experience reflections on the nuts and bolts of songwriting as well 

as profound theological meditations.  All of these authors and songwriters are united in 

their love for the church and the song that the saints sing. They truly are theologically 

attuned, musically inspired, and pastorally resounding!  

 
Soli Deo gloria, 
Bruce Benedict 
 
Hope College Campus Ministries 
The Awakening Institute 
Cardiphonia Music   
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can learn so much by writing with a more experienced songwriter or someone who has 
a different style than you! That may be just what you need to get out of your dry spell.  
 
Be a Sponge - Lastly, capture inspiration everywhere. Keep voice memos on your 
phone, carry a journal, or make notes. You never know what your fragments can turn 
into so never throw out lines or ideas ever.  
 
Songwriting is an incredible way to connect with God and express your heart. So what 
are you waiting for? Go write something new! 
 
Exercise: 
Find someone who is interested in co-writing a song with you.  One of you may write 
better words and the other tunes, or one of you may want to write words and melody for 
the verses and the other person the chorus.  Come with some ideas to share or start 
something from scratch.  
 
 
 

 
Julie Anne Vargas is the Creative Director of Village Hymns and former worship leader at Coral 
Ridge Presbyterian in South Florida. http://villagehymns.com/ 
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inventing a melody in particular — is a complex, demanding task.  It demands all the 
attention we have to give.  
Some of the best songwriting wisdom I ever got came from Wendell Kimbrough, a 
Christian songwriter whose work is well worth your time.  His congregational psalm 
settings have inspired me and fed my congregation for years—so when he spoke, I 
listened.  The advice he gave was this:  When you start to write a new song, put your 
instrument away.  You don’t need it.  The initial work of writing a song in which the 
lyrics begin to be established and the melody is born, is best done simply.   
 
Songs Start as Simple Prayers 
Try it, he said.  Bring your bible, a scratch pad, and your voice; leave the rest (except for 
maybe that recording app).  Meditate on the scripture you have in front of you, or the 
lyrics you've written or arranged, and imagine how they should sound when they’re 
sung.  Remember that every worship song is, at heart, a prayer to God.  As you pray, 
the song will begin to materialize.  Sing through the bad or clichéd ideas until you find 
the good ones.  Once you find those, hold them close and don't let them go.   
Eventually, the time will come for you to take your instrument back out, or to bring your 
song to your musician friends, or however it is that you arrive at your final cut.  The time 
will come to add chords and rhythm and interludes.  You might even find that your 
melody changes again once you reach that stage in the song’s development.  That’s 
okay.  Sometimes those are the best changes to make.  Just don't advance to that stage 
too soon. 
 
Strong Melodies Don’t Need Instruments 
The best songs have the strongest melodies, and the strongest melodies are the ones 
you can sing a cappella.  Think about the worship songs that everyone in your church 
knows:  “Great Is Thy Faithfulness”, “Amazing Grace”, “Ten Thousand Reasons”, 
“Living Hope”.  Even as I list them off, can you start to sing them in your head?  If your 
pastor started singing any of those songs in the middle of their next sermon, I'm sure 
that the whole room could join in right away.  Of course that’s partly thanks to the 
words, which are powerful, enduringly faithful testimonies to God — but the meloĤ t z t our 
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So, the next time you feel the nudge to write a worship song, do a few things first.  Set 
aside some time, cut out unnecessary distractions, pray, and then just sing. 
 

Noah McLaren is a worship pastor and songwriter based in West Michigan.  
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what? Those don’t go together. Yet watch what new reality appears when poet Emily 
Dickenson makes them collide: 
͉

OŰƓĚ�Ńƞ�ƪĽĚ�ƪĽŃťĵ�ǋŃƪĽ�ĴĚîƪĽĚƖƞ͉
¹Ľîƪ�ƓĚƖČĽĚƞ�Ńť�ƪĽĚ�ƞŰƲŚ̟͉
�ťē�ƞŃťĵƞ�ƪĽĚ�ƪƲťĚ�ǋŃƪĽŰƲƪ�ƪĽĚ�ǋŰƖēƞ̟͉
�ťē�ťĚǊĚƖ�ƞƪŰƓƞ�îƪ�îŚŚ̤͉

 
Here Dickenson creates an apocalyptic unveiling: a new true, good, and beautiful reality 
of what hope is and does, simply by colliding hope with feathers and then documenting 
the results. Hope is brought to life as a bird, perhaps even pointing us to the biblical 
witness of the Holy Spirit descending as a dove on Jesus at his baptism. Hope is great. 
Feathers are great. But you know what’s even better? The fireworks that result when 
you collide them together. 
 
Me







gŰƖē̟�ţǑ�ƞŃť�Ńƞ�HŰŚŃîƪĽ͉
 ŰťĴŃēĚťƪŚǑ�îƓƓƖŰîČĽŃťĵ̟�ĚîĵĚƖ�ƪŰ�ēĚǊŰƲƖ͉
HŃǊĚ�ţĚ�ƞţîŚŚ�ƞƪŰťĚƞ�ŰĴ�ĴîŃƪĽ͉
TťČŰťƞĚƕƲĚťƪŃîŚ�ƪŰ�ƪĽĚ�ǋŰƖŚē̟͉
�ťē�ƞŚŰǋŚǑ�ƞĽîƓĚē�ċǑ�ǑŰƲƖ�ƪŃţĚ͉
¹Ľîƪ�T�ţŃĵĽƪ�ŚîƲťČĽ�ƪĽĚţ�Ńť�ǋĚîŖťĚƞƞ͉
�ťē�ǑŰƲ�ţŃĵĽƪ�ēŃƖĚČƪ�ƪĽĚţ�Ńť�ƓŰǋĚƖ͉

 
I simply began with the idea that “my sin is Goliath,” and then followed the subsequent 
fireworks from that collision. This can be a great way to begin building your 
metaphorical muscles. Give it a shot and see what happens! 
 
