
Basics of Copyright 
Law and the Church



▸ Agenda

▸ What is Copyright?

▸Religious Service Exemption

▸ Common Activities in Churches 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What are copyrights and why to they exist?
What activities are allowed in Services under the RSE 
Activities common in churches and solutions available for those uses




▸What is Copyright?
• Exclusive right given to creators of original music

• Reproduction

• Display

• Performance

• Distribution

• Derivations

• Exists to “promote the progress of the useful arts”
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Copyright is an exclusive intellectual property right given to the creators of original musical, literary and dramatic works. Broadly, copyright protects by law any asset or legal interest. 

Reproduction – photocopies or digital copies; recordings 
Display publicly – more applicable to paintings and statues, but also applies to lyrics (displaying on screen or on a website)
Performance – playing the song or sounds recording publicly – concert venue, radio, television, through a streaming service
Distribution – selling, leasing or giving copies of song or recording 
Derivatives – creating an arrangement, translation sampling (take portions of audio)

It is associated with the concept of “promoting the useful arts.”  It can be thought of as an inducement for one investing time, energy, and resources in the creation of a work.
It ensures that the original work cannot not used or exploited in an unauthorized manner (“infringement”) without penalty, and remedy. 
For more than 300 years it has protected the interests of publishers who invested in the printing of books and printed materials, for a specific time. 



▸ How Does Copyright Affect the Church?

▸ Churches are not exempt

▸ Churches are increasingly using copyrighted material
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Churches, schools and organizations increasingly use technology to create, distribute or display songs, service sheets and content. 

Copyright owners should be fairly compensated for the copying of their works.
- Morally – taking someone else’s property is wrong




“the following are not infringements of copyright:
…performance of a nondramatic literary or musical work or of a 

dramatico-musical work of a religious nature, or display of a work, in 
the course of services at a place of worship or other religious assembly”

Performance of a musical work in services is permitted

▸ The Religious Service Exemption

Displaying a work (lyrics) in services is permitted
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Section 110 of the U.S. Copyright Law

110. Limitations on exclusive rights: Exemption of certain performances and displays44
Notwithstanding the provisions of section 106 (Exclusive rights in copyrighted works), the following are not infringements of copyright:

Section 3:
“Performance of a nondramatic literary or musical work or of a dramatico-musical work of a religious nature, or display of a work, in the course of services at a place of worship or other religious assembly shall not constitute an infringement of copyright”

So what does this mean to churches 
– performing musical works or playing recordings in services is covered
- Displaying the lyrics is covered




▸Myths About the RSE

• All music played at church functions is exempt

• Performing or playing secular music requires separate licensing

• Streaming music from services is exempt

• Broadcasting services on TV or Radio is exempt

• Posting services to YouTube and Facebook is exempt
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Outside of services, a church has the same requirements as any business, Restaurant or stadium




▸ Blanket Licenses vs Individual Licenses

• Blanket licenses allow churches to use a catalog of copyrighted works 

for one fee

• Individual licensing requires contacting the owner for each work
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Individual Licenses can be complicated and time consuming

Blanket licenses provide churches with the simplest and most cost-efficient method to stay copyright compliant. These licenses allow different uses and cover different works. A blanket license allows licensees to use a catalog of copyrighted works for one fee. 




• Making physical and digital copies of lyrics

• Printing songs, hymns and lyrics in bulletins, programs, liturgies and 

song sheets 

• Recording worship services 

• Creating custom arrangements

• Translating songs into other languages

▸ Reproduction 

▸ Church Copyright License
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Make copies, digital or physical, of copyright-protected lyrics for projection or display during congregational singing. includes handwriting 
Enter and store song lyrics on any computer for visual projection
Print songs, hymns and lyrics in bulletins, programs, liturgies and song sheets for congregational singing
Recording worship service audio and video (does not cover sound recordings)
Create custom arrangements for congregational singing where a published version is not available
Translate song lyrics into any other language for congregational singing where a published version is not accessible or available

CCL Covers over 500 thousand songs




▸ Performance Definition

“in a place open to the public or at any place where a substantial 
number of persons outside of a normal circle of a family and its 

social acquaintances is gathered”
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A performance license grants permission to have these public performances, whether it is a live performance or playing of pre-recorded music, like an MP3 or a CD, or even a streaming service such as Spotify.

