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With the advent of digital media and virtual broadcast 
capabilities, churches have increasingly taken their 
worship and educational ministries online. The digital 
landscape provides churches with an unparalleled 
opportunity to communicate with their membership 
and communities and spread the word of God in ways 
never before possible. Whether livestreaming worship 
services, engaging congregants via social media, or 
posting Bible Study materials online, digital media 
provides churches with valuable tools for engaging 
congregants and amplifying positive messaging.  

While digital tools and media can provide immense 
value for churches, they also present unique and 
complex risks. Specifically, maintaining any type of 
online or digital presence regularly brings copyright 
law into the limelight. U.S. copyright law casts a 
broad net and can potentially cover any range of 
materials or content featured by a church online 
as part of its virtual ministry efforts. Many religious 
organizations assume they are exempt from 
copyright law requirements due to their faith-based 
mission and non-profit status. However, this is often 
not the case and copyright law still governs digital 
content and broadcasting for churches. Whether 
publishing sermons online or broadcasting choral 
recitals via social media, churches must consider 
copyright law when creating and managing their 
online offerings.

As if nuanced copyright law is not enough to 
navigate, churches must also remain cognizant of 
digital and social media platforms’ individual terms 
and conditions of use. Although such terms and 
conditions largely mirror and track copyright law 
and other legal requirements, they may go beyond 
those requirements and place additional compliance 
obligations upon users. For example, Facebook® 
recently updated its Terms of Service to include new 
Music Guidelines, which place restrictions on music 

uses that extend beyond general copyright law 
compliance. To this end, even if a church adheres to 
applicable copyright laws, it can still run afoul of a 
particular social media or digital broadcast platform’s 
own terms and conditions of use.  

Although the foregoing compliance obligations 
seem daunting, fear not and keep the faith! While 
churches must consider complex copyright law and 
digital media regulations when engaging in virtual 
ministry, they can mitigate risk by arming themselves 
with a basic understanding of copyright law and 
employing simple, yet effective practices. With such 
understanding, churches can also better leverage 
their own intellectual property where appropriate. 
This guidebook has been designed with these goals 
in mind, to provide churches with a trustworthy 
reference when grappling with the legal do’s and 
don’ts of virtual ministry efforts.  

This guidebook provides churches and affiliated 
religious entities with a general overview of copyright 
law and suggests useful practices for the handling 
of copyright and digital media issues in the virtual 
ministry setting. This information should not be 
construed as legal advice or legal opinion on specific 
facts, or representative of the views of the Western 
Pennsylvania Annual Conference of the United 
Methodist Church (“WPAUMC”) or any of its lawyers, 
unless so stated. This is not a definitive statement on 
the subject but a tool, providing practical information for 
the reader. We hope that you find this material useful. 

This material was prepared, compiled, and updated 
by the Intellectual Property attorneys of Buchanan 
Ingersoll & Rooney PC (www.bipc.com), edited by 
John Patrick Sullivan, Jr., at the direction of the 
Western Pennsylvania Annual Conference of the 
United Methodist Church.

Introduction  

The following information is accurate as of February 2021.
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During worship, whether virtual or in-person, 
congregations regularly praise, pray, teach, 
and preach using poetry, stories, plays, music, 
paintings, photographs, film, banners, sculpture, and 
architecture. Whether the creative work is created 
within or outside of the worshiping community, an 
obligation exists to acknowledge its authors, and 
copyright law generally recognizes that its authors 
should have some say in its use. U.S. copyright laws 
reflect these principles and provide a framework for 
protecting the rights of those who create 
artistic works.  

Accordingly, U.S. copyright law protects the rights 
of the creators of literary, dramatic, musical and 
artistic works, recordings and published editions. 
The owner of the copyright, usually the creator 
and/or publisher, has the legal right to control the 
reproduction, publishing, communication, adaptation 
or public performance of their work and to receive 
fair compensation for their artistic creation. 

 

Under U.S. copyright law, a copyright is technically 
born as soon as someone “creates an original work 
of authorship fixed in a tangible medium.” 

This means, for example, that as soon as a 
painter brushes paint onto a canvas, as soon 
as a writer types a manuscript, or as soon as a 
movie producer films a commercial, that author 
technically becomes the owner of the copyright 
associated with that original creative work. 

In this sense, as soon as a pastor writes down a new 
sermon or as soon as the church choral director 
writes down new lyrics for a new song, copyrights 
are born. 

Registration is not required to create a copyright 
ownership interest.

Under Section 102 of the U.S. Copyright 
Act, copyrightable “works of authorship” 
are defined to include the following:

 

U.S. Copyright Basics: 
Understanding How Creative Protections Come Alive

Music  
Music, including any accompanying words. Lyrics, 
notes and composition in some published format. 
For example, a new musical composition drafted 
by a church’s choral director likely falls under this 
category of copyrightable protection.  

Sound Recordings  
Aural reproduction of some material (which 
may or may not itself be copyrighted). Sound 
recordings are works that result from the fixation 
of a series of musical, spoken, or other sounds, 
but not including the sounds accompanying a 
motion picture or other audiovisual work. For 
example, copyrightable sound recordings may 
include sound recordings of a church choir or of 
a pastor’s sermon.  

Literary Works  
Words captured as an article, book, periodical, 
poem, essay, spoken work (i.e. written sermons, 
church newsletters, church website textual 
content, textual advertisements for upcoming 
church events, etc.); literary works can include 
non-dramatic textual works with or without 
illustrations. 

Visual Arts  
Pictorial, graphic, or sculptural works, including 
2-dimensional and 3-dimensional works of fine, 
graphic and applied art. This could include, for 
example, original pictures or artwork featured on 
a church website or social media account.  

Choreography/Dance/Pantomime 
Choreography includes the composition and 
arrangement of dance movements and patterns 
usually intended to be accompanied by music

Drama 
A dramatic play itself, including dialog, stage 
direction, etc. The drama copyright may also include 
the musical score accompanying a particular play. 
An example here could include a Christmas play 
written and produced by a particular church. 

Audio-Visual (Video/Films) 
Series of related visual images that impart an 
impression of motion, which may or may not be 
accompanied by sound, such as films, videos, 
slide presentations and video games. This, for 
example, may include pre-recorded videos 
offered by churches during online ministry and 
worship services.   

Architecture 
An original design of a building embodied in 
any tangible medium of expression, including 
a building, architectural plans or drawings. 
For example, this could include architectural 
drawings for a church renovation or other such 
plans.  

Among the types of work protected by copyright, it 
is especially important to highlight that music can 
overlap and encompass two of these copyrightable 
areas. Notably,

Each piece of music includes two copyrights: (1) 
covering the musical composition itself (including 
the lyrics and underlying music), and (2) covering 
the sound recording. 

This has a direct impact on licensing requirements 
when using third-party music in church services 
online. For example, simply having a license to use 
the sheet music is not the same as having permission 
to play an existing sound recording of a song.
Keeping these various areas of copyright protection 
in mind is critical when assessing what copyright 
protections and licensing may be required for digital 
content or broadcasts.