 
————————— 
(1)There is an important minority report here, which is that not all songwriting tools can be employed in 
worship songwriting. Even in embracing songwriting tools “of the world,” we would be wise to pastorally 
discern what is beneficial and what is not in writing songs for worship, particularly when and where 
contemporary songwriting is shaped by forces of capitalist consumption and celebrity amplification. 
 
(2) For more on sensorial writing, see chapter one of Pat Pattison’s Writing Better Lyrics: The Essential 
Guide to Powerful Songwriting (Writer’s Digest Books, 2009an
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http://www.wenreagan.com/


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3pokTaDzSjo


In this song, the languages cnnnnnn

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tRXnPLTEgvs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tTT18VsbOJM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tTT18VsbOJM


https://youtu.be/aYqRoyIFzCo?t=503
https://youtu.be/aYqRoyIFzCo?t=503
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aYqRoyIFzCo&feature=youtu.be&t=503
https://proskuneo.org/






Exercise: Build with rhymes. 
In the previous exercise you gathered a collection of good words. Now look for ones that 
rhyme, or find other strong words that rhyme with what you have. Put those rhymes at the 
end of your lines, work backwards building your song from there. You’ll have a lyric that 
always lands in a solid place. Utilize an online rhyming site if you need help!  
  
  
(4) The Village Square 
A popular African proverb says ‘it takes a village to raise a child’. I’ve found it takes a 
community to raise a song. We might think that when our song is finished it’s finished. 
But the truth is it has only just begun. No parent, when a baby is born, thinks the work 
is done. Instead they continue to pour energy and love into nurturing that baby until it 
grows and matures. And all of that is best done in community with the gathered 
wisdom and experience of those around us. 
  
It has been crucial to me on my songwriting journey to have a community that I share 
my songs with. People who give me honest, encouraging and – at times – brutal 
feedback. It’s not easy to take, especially if your song is your baby. But over the years 
I’ve discovered that when I’m willing to listen to critique from others, my songs improve 
out of all recognition. As time has gone on, I even begin to anticipate that critique in the 
initial writing stage: a sign I’m becoming a better writer. I don’t always do the things 
that people suggest, in the way that they suggest, but I do try to always work on any 
part of a song that they seem to think could be improved, often heading back to the 
construction site in the process. 
  
Exercise: Start a songclub. 
Find some other songwriters and commit to meeting together regularly to share your 
songs as they’re in progress. Insist that everyone tries to sing the songs before they give 
feedback. Be honest but loving in your comments. And, on a personal level, commit to 
listen carefully to every suggestion and weigh up how you can respond to it. 
  
 
(5) The Graduation Ceremony 
There is an end to the journey! For some songs it simply means the satisfaction of 
finishing them. With others, usually fewer, it means a more public airing where your 
church or the world at large gets to meet your song. When your small group or church 
does sing your song there’s a sense in which you’ve let it go and released it to the 
world. A sense of parental pride is matched by the feeling that you o. r all y ae the

 

g

 



credit for what you’ve produced. God gave you something that you’ve now given away, 
and you just hope it goes on to bless many people. 
 
Exercise: Improve through performing 
Now that you have finished some songs it’s time to play them in front of other people. This 
is one of the best ways to ‘hear’ your own songs for the first time.  You will notice weak 
spots both lyrically and melodically when you play your songs in front of other people. 
This might be a small concert for friends and family, or if you are feeling more bold a local 
open mic night.  
 
 

 
Joel Payne is the coordinator for Resound Worship, a collective of British worship songwriters, 
established in 2006, seeking to resource the church with songs that engage heart, mind and 
soul.  
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8. Always Be Reading Something (or Listening!) 
I love audiobooks and podcasts so I’m always listening to something when I am driving 
or working around my house.  The best way to get new ideas is to listen to great 
authors or speakers and they will inspire you to write something new.   
 
9. Write a Song with a Friend 
Co-writing is so much fun.  The most successful songwriters always know how to bring 
out the best ideas from others.  Sometimes I’ll bring a half finished song to a friend and 
we’ll finish it together or we just start something new together.  Don’t stress about 
trying to write the most amazing song ever.  Most of the songs that I co-write aren’t 
very good and that's ok!  It’Ā n’ gitothin쀀h İ
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GATHERED WORSHIP SONGS FOR EVERYDAY LIFE 
 
Sam and Sara Hargreaves 
 
 
When did you last sing a worship song which mentioned the specifics of how we live in 
the world? The Bible (and its songbook, the Psalms) has a lot to say about things like 
work, money, ethics, the environment and life in society. In contrast, our songs today 
are strangely silent on these issues.  
 
Nick Page wrote a book called And Now Let’s Move Into A Time of Nonsense. In it he 
points out that he could find virtually no “modern” images in worship songs, “an image, 
that say, could only have come from the twentieth century.” Instead, we use a strange 
biblical-sounding code language: we sing of “silver and gold” instead of money, or we










