MAKING THE TEAM MUSICALLY FLEXIBLE

Terry Butler 
SCENARIO #1: It’s Sunday morning and you’re leading the worship set. You feel like God is nudging you to repeat the chorus to the song again but at a slower tempo for emphasis. Do you know how to signal your team to repeat that part of the song?
 

SCENARIO #2: You are doing the set and feel strongly led to add a song and delete one that was on the list. Can you pull it off without a musical train wreck? Will your electric guitarist and keyboardist be muttering mean things about you under their breath?
 

SCENARIO #3: You are near the end of the song, “Nothing is As Wonderful” and God is moving powerfully. You want to sing something over the people without breaking the flow of worship. Will the band have any inkling of what to do or not do in that situation? Will the singers instinctively sense what to sing and not sing?
 

 

Each of these scenarios speaks of the need for flexibility on the part of the worship team. Gone are the days when we thought of worship in our churches as something static with every detail totally pre-planned. When we invite the Lord’s presence as we worship, we are saying to Him, “Come and be with us. Come lead us.” We shouldn’t be surprised that He may want to break into our worship sets and emphasize something we are singing. He may even want to change the list itself.

 

Don’t get me wrong. I am not telling anyone that we shouldn’t plan and practice. My team rehearses every Thursday night at our church and we strive to be spiritually and musically prepared for each of our services.

 

The key to flexibility in worship is how you rehearse. Several years back I realized that I was teaching the team specific arrangements of songs. Then I was scaring them half to death during the worship set by making changes on the fly. The answer was not to try to do a better job of sticking exactly to what we had rehearsed.

 
Instead, I discovered that we needed to practice flexibility and spontaneity. Nowadays, I practice in such a way that the team “looks and listens” while I play the song so that they can pick up my signals.

 

Everyone on the team realizes that things can change depending on the actual worship experience. Because the team has a history with me and with each other, they know my musical tendencies and my body language. This means they are more capable of catching most of the changes to a song that I may make during the worship time.

 

Here are a few things that I think are important to incorporate into the way we practice.

 

 

1. Teach the team to observe signals and know musical tendencies.

Every worship leader that I have ever observed or played for has tendencies. You have them and I have them. The question is, “Are you aware of them and does the team know what they mean?”

We are really talking about body language and making sure the team can decipher the meaning. If we’re playing the song “Blessed Be the Name” and I play the keyboard with the same volume or even a bit louder at the end of a chorus as at the beginning, my team knows that I’m going to repeat the chorus again.

If I wave my right hand behind my back, the team knows to stop playing in the next section of the song. These are a couple of signals I use regularly.

It’s a valuable investment of your time and effort to know your tendencies and develop signals that work for you and your team. Guitar players often use the guitar itself to give signals. They may dip the guitar down a bit and that could mean either to slow the tempo of the song or to get softer. All of this depends on the definition the team leaders gives it.

 
 

2. “Hang time’ and “Rocking chords”

 
Many times I will get to the end of a song we are singing and I will want to extend a section of the song for awhile. If I just want to repeat a section of the song, I’ll give a circular hand motion signal for the team which tells them to repeat the “tag” of the song and to watch me closely for the ending. However, sometimes I end up feeling led to sing something new that’s not a part of the song and isn’t written down anywhere.

 

And sometimes a whole new spontaneous song will come on the heels of another song. How does the band know what to do then? The first rule here that applies on our team is, “When in doubt, bow out.”
 

Simply put, wait until you have figured out the chord pattern the leader is using or until you are invited back in. Often, our players and singers just flow automatically into what I’m doing as the spontaneous part comes. I call this “hang time” any time we play something unrehearsed or unwritten.

 

The term, “rocking chords” is just my name for a progression of chords I’m using in our spontaneous moments. I’ve taught the band to watch my left hand during these sections of music. If I point to the left, that means they should go down to the fifth of whatever key we are in (If we are in “G”, they go to the “D” chord).

 

If I point to the right after that signal, they go back to the root chord (“G” in this case). If I point left while we are playing the root chord, they will play the fourth chord of “G” which is “C.” This system provides a way for the team to continue to participate and stay involved musically with what God is leading us to do.

 

Our singers wait to hear what I’m singing before they join in. They also watch my eyes to see if I want them to join in singing. Sometimes one of the other singers will be the one to lead out in spontaneous song and then the leader needs to try his/her best to follow and direct the band at the same time.

 

There are many examples of “rocking chords” at the end of many of the songs on the “Winds of Worship” CDs. They are almost always chords contained in the body of the song that was being sung. I will often advise the team of what I might do at the end song so that they will already have a pattern of chords I might use. Again, this is practicing “flexibility.”

 

3. Prepare the team for possible changes in the worship set.

 

A couple of years ago, I was asked to play keyboard for another worship leader at a conference and I really liked the way he laid out the set on paper. After he listed the song order, he included a section below titled, “Possibles.” Below that, he listed a couple songs he wanted us to be ready to play. We ended up doing one of the “possibles” as a replacement for a song that was on the list. It turned out to be the most powerful song of that worship set.

 

From time to time I will change the set midstream (especially when I feel God has spoken to me and placed a different song on my heart). This doesn’t happen every week or even every month, but my team is not surprised when it occurs. It is critical for the team to watch carefully, to reach into their memory banks and try to hang with you. Those who know the song fairly well can hang with you. Those who don’t, need to “bow out” or look to each other for chords and signals.

 

I teach my team to be “heads-up” whenever possible and to not be staring at the chart all the time. Encourage your team to spend time memorizing chord progressions and patterns. The team will get better if they do.

The bottom line:

 

We want God to have His way in us as we offer up praise and worship to Him. Practicing flexibility brings more freedom to us as team members and helps us to cooperate and flow with the spirit of God as we lead the people to the throne.