The three leading PROs in the United States, who control and manage music performance licenses. 

Every songwriter and publisher who wants to be paid performance royalties registers with one of the PROs, which together represent millions of songs. 

PROs collect performance license fees for a wide range of uses:
Internet
Radio, 
TV broadcasts 
Stadiums
Coffee shops
Bowling alleys 
Restaurants.

28 Million Songs Covered by this Blanket License




▸ Performance

▸ ASCAP

▸BMI

▸ SESAC



▸ Performance
• Cafés and bookstores

• Concerts 

• On-hold music

• Retreats

• Picnics and barbecues

• Graduations and award 

ceremonies

• Dance and exercises classes

• Sporting events

• Fundraisers

• Conferences and seminars

• Vacation Bible School and camps

• Movie nights
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The PERFORMmusic Facilities License gives your church the freedom to play or perform more than 28 million Christian and secular songs anywhere in your facilities or satellite campuses




▸Streaming

▸ Live Stream

▸ On Demand

▸ Covers same 28 million songs as PERFORMmusic License
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Streaming has been the hot topic over the last 12 months
We’ve seen an exponential increase in Churches streaming their services

WORSHIPcast allows your church to legally stream, live or on-demand, your performances of copyrighted music, including worship services and special events from your church website.  License is for your website – that’s why other platforms are not covered

Can also use Content Delivery Services like Vimeo, Youtube (not publicly listed) 

Covers the same 28 million songs 

Covers the wide array of church sanctioned events that you might want to stream (not just “service’)


RSE does not cover “retransmission” (or streaming) of the service




▸Streaming

▸ Live Stream

▸ On Demand

▸ Post to Third-Party Platforms

▸ Podcasts

▸ Church Streaming License
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Post to Third Party Platforms – Youtube, Facebook, Vimeo
Challenges with Third Party Platforms (esp. Youtube, Facebook)
  Ads
  Takedown Notices
  Muting of audio

For these activities, the Church Streaming License is an option






▸Streaming Sound Recordings

▸ Master Recordings

▸ Multi Tracks or Stems

▸ Accompaniment Tracks

▸ Streaming Plus License
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Playing Master Recordings during 
- Count down to your service
- Transitions
- Announcements
- Closing
Multi Tracks or Stems sourced from Loop Community, Multi Tracks, Praisecharts, worship backing band and many other locations
Accompaniment Tracks sourced from Daywind, Lifeway, Maranatha

For these scenarios, the streaming plus license is the only blanket license currently available to churches








▸Streaming - Factors to Consider

▸ Where Are You Streaming?

▸ What Types of Events?

▸ What Music or Catalogs of Music? 

▸ Are You Including Master Recordings?
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Where Are You Streaming Your Services? – what platform




▸Sheet Music
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SongSelect is a  subscription-based sheet music distribution platform

A great source for discovering lyrics, transposable sheet music, audio samples for more than 100,000 worship songs.

Auto Transposition – ability to easy transpose music to your desired key




▸Sheet Music
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Lyrics – third party integration with Planning Center, Presenter, OnSong and others

Chords – available in a variety of formats (most popular sheet music)
Single column
Two Column
Nashville Numbers
Do Re Mi
Chord Pro

Lead Sheets with Melody Lines
Vocal or Hymn Sheets with Four Part Harmony in Hymn

$162 for Advanced
$204 for Premium





▸ Next Steps
CCS – christiancopyrightsolutions.com

• WORSHIPcast Streaming License

• PERFORMmusic Facilities License

CCLI – ccli.com
• Copyright License

• Streaming License

• Streaming Plus License

• Rehearsal License

• SongSelect



Questions?
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