 

 

Once you understand what types of creative works 
copyright law covers, it is then important to know 
what rights are exclusive to the owner of copyrighted 

What Rights Does  
a Copyright Provide?
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works. In short, what does a copyright allow an 
owner to do with a protected work? These rights 
apply to all works that can be copyrighted. If any 
church or ministry wishes to engage in any of the 
activities that are the exclusive right of a work’s 
copyright owner, the general rule of thumb is that 
you need to obtain that owner’s approval to do so. 
Approval is generally granted in the form of a license 
agreement, although certain narrow exceptions allow 
you to use a third-party work without approval.  

Under U.S. copyright law, a copyright 
provides an owner with the exclusive 
right to do any of the following activities 
with a protected work: 

Reproduction 
The right to reproduce or copy a work. Examples 
include photocopying lyrics, rehearsal track 
CDs, creating a digital copy of a video (such as a 
sermon or choral concert). 

Making Derivative Works 
Create new works that are “based” on a pre-
existing work. Examples in the context of ministry 
include arrangements of songs, adaptations of 
plays into movies, and adaptations of children’s 
books into live plays. 

Distribution 
Make a work available to the public by sale, 
rental, lease, lending or gifting. Examples in 
the context of ministry may include giving out 
CDs of a worship service or distributing a video 
recording of worship services online.

Performance 
When a work is played or performed publicly. 
Public performances extend beyond in-person 
performances to playing music on TV, radio and 
the Internet. Examples in the context of ministry 
may include concerts, music played at church 
social events, on-hold music, and livestreamed 
worship services. 

Public Display 
When a work will be displayed publicly. This 
right is similar to the performance right, but 
specifically covers visual works such as photos 
or videos. Examples: hanging photos in an office 
building, displaying a photograph onscreen 
during a worship service. 

Digital Recording Performance 
When a sound recording work is transmitted 
digitally. This right was added in “The Digital 
Performance Right in Sound Recordings Act of 
1995” and applies to digital media and virtual 
worship services being offered by churches 
today. Examples may include streaming on the 
Internet a digital sound recording featured in a 
worship service, Internet radio performances or 
podcasts. 

It is imperative for churches to understand these six 
exclusive rights afforded by copyright ownership 
because these rights directly impact what licenses 
and approvals may be necessary to obtain before 
using particular content in digital media or virtual 
broadcasts.

 
 

Although not required, copyright registration does 
provide a number of significant benefits. Such 
benefits include, but are not limited to the following:

Public Notice of Your Ownership 
Your work will be published in the U.S. Copyright 
Office’s Catalog and becomes searchable to the 
public at: U.S. Copyright Office Catalog. Anybody 
thinking of using this work will be able to search 
this Catalog and see that your work is protected. 
This gives constructive notice to the public that 
you own the work and helps defeat claims of 
“innocent infringement.” Without registration, this 
public notice does not exist.  

 

Legal Evidence of Ownership 
Copyright registration avoids potentially costly 
and time-consuming disputes over the actual 
ownership. Absent registration, the legal burden 
lies on the copyright owner to prove ownership 
in the event of a dispute. Copyright registration 
provides presumptive proof of your ownership 
and relieves you of this legal burden.   

Validity 
Registration demonstrates the validity of your 
copyright if it is registered within five (5) years of 
publication. This can prevent future challenges to 
your rights in the work. In an infringement suit, a 
copyright owner must establish: (1) ownership of 
a valid copyright; and (2) copying of the original 
elements of the copyright. If registration was 
obtained either before publication or within 
five (5) years of publication of the work, the 
registration certificate will constitute prima facie 
evidence of the validity of the copyright and the 
facts stated in the certificate. This means that 
rather than having to prove that you are the 
owner of a valid copyright, the court will presume 
that you satisfy the first element of copyright 
infringement and it will fall to the defendant to 
show otherwise. The presumption of validity 
can be especially advantageous when seeking 
immediate relief, such as a preliminary injunction.  

Maximization of Damages/Availability of 
Statutory Damages 
Without a timely registration, a copyright 
holder is limited to actual damages in the 
case of infringement, which can be nominal 
and/or difficult to prove. With registration, the 
copyright holder also becomes entitled to 
additional compensation. Rather than having 
to prove actual damages, a copyright holder 
with a timely registration may be eligible for 
statutory damages of up to $150,000 per act 
of infringement, plus attorneys’ fees. However, 
to claim these damages, the registration must 
be made within three (3) months of the work’s 

publication or before the infringement occurs. 
Therefore, time is of the essence.  

Ability to Bring an Infringement Suit in 
Federal Court 
Perhaps the most important benefit: Registration 
allows a copyright holder to bring a lawsuit for 
copyright infringement in federal court. Even 
though a copyright holder has rights in a work, 
those rights, with limited exception, cannot be 
enforced through the federal courts unless the 
work is registered with the U.S. Copyright Office.  

Enhanced Online Enforcement Capabilities 
In recent years, social media and e-commerce 
platforms have rolled out much-improved online 
infringement reporting and takedown tools. Most 
platforms now offer streamlined procedures for 
removing unauthorized content and product 
listings. In order to take advantage of such 
copyright enforcement tools, though, platforms 
generally ask for a registration number as part of 
their online complaint form(s). With a copyright 
registration number, the takedown process 
becomes significantly faster and more effective. 
Without a registration, it is possible but far more 
difficult to remove or disable infringing content

Copyright Registration is a cost-efficient 
way to significantly bolster your copyright 
ownership interests and greatly improve  
your enforcement capabilities. 

In most circumstances, it is prudent for copyright 
owners to register a work as quickly as possible 
after it is created. By doing so, a copyright holder 
can take advantage of all the above benefits, 
including the provisions on statutory damages 
and attorneys’ fees.

 

Copyright Registration  
Provides Numerous Benefits
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 The U.S. copyright registration process is fairly 
streamlined. The application requires the filer to 
provide the following information: 

• Applicant Name; 

• Work for Hire? (Was copyright content 
created in house for work within the scope of 
employment?);

• Year of Creation; 

• Date of Publication; 

• Copy of the entire work to be registered to be 
submitted with the U.S. Copyright Office.

It is important to highlight that the application filing 
date ultimately becomes the actual registration 
date of each copyright once processed. Thus, filing 
sooner rather than later is often advisable to receive 
the full benefits of registering. At this time, it is taking 
the U.S. Copyright Office an average of three (3) to 
six (6) months to process these applications.  The 
U.S. Copyright Office government filing fee per 
copyright application is $65, with legal service fees 
to prepare and complete the submission averaging 
approximately $500 per application. While it is 
often helpful to have legal counsel prepare and file 
copyright applications, the applications do not have 
to be filed by an attorney and any copyright owner 
can file the application directly if they so desire and 
feel comfortable doing so. For more information 
about the U.S. copyright registration process, see: 
U.S. Copyright Office Application Portal. 

Many churches and ministries wrongly assume 
that they are exempt altogether from having  
to comply with copyright law requirements  
and obtain licenses to use copyrighted works.  
This is a myth.

 
 
Although some limited exceptions exist, these 
exceptions are narrowly crafted and do not relieve 
a church or ministry of its obligation to obtain 
necessary licenses. To better understand why, it is 
helpful to quickly review the limited exceptions that 
do exist:  

Religious Worship Service Exemption  
This exemption is limited to use of copyrighted 
materials at in-person worship services. 
Specifically, 17 U.S.C. § 110(3) provides a limited 
exemption for the “performance of a nondramatic 
literary or musical work or of a dramatic-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.” 

This exception does not extend to 
broadcasting (by radio or television), 
webcasting, livestreaming, podcasting, or 
recording of the parts of worship services  
that include copyrighted works, all of which 
require a license or the written permission  
of the copyright holder. 

This means that in any setting that is not live in-
person, churches and ministries must follow the 
same rules as any other organization. Namely, 
they must receive permission before playing or 
performing copyrighted music. For this reason, 
and to mitigate possible risks, some churches 
and ministries limit their broadcasts of worship 
services to those parts of the service that do not 
contain copyrighted works. 

Fair Use  
Fair use may allow use of a copyrighted work 
without license in certain limited circumstances. 
The fair use exception found in 17 U.S.C. §107 
may apply when a church or ministry uses a 
copyrighted work (or a part thereof) for teaching 
or comment, including in a documentary. This 
could include use of copyrighted materials in the 
context of conducting a Bible study or Sunday 
school course.

Fair use is a factual determination that includes, 
but is not limited to, the following factors: 

A. The purpose and character of the use, 
including whether such use is of a commercial 
nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes; 

B. The nature of the copyrighted work; 

C. The amount and substantiality of the portion 
used in relation to the copyrighted work as a 
whole; and

D. The effect of the use upon the potential 
market for or value of the copyrighted work. 
It is important to note that a work is not freely 
available for copying simply because it is out 
of print. The same determinants of fair use 
apply to these works. 

When assessing possible fair use circumstances, 
it is important to keep in mind that NO single 
quantitative metric or rule exists to make such 
assessment. Often, people assume that it is 
permissible to use a portion of a copyrighted work 
if that portion only represents a set percentage 
of the overall work. For example, many churches 
and ministries incorrectly assume that if they are 
only using ten percent (10%) or so of a copyrighted 
work, that portion is quantitatively low enough 
to provide a fair use defense. This is a myth. No 
single quantitative measure or test exists to make 
fair use determinations, and such determinations 
remain quite subjective. Accordingly, 

As a best practice, churches and ministries 
should never rely on or assume a fair 
use exception applies when using a third 
party’s copyrighted work without license or 
permission to do so.  It is generally advisable 
to obtain a license to use any third party 
copyrighted work. 

Doing so mitigates risk and ensures that a 
church’s digital media and virtual ministry does 
not conflict with copyright law.

Public Domain and Freedom to Use Certain 
Creative Works  
Certain creative works a church may want to use 
are part of the public domain, meaning they may 
not belong to someone else at all. Some creative 
works are not copyrightable while the copyright 
for other music, lyrics, videos, and images may 
have expired. For example, copyright generally 
does not protect individual words, short phrases, 
and slogans. Copyright also does not typically 
protect familiar symbols or designs, mere 
variations of typographic design, lettering, or 
coloring. In short, in order to be capable of 
copyright protection, a work must possess a 
certain level of originality and unique creativity.  

Under U.S. law, copyrights have a set lifespan. 
Determining the expiration of copyright can be 
complicated, but generally, the copyrights have 
expired for any creative work created before 
1923. “The Old Rugged Cross”, “Holy, Holy, 
Holy”, “Just as I Am”, and “Joy to the World” are 
examples of the hundreds of hymns created 
before 1923 that are not subject to copyright 
protection. The music and lyrics for these hymns 
may be reproduced by churches without risking 
infringement of intellectual property rights.  

Additionally, copyright protection for all works 
created after January 1, 1978, generally last 
through the lifetime of the creator plus an 
additional seventy (70) years. For creative works 
created between 1923 and 1978, copyright 
expiration depends on several different factors. 
For more information about these factors and 
how to determine copyright ownership rights for 
works created before 1978, see: 
U.S. Copyright Ownership Facts.

Exemptions and the  
Fair Use Doctrine

What Does the U.S. Copyright 
Registration Process Involve?

https://www.copyright.gov/registration/
https://copyright.gov/circs/circ01.pdf
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A. What music do we intend to use? 

B. Do we broadcast/podcast/livestream or re-
broadcast our worship services? 

C. Do we include the worship/music portions in those 
broadcasts/livestreams/re-broadcasts? and  

D. Does the pastor ever use music in a sermon for 
illustrative purposes?

In short, if music is played outside of an in-person 
church service in any fashion, the church should 
have an appropriate license to do so! 

Failure to do so can expose your church to a possible 
infringement claim, and the risk simply is not worth 
it. With a little bit of due diligence on the front end, 
churches can easily and cost efficiently secure the 
necessary licenses to use worship music as desired 
with peace of mind and minimal risk.

Christian Copyright Solutions (“CCS”) and Christian 
Copyright Licensing International (“CCLI”) are the 
two primary worship music licensing services in 
the United States at this time, and they both offer 
several types of licensing packages depending 
on a particular church’s individual needs. When 
assessing available licensing options, it is helpful to 
be able to compare the primary package offerings 
provided by CCS, CCLI, One License, and CVLI. 
These packages provide different levels of coverage 
and correspondingly vary in price. For reference, 
please see the below summaries of current packages 
offered by CCLI and CCS for church music licensing.

The CCLI Church Copyright License is an agreement 
with songwriters and publishers. Your church will be 
authorized to copy songs, from an existing database 
of approximately 450,000 titles, for use by/for the 
congregation. This CCLI Church Copyright License 
covers the following uses by your congregation:

• Printing lyrics in bulletins, programs, and song 
sheets for use by the congregation;  

• Creating songbooks for the congregation;  

• Displaying lyrics for the congregation on screens; 

• Arranging, printing, and copying new 
arrangements used for the congregation, where 
no published version is available; 

• Recording your worship services, but NOT 
accompaniment tracks; and 

• Translating songs.

Importantly, this CCLI Church Copyright License does 
NOT cover streaming or podcasting of recorded 
worship services. This CCLI Church Copyright License 
also does NOT cover rehearsal rights and the ability to 
share audio files via email, flash drives or on worship 
planning websites. For reference, the current cost of 
an annual CCLI Church Copyright License without any 
add-on licenses costs $320 for a church of between 
200 and 499 people. For more information, please see: 
CCLI Church Copyright License. 

 

In addition to its standard CCLI Church Copyright 
License, CCLI also offers two additional add-ons 
that allow a church to expand its licensed rights for 
particular uses of licensed music in digital media and 
virtual ministry efforts:

CCLI Rehearsal License Add-On  
The Rehearsal License enables duplication and 
sharing of commercial audio recordings with 
musicians when sharing via email, external drives 
or with worship planning software and sites. 
With this add-on, churches may share digital 
downloads for those recordings legally covered 
and digital audio files legally purchased. Further, 
this license add-on also enables churches to 
share legally purchased music using software 
like Planning Center, Onsong, and ProPresenter. 
For reference, this CCLI Rehearsal License Add-
On currently costs an additional $99 annually for 
a church of between 200 and 499 members.  

Worship music, as a focal point of many churches’ 
digital media and virtual ministry programming, 
presents numerous potential copyright licensing issues. 

Copyright licenses come in all shapes and sizes, and 
often cover different types of use (i.e., performance 
license, reproduction license, etc.). This comes back 
to the fundamental principle under U.S. copyright law 
that copyright owners enjoy various exclusive rights 
over how their protected works are used. Even if 
churches try to do the right thing and obtain a license 
to use a particular work, they do not always obtain 
the correct type of license to cover the intended use.  

For example, a church may obtain a license to 
photocopy hymnal lyric sheets for choir practice 
but may not realize that the license does not also 
provide them with the right to perform that song on 
a livestream broadcast online. Many generic music 
licenses in the worship space only provide limited 
rights for the licensee to use the music in narrowly 
defined contexts. Broadcast or re-broadcast of songs 
requires special performance licensing. This includes 
podcasts, radio, Internet-streaming (including 

livestreaming) and any other form of broadcast/re-
broadcast.

Thus, it is very important for churches to first 
identify how they are using music in their day-to-
day operations and worship services, and to then 
obtain the right type(s) of licenses to permit them 
to use that music in that fashion.

Churches often overlook the many ways in which they 
may be using music. For example, beyond worship 
services in-person and online, churches may feature 
music as part of telephone on-hold music, Bible study 
courses and online learning classes, and retreats. 
Each such use must be evaluated separately when 
determining what particular music license is appropriate.

With these considerations in mind, where to begin? 
First, a church should assess its licensing needs. 
When evaluating available licensing options, 
churches should ask themselves questions such as 
the following:

“Music to My Ears” 
Worship Music and the Importance of Copyright Licensing

CCLI Church Copyright License 

CCLI License Add-Ons – Streaming 
and Rehearsal License Options

https://us.ccli.com/copyright-license/
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ONE LICENSE operates much like CCLI or CCS and 
offers various types of copyright license options 
to congregations. ONE LICENSE’s song catalog of 
approximately 25,000 songs tends to include more 
traditional hymns and songs. ONE LICENSE offers 
three types of licenses as follows: 

Copyright Reprint License 
ONE LICENSE provides a license allowing copyright 
reprints for congregational music for use in 
congregational singing and worship. With ONE 
LICENSE, licensees are able to reprint music for 
congregational use, in a worship aid, bulletin, or 
projection. The ONE LICENSE Copyright Reprint 
License does NOT cover music reprints for the choir, 
cantor, ensemble, instrumentalists, or accompanists. 
This license is available to congregations on an 
annual basis, a single-use basis, or for a special 
event seven days in length. It is important to 
highlight that this license does NOT cover 
streaming, podcasts, or use of music in rehearsal as 
part of practice tracks. ONE LICENSE offers separate 
licenses for those intended purposes, as more fully 
detailed below as more fully detailed in the sections 
to come. 

 
The Copyright Reprint License currently costs $300 
USD for a congregation with weekly attendance 
ranging between 201 to 400 participants. For more 
information about the Copyright Reprint License and 
pricing options, see: ONE LICENSE Pricing Options.

Podcast/Streaming License 
The ONE LICENSE Podcast/Streaming License 
allows congregations to post or stream video 
content on the internet of LIVE worship services 
that contain music or other content represented 
by one of the ONE LICENSE Member Publishers. 
This license provides authorization to licensees 
provided the following conditions are met:

A. The number of downloads allowed under 
a Podcast/Streaming License is limited 
to three (3) times the weekly average 
weekly attendance, as established by a 
congregation’s category size; 

B. All copyrighted content contained in the 
podcast/stream is reported through the ONE 
LICENSE reporting system; and 

C. The podcast/stream is available to view on 
the internet for no more than one (1) year, or 
the duration of the current paid license.

The Podcast/Streaming License currently costs 
$380 USD for a congregation with weekly 
attendance ranging between 201 to 400 
participants. For more information about the 
Copyright Reprint License and pricing options, 
see: ONE LICENSE Pricing Options.

Practice Track License 
The ONE LICENSE Practice Track License 
enables music ministers to create practice CDs 
or MP3s for their choir or ensemble members. 
With this license, licensees are able to:

• Copy demonstration recordings provided by 
Member Publisher; 

• Copy commercial CDs or MP3s purchased 
from a Member Publisher or member record 
company;

 
CCLI Streaming License Add-On  
Streaming License coverage enables streaming 
or podcasting of the nearly 450,000 songs 
covered under the CCLI Church Copyright 
License as part of recorded worship services. 
livestream. Under the terms of this add-on 
license, churches are able to post live-recorded 
worship services containing licensed songs on 
their official site or other streaming platforms like 
YouTube® or Facebook®. For reference, this CCLI 
Streaming License Add-On currently costs an 
additional $176 annually for a church of between 
200 and 499 members.

The CCS WORSHIPcast Streaming License provides 
access to a catalog of more than 28 million 
Christian and secular songs, representing the most 
comprehensive music streaming license available to 
churches today.  This License 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. Notably, 
the CCS WORSHIPcast Streaming License covers 
unlimited streams of worship services, meetings, 
special events, and guest performances, not only 
single-time livestreaming. It also covers concerts 

and recordings of your worship team. This license 
does NOT, however, cover downloading of music. 
Webcasting of master recordings or accompaniment 
tracks requires additional licensing. For reference, 
this CCS WORSHIPcast Streaming License currently 
costs $399 annually for a church of between 200 
and 499 members, with an additional one-time 
set-up fee of $25 also required. For more 
information, please see: WORSHIPcast Streaming 
License Information.

The CCS PERFORMmusic Facilities License provides 
your church the freedom to perform any of the more 
than 28 million Christian and secular songs in CCS’ 
catalog anywhere in your church facilities or satellite 
campuses. This license is intended to address the 
limitations of the religious service exemption under 
U.S. copyright law as discussed in Section I(D)
(1) above. The religious service exemption allows 
churches to play and perform copyrighted music 
during religious services, but this exemption does 
NOT apply to music outside of services. Therefore, 
if churches want to play or perform any of the music 
covered by CCS’ catalog outside of religious services 
for any purpose, this license is likely appropriate. 
Under the CCS PERFORMmusic Facilities License, 
churches are able to play or perform any songs from 
the CCS catalog at any range of events and activities 
(from youth gatherings to outreach events, and 
common areas to satellite campuses). For reference, 
this CCS PERFORMmusic Facilities License currently 
costs $345 annually for a church of between 200 
and 499 members. For more information, please see: 
PERFORMmusic Facilities License Information. 

CCS License Cons: More secular songs in 
catalog and CCS catalog may not include 
desired Christian songs depending on songs 
your church wishes to use and license. CCS 
licenses may be more expensive than CCLI 
license if church does not wish stream and 
instead just wants a more basic license (like 
the one provided by CCLI Church Copyright 
License).

CCS WORSHIPcast  
Streaming License

CCS PERFORMmusic 
Facilities License

ONE LICENSE

CCS License Pros: Reliable source for 
streaming and performance rights for a catalog 
of 28 million Christian and secular songs. 
Expansive catalog.

CCLI License Pros: Trustworthy source for 
general church copyright license, rehearsal, 
and streaming rights for a catalog of 
approximately 450,000 songs. Overall offered 
at cost-efficient annual license rates.

CCLI License Cons: Limited catalog of songs 
and material relative to CCS catalog of songs/
material.

https://www.onelicense.net/options-and-prices
https://www.onelicense.net/options-and-prices
https://christiancopyrightsolutions.com/worshipcast/
https://christiancopyrightsolutions.com/worshipcast/
https://christiancopyrightsolutions.com/performmusic/
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utilize movie clips as part of their sermons or for 
other ministry services. For more information about 
the CVLI license, see: CVLI Church Video License.

The CVLI Church Video License currently costs $275 
USD for a congregation with weekly attendance ranging 
between 200 to 499 participants. For more information 
about the Copyright Reprint License and pricing options, 
see: CVLI Church Video License Pricing Options.

While CCLI, CCS, CVLI, and ONE LICENSE cover 
broad catalogs of music/audiovisual content and 
provide licensees with the ability to perform and 
stream copyrighted music, not every church is able 
to field a live musician or choir for every service. In 
many cases, especially when limited to virtual ministry 
alone, logistics and availability dictate that churches 
look to use of pre-recorded third-party music during 
online services. The important distinction here is that 
a church uses a recording of a third party (i.e., not the 
church’s own choir or musician(s)). This also applies if 
one church is seeking to use a recorded performance 

completed by another church. A church should also 
seek written permission and license to use a third 
party’s recorded performance. Without all necessary 
permissions and licenses in place, a church should 
not use any other church’s pre-recorded music or 
performances. If using another church’s recorded 
performance, a church should also always confirm 
with that third-party church that they have secured all 
necessary licenses to use or otherwise perform the 
music included therein.  

For example, what if a church wanted to play a pre-
recorded version of the song “Ave Maria” as recorded 
by famed Italian tenor, Luciano Pavarotti, during a 
livestreamed Christmas service? In such an instance, 
a CCLI or CCS license would likely not provide 
the adequate rights necessary to play Pavarotti’s 
recorded rendition of the song. This is because 
Pavarotti’s estate and/or his record label likely own 
the rights to that particular recording. This is distinct 
from simply obtaining the license to perform a song 
yourself and then streaming your performance or 
distributing it via re-broadcast. CCLI and CCS licenses 
typically do not cover streaming rights for any pre-
recorded music, including sound recordings, artist 
recordings, accompaniment tracks, multi-tracks, or 
stems. Additional rights must be secured from the 
sound recording copyright owner in order to legally 
stream third party recordings. This ensures that the 
artists themselves or the owners of the copyright to 
an artist’s recording are fairly compensated for others’ 
use of their recorded performance.  

So where can you figure out who to contact to secure 
these additional rights to play pre-recorded music 
from other artists? Thankfully, there are performing 
rights organizations (“PROs”) (such as ASCAP, SESAC, 
and BMI) which license, collect, and distribute public 
performance royalties for songwriters and publishers. 
Rather than trying to reach out to musicians and 
record labels on a song-by-song basis, these PROs 
each manage huge libraries of copyrighted songs, 
and offer streamlined online tools to search their 
song catalogs and obtain the appropriate licenses. 
Songwriters and publishers are entitled to collect a 

• Record your own versions of covered songs 
for your ensemble (for example, a particular 
vocal part or accompaniment track);

• Burn CDs or email MP3s; and 

• Provide a link to Dropbox or Google Drive file 
that can only be accessed by the intended 
musicians.

It is important to highlight that the Practice Track 
License is for practice and rehearsal purposes 
only and does not cover commercial master 
recordings for use within a live worship service. 
For more information on using commercial 
master recordings, please contact the copyright 
holder and publisher of that specific content 
directly as more fully explained as more fully 
explained in the sections to come. 

The Practice Track License currently costs $170 
USD for a congregation with weekly attendance 
ranging between 201 to 400 participants. For 
more information about the Copyright Reprint 
License and pricing options, see:  
ONE LICENSE Pricing Options.

While the above licenses primarily cover the use 
of music, churches often integrate movie clips and 
other video into sermons and presentations. The 
question often arises as to what license options are 
available to ensure that such use of video content 
is authorized. Thankfully, the CVLI Church Video 
License provides legal coverage for churches and 
other ministry organizations seeking to show motion 
pictures and other audiovisual programs intended for 
personal, private use only. Coverage under the CVLI 
may include playing limited portions off a movie on 
up to showing a full length feature film. Overall, the 
CVLI license represents the most effective and cost 
efficient way for churches to ensure comprehensive 
copyright compliance when using videos in sermons 
and other ministry activities.   

So what does the CVLI license actually allow? 
Under the CVLI license, churches are able to do the 
following with authorization:

• Pastors can use selected movie scenes to 
illustrate sermon points; 

• Sunday schools and youth groups can view the 
latest films; 

• Educational classes can use videos for teaching 
and training; and 

• Churches can host special event movie nights.

A significant benefit of the CVLI license is that it 
covers all media that is intended for personal, private 
use only (such as DVDs, Blu-rays, online streaming 
and digital downloads). Notably, subscription to the 
annual CVLI license comes with free ScreenVUE 
Vault access. The ScreenVue Vault is a library of over 
10,000 scene ideas and downloads from a variety of 
movies. All scene ideas include a scene summary, 
themes, and time cues. With scene downloads, 
churches are able to preview, download, and use 
clips of interest immediately. Access to ScreenVue 
makes it far more efficient for pastors to find and 

ONE LICENSE Cons: More limited catalog of 
songs and content when compared to CCLI and 
CCS, and the license options for podcasts and 
streaming can be difficult to navigate and more 
limited in scope. When compared to annual 
licensing rates for CCLI and CCS, average ONE 
LICENSE fees are roughly the same but provide 
access to less content overall.

CVLI Church Video License Cons: The CVLI 
Church Video License may be cost prohibitive 
for some churches, especially those that do 
not use movies and video clips as part of 
ministry activities on a regular basis.

ONE LICENSE Pros: Reliable source for 
copyright reprints of many popular Christian 
songs and more traditional songs for worship. 
Online tools also make it easier for licensees to 
search catalog of available songs and content. 
A proven and reliable licensing platform. 

CVLI Church Video License Pros: Access to 
an expansive catalog of movies and video 
clips, with enhanced content options sourced 
through the ScreenVue Vault. Additional 
electronic tools provided with an annual 
subscription also make it very easy for 
churches to use movies and video content in 
sermons and other ministry activities.

CVLI – Church Video License

What About Playing Recorded 
Performances from Third Party Artists?

https://us.cvli.com
https://store.cvli.com/home
https://www.onelicense.net/options-and-prices
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Livestreaming provides a wonderful platform for 
churches to reach their congregants and community, 
especially when limitations exist on in-person 
gatherings due to pandemic.

While livestreaming can serve as a communicative 
lifeline, however, it also presents nuanced 
copyright licensing challenges. Churches must 
take care to avoid potential copyright issues with 
either the copyright holders themselves or the 
livestreaming platforms they are using to conduct 
online services. Remember, while the Religious 
Worship Service Exemption under U.S. copyright 
law allows for in-person use of literary and musical 
copyrighted pieces in religious services, this same 
protection does not apply to the livestreaming of 
services and archived copies thereof. 

Therefore, in order to use copyrighted material 
during livestreams, podcasts, or digital re-broadcasts, 
churches must have a license or written permission 
from the copyright holder.  

With respect to streaming, churches have two 
primary options from a technical perspective – 

stream via social media (i.e., Facebook®, YouTube®, 
Vimeo®, ZOOM®, Instagram®, etc.) OR stream directly 
from a player on its own church website. Streaming 
on social media platforms can provide a number of 
benefits, including exposure to a wider potential 
audience. However, social media platforms also 
come with certain drawbacks, such as potentially 
subjecting a church to livestreaming terms and 
conditions that create additional liabilities for the 
church or otherwise reduce a church’s ability to 
maintain full control over its online broadcast.  

Many churches prefer social media platforms for 
streaming because their streaming services tend 
to be easy to implement and streamed footage can 
be as simple or complex as your church desires. 
Social media streaming platforms make it easy for 
users to watch content anywhere and anytime they 
want, and these platforms potentially allow a church 
to reach a broader audience. From Facebook® and 

Going Live! 
Livestreaming Services and Copyright Compliance

The Pros and Cons of  
Streaming on Social Media

royalty whenever their song is played on the radio, or 
at a restaurant, a retail establishment, OR as part of a 
livestreamed or pre-recorded virtual ministry event.  

Livestreaming platforms (like ZOOM®, YouTube® or 
Facebook®) generally do not have blanket licenses 
with the PROs that would cover a user’s use/
performance of multiple songs or copyrighted works 
over the platform. Therefore, a church ought to obtain 
a license with the appropriate PRO for each third-party 
recording they wish to use. The three major PROs all 
maintain searchable databases of covered recordings. 
A congregation interested in licensing a particular 
recording will need to search the databases to find 
which PRO applies, and then use the applicable PROs 
online platform to obtain the necessary license. These 
licenses are typically fairly cost efficient. In many cases, 
annual licenses for a particular song may cost anywhere 

between $2 and $25 USD on average. Please note that 
this range is only an estimate, and licensing rates for 
particular songs can vary widely.  

In order to search the main PRO databases for songs 
that your congregation may be interested in licensing, 
please see the following links to each PRO’s respective 
site and database:

ASCAP (officially the American Society of Composers, 
Authors, and Publishers): https://www.ascap.com/
repertory#/;  

SESAC (officially the Society of European Stage 
Authors and Composers): https://www.sesac.com/#!/
repertory/search;  

BMI: https://repertoire.bmi.com/ 

https://www.ascap.com/repertory#/;
https://www.ascap.com/repertory#/;
https://www.sesac.com/#!/repertory/search;
https://www.sesac.com/#!/repertory/search;
https://repertoire.bmi.com/
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Instagram® to YouTube® and Vimeo®, churches use 
major social media platforms for livestream services 
on a regular basis. 

Compliance with Social Media Platforms’ 
Terms & Conditions 

However, churches are often unaware of the 
significant drawbacks associated with using social 
media streaming services. In particular, under most 
major social media platforms’ terms of use, users 
do not own their own page or content. Further, 
a social media account user does not have any 
control over other videos and ads that may appear 
during their own video or stream. This can distract 
your audience, and potentially present third-party 
content that your audience views negatively – 
having the effect of creating a negative association 
with your content.  

In addition, social media platforms maintain 
stringent terms and conditions regarding 
intellectual property infringement and copyright 
licensing guidelines. Under such policies, content 
may be tagged or removed by social media 
platforms if believed to be unlicensed.  

Social media platforms regularly update their terms 
and conditions, including with respect to copyright 
policy and livestreaming guidelines. These 
updates are often pushed out by social media 
platforms with little notice and the responsibility 
falls on the user – or church in this case – to track 
those changes. It is easiest and most effective 
to have links to the terms and conditions for all 
major social media platforms your church is using 
bookmarked or otherwise saved.  

In addition, whoever maintains the social media 
accounts for the church should maintain active 
and current contact (including email address) 
and login information, and make this information 
readily accessible to other church leadership. 
When the designated account representative 
receives an email from social media platforms 
updating terms and conditions (including copyright 
and livestreaming policies), the designated 

representative should review the term changes 
and, if they have any questions or are unclear as 
to the effect, contact legal counsel to discuss and 
seek further guidance. They should also forward 
the update email to all other authorized users to 
ensure that they are aware of the changes. Any login 
information and other user credentials should always 
be made available to more than one authorized 
person within your church, or otherwise held on 
file within your church, so as to ensure that this 
information is always accessible to multiple people 
within your organization.  

For reference and by way of example, below please 
find links to the terms and conditions  
or major social media platforms often used 
by churches for streaming and digital 
broadcast services: 

Vimeo® (https://vimeo.com/terms)  
Selected Excerpt: “Section 5.1 - Copyright Policy: 
“You may only upload content that you have the 
right to upload and share. Copyright owners may 
send Vimeo a takedown notice as stated in our 
Copyright Policy if they believe Vimeo is hosting 
infringing materials. We will, in appropriate 
circumstances, terminate the accounts of 
persons who repeatedly infringe.” (last updated 
December 15, 2020) 

Facebook® (https://www.facebook.com/
communitystandards/intellectual_property/ 
Selected Excerpt: “Section 24 - Intellectual Property: 
“Facebook’s Terms of Service do not allow people 
to post content that violates someone else’s 
intellectual property rights, including copyright and 
trademark … Upon receipt of a report from a rights 
holder or an authorized representative, we will 
remove or restrict content that engages in copyright 
infringement.” (last updated November 2020)

YouTube® (https://support.google.com/
youtube/answer/3367684?hl=en)   
Selected Excerpt: “Copyright Issues with 
Livestreams - All live streams are scanned 
for matches to third-party content, including 
copyrighted content in the form of another 
live broadcast. When third-party content is 
identified, a placeholder image may replace 
your live stream. You’ll be warned to stop 
streaming the third-party content. If you comply 
with this warning and address the issues, your 
stream can continue. If the third-party content 
remains in your stream, your live stream will 
be temporarily interrupted or terminated.” (last 
updated December 2020)

Instagram® (https://about.instagram.com/blog/
tips-and-tricks/updates-and-guidelines-for-
including-music-in-video/)  
Selected Excerpt: “Updated Community 
Guidelines for Including Music in Video - As part 
of our licensing agreements, there are limitations 
around the amount of recorded music that can 
be included in Live broadcasts or videos.”

ZOOM® (https://zoom.us/terms)   
Selected Excerpt: “You may not post, modify, 
distribute, or reproduce in any way copyrighted 
material, trademarks, rights of publicity or other 
proprietary rights without obtaining the prior 
written consent of the owner of such proprietary 
rights. Zoom may deny access to the Services 
to any User who is alleged to infringe another 
party’s copyright. Without limiting the foregoing, 
if You believe that Your copyright has been 
infringed, please notify Zoom as specified here.” 
(last updated October 2020)

Churches must be aware of and adhere 
to social media platforms’ terms. The best 
way for churches to minimize risk when 
using social media platforms is to obtain the 
appropriate copyright licenses in advance of 
any online broadcast or stream.

The Perils of Automated Copyright 
Enforcement Programs  

Some platforms like Facebook® and YouTube® 
maintain automated copyright enforcement 
programs that deploy algorithms to scan and 
compare audio and music to a bank of existing 
copyright-protected content. For example, 
according to YouTube’s Terms & Conditions 
regarding copyright: 

“All live broadcasts are scanned for matches 
to third party content, including copyrighted 
content in the form of another live broadcast, 
like a sporting event. When third party content is 
identified, a placeholder image may replace your 
live broadcast until our system no longer detects 
third party content. In some cases, we may 
terminate your live broadcast.” 

In the event that copyright-protected content is 
detected by YouTube® Content ID program in 
a church’s livestream, the church will receive a 
notification and may even find itself subject to 
a temporary block depending on the severity 
and the frequency of the infraction. For more 
information about YouTube’s Content ID 
automated copyright enforcement program, 
please see here: YouTube® Content ID and 
Copyright Strike Basics.  

Given that the Facebook® and YouTube® 
algorithms are automated processes, and can 
be prone to technical errors, it is not uncommon 
for these scans to terminate live streams that 
were mistakenly marked as violating a protected 
copyright. This often occurs when a piece of 
licensed music plays for an extended period of 
time, or is used in the background of a live video. 
The good news is that platforms like YouTube® 
do provide a streamlined online process and 

https://vimeo.com/terms
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/intellectual_property/
https://www.facebook.com/communitystandards/intellectual_property/
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/3367684?hl=en
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/3367684?hl=en
https://about.instagram.com/blog/tips-and-tricks/updates-and-guidelines-for-including-music-in-video/
https://about.instagram.com/blog/tips-and-tricks/updates-and-guidelines-for-including-music-in-video/
https://about.instagram.com/blog/tips-and-tricks/updates-and-guidelines-for-including-music-in-video/
https://zoom.us/terms
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/3367684?hl=en
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2814000
https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2814000
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procedure (viewable by clicking on the above link) 
that allows users to successfully respond to any 
copyright infringement complaints or takedowns if 
they have been issued in error

Additionally, Facebook® and Instagram® have 
recently rolled out new technology to help its 
users identify when they are using copyrighted 
material and remedy potential infringement issues 
before the livestream is blocked or otherwise 
interrupted. During a livestream, notifications will 
pop up on the user’s screen informing the user of 
possible violations. The notification allows users 
the option of removing the tagged audio so they 
can avoid having the entire stream disrupted or 
taken down.

New Facebook® and Instagram® Restrictions 
on Music Use in Livestreams

Facebook®, which also owns Instagram®, recently 
issued new “Music Guidelines” that theoretically 
make it much riskier for churches (and any 
musicians for that matter) to use its platforms. The 
new “Music Guidelines” took effect on October 1, 
2020 and cover both Instagram® and Facebook® 
platforms, including the “Live” platforms used by 
many churches for livestreaming services. Under 
the new guidelines, clear restrictions on music 
include the following: 

• You are responsible for the content you post. 

• You may not use videos on our Products to 
create a music listening experience. 

• Unauthorized content may be removed. 

• You may not be able to post or access videos 
containing music in every country of the world. 

For reference, see: Facebook® Music Guidelines. 
These new guidelines also expressly state: “Use of 
music for commercial or non-personal purposes in 
particular is prohibited unless you have obtained 
appropriate licenses.” This theoretically applies 
to use of any music by a church in a livestream 
service or on any Facebook® platform as part of 

any other type of uploaded video or re-broadcast. 
Legal experts are still analyzing exactly how 
implementation of these new Music Guidelines 
will impact Facebook’s copyright enforcement 
behavior, and any unlicensed use of music 
continues to present a heightened degree of risk. 
Accordingly, it remains best practice for any church 
using Facebook® or Instagram® platforms to secure 
all necessary licenses in advance of using any 
music in online contentor livestreams. 

ZOOM® Also Maintains Strict Copyright 
Guidelines … Even Without Robots 

With the rapid expansion of virtual ministry 
services over the last year, ZOOM® has become 
a preferred livestream platform for many 
congregations. It provides many user-friendly 
features at cost-efficient rates.  

Because gatherings held on ZOOM® are 
accessed via an invitation link rather than 
public posting, some people incorrectly assume 
that livestreaming copyright permissions and 
restrictions do not apply when using the service. 
This is not true and it is critical to highlight that, 
under copyright law, ZOOM® is comparable 
to any other streaming platforms. This means 
that congregations must ensure that they have 
the correct licenses to use and play music in 
livestream performances broadcast via Zoom®.   

Notably, ZOOM® does not use artificial 
intelligence technology to independently detect 
copyright infringement, nor does it provide an 
automated copyright enforcement tool like the 
YouTube® Content ID program. However, this 
does not mean that ZOOM® places any less 
importance on copyright enforcement. ZOOM® 
maintains a detailed copyright policy that forbids 
any unauthorized use of a third-party’s copyright 
work (i.e., a song, a picture, etc.), and provides a 
detailed copyright infringement complaint form 
to handle alleged infringement claims. ZOOM® 
diligently enforces this copyright policy.

When streaming services via your church website, with 
proper licensing, you maintain complete control of 
your messaging and music. Unlike streaming through 
social media platforms, when a church uses its own 
website to stream its events and services, it can do so 
without unwanted outside advertising appearing in the 
stream or the threat of automated takedown notices. 

Services are available to help churches easily set 
up their own website to stream and archive their 
worship services and events for future playback. 
When using these services, churches are able 
to report their song usage to ensure songwriter 
royalties are paid out by the Performance Rights 
Organizations (PROs) or publishers. If a church owns 
its own songs and affiliates with a PRO, that church 
may receive royalty revenue when it logs its song 
usage. To this end, for churches that own their own 
original music (as opposed to merely using licensed 
music from third parties), streaming services and 
events through a church-run and operated website 
can have a number of benefits.  

Regardless of whether a church decides to use 
a social media platform and/or its own website 
for streaming services, it should always obtain in 
advance the appropriate licenses to use, stream, 
and perform music. 

By law, re-broadcasted or archived video needs 
additional licenses beyond those needed during a 
livestream. This is because the archived video becomes 
a distinct product comprised of both the video and the 
music. While a live performance license will allow the 
congregation to use the music during a livestream, it 
does not cover the re-broadcast or archived product. 
Therefore, a synchronization license is often used.

A synchronization license is an agreement 
between a copyright holder and the user to allow 
the user to “sync” the copyrighted material to the 
user’s video, so that the recorded material may 
be archived and rebroadcast.

For simplicity, synchronization licenses are included 
in certain licensing packages from CCLI and CCS.   
Under the CCS WORSHIPcast License, for example, 
a church is able to legally stream, live or on-demand, 
your performances of copyrighted music, including 
worship services, concerts and special events from 
your church website. Similarly, the CCLI Streaming 
License Add-On provides re-broadcast rights by 
allowing churches to legally post live-recorded 
worship services on their official site or other 
streaming platforms like YouTube® or Facebook®.  

The important caveat here, however, is that a 
church must have these specific types of CCS and 
CCLI streaming licenses or else they may not have 
the proper permissions to re-broadcast or stream 
archived recordings. A basic CCLI Church Copyright 
License by itself is not sufficient to stream or re-
broadcast recorded services unless the church also 
has the CCLI Streaming License Add-On.

Rebroadcasts and Archived 
Church Services Online

Streaming on Your Church  
Website as an Alternative

https://www.facebook.com/legal/music_guidelines
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DMCA rules. Upon receiving a DMCA take down 
notice, in order to avoid liability under the DMCA, 
the service provider must take down the content, 
and inform the “subscriber” (the poster of the 
content). This happens regardless of whether the 
service provider believes that the content may be 
original. However, the subscriber can then send a 
“counter notice” to contest the take-down. 

What information must be included in a DMCA 
notice? There are certain elements you need to 
make sure you include in a DMCA takedown notice. 
If you fail to include the necessary elements, the 
service provider may refuse to remove the material. 
Below is a list of the elements that need to be 
included in a DMCA notice: 

• Signature: The signature in the DMCA 
takedown notice should be from the owner of 
the copyright or the person authorized to act on 
behalf of the owner. 

• Identification of the Work Infringed: It is 
important that the DMCA takedown notice 
identifies the copyrighted work, or the work 
infringed. Identify the work by title or provide 
a link to a website or other location where the 
work is legally residing.  

• Infringing Activity and Location: Clearly 
identify how the work is being infringed upon 
and provide information that will allow the 
reader to locate it on the website, like a URL.  

• Contact Information: Make sure to include 
the contact information of the person sending 
the DMCA takedown notice. An address, email 
address, and/or telephone number is best.  

• Good Faith Belief: Include a statement addressing 
good faith belief, meaning that the notice sender 
believes that the material mentioned is not 
authorized by the copyright owner, its agent or  
the law. 

• Accuracy of Sender’s Statements: Include a 
statement affirming under penalty of perjury 
that the information in the notice is accurate 
and that the notice sender is authorized to act 
on behalf of the copyright owner. Providing 
false information and making a false claim is 
punishable under federal law, and those making 
false DMCA takedown notices can be sued 
and held civilly liable. From the time a DMCA 
notice is submitted targeting alleged copyright 
infringement, the content at issue is typically 
removed within about one week. Churches that 
wish to proactively defend their own copyrights 
against  infringement, the DMCA notice 
procedure can be leveraged as an enforcement 
tool. Alternatively, churches that end up on the 
receiving end of a DMCA notice have response 
options to rebut the takedown. These response 
or counter-notice options will be detailed in 
subsection below.

For copyright owners, the good news is that almost 
all major livestreaming sites and social media 
platforms currently offer streamlined online DMCA 
notice forms. These online forms include easy-to-
follow templates and simply require the copyright 
owner to fill in information in the required fields. This 
provides for very efficient copyright enforcement 
options depending on the particular platform at issue. 
For reference, the below summaries provide an 
overview of the particular DMCA notice procedures 
for the major online channels and social media 
platforms most often used by churches.

Sending a DMCA Notice to a Website  
You can send a DMCA takedown notice to a 
website yourself quite easily. Most websites 
have specific DMCA notice policies published 
on their site where you can find the site’s Terms 
of Service or Privacy Policy. In addition, you can 

DMCA stands for the Digital Millennium Copyright Act 
and was enacted in 1998 as an amendment to the 
United States Copyright Act in order to comply with 
two international treaties by WIPO (World Intellectual 
Property Organization) governing intellectual 
property rights. Although an interesting acronym, 
what does the DMCA actually do? 

In short, the DMCA may enable a victim of 
copyright infringement to remove the infringing 
content by sending a DMCA notice to the 
third-party website or Internet service provider 
displaying the content. 

This frequently results in the third-party website or 
Internet service provider taking down the content. 

The DMCA covers copyrighted material that could be 
infringed upon on the Internet, such as the following:

• Videos; 

• Written words like articles, books, lyrics, 
poetry, etc.;

• Audio files;  

• Music; 

• Artwork, photos and other images; and  

• Pictures or videos that you have posted on your 
social media accounts.

So how does a DMCA takedown work procedurally 
speaking? To begin, the copyright owner must first 
submit a DMCA notice. A DMCA notice is a written 
demand that informs an Internet service provider, 
web host, search engine, social media platform, or 
company that they are hosting content that infringes 
on a copyright. The service provider is exempted 
from liability for infringement, if and only if, the 
service provider complies with the steps in the 

The Digital Millennium Copyright  
Act (DMCA Provides Valuable  
Copyright Enforcement Tool)

The DMCA, Copyright Takedowns, & 
 Cease/ Desist Response Strategy

How to Send DMCA Notices to  
Popular Social Media Platforms?
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look for contact information for the web host 
or search engine online. There should be an 
email address or mailing address where you can 
send your DMCA takedown notice. You can also 
hire an experienced attorney or a DMCA agent 
to submit the DMCA takedown notice on your 
behalf; most intellectual property rights owners 
seek counsel, because they do not want to slip 
up in the process and want to ensure the proper 
measures are taken if a service provider fails 
to respond. 

Sending a DMCA Notice to YouTube®   
If your church has copyrighted material being 
infringed upon on YouTube®, you can choose 
to either submit a copyright takedown notice 
through their Webform or send in a DMCA 
takedown notice yourself, through your attorney 
or through a DMCA agent. However, it is 
important to consider fair use when evaluating 
whether an unauthorized use of a copyrighted 
video, logo or image is an infringement.  

Sending a DMCA Notice to Twitter®   
Unlike YouTube®, Twitter® does not have a 
webform to submit a copyright takedown. 
However, they do state in their rules and policies 
that they respond to copyright complaints 
submitted under the DMCA. However, it is 
important to consider Twitter’s Fair Use Policy 
when evaluating whether an unauthorized use of 
copyrighted material is an infringement.  

Sending a DMCA Notice to Facebook® 
and Instagram® 
Instagram® and its parent company, Facebook®, 
have an online form to submit DMCA copyright 
infringement claims. They claim that it is the 
fastest method to submit a DMCA takedown 
notice. However, they also provide the contact 
information for their designated DMCA takedown 
agent, found HERE. If you choose not to use 
their online form, keep in mind that you need to 
include a complete copyright claim.

For many churches, the prospect of receiving a 
DMCA notice alleging copyright infringement is 
daunting. With so many legal hoops to jump with 
respect to copyright law, churches may receive 
a DMCA notice due to an oversight or lack of 
awareness about licensing requirements. While 
this guidebook strives to help fill in those important 
blanks for churches, one must always be prepared 
and be able to anticipate what to do in the event 
they receive a DMCA takedown notice. Thankfully, 
the DMCA itself provides for a detailed counter-
notice procedure that allows the alleged infringer to 
fight back (if a valid legal argument exists to do so).  

First and foremost, do not be alarmed if content 
you’ve posted is suddenly removed as a result of a 
DMCA notice. If your hosting service or other online 
service provider (i.e., YouTube®, etc.) receives a DMCA 
takedown notice regarding your church’s content, it 
ordinarily will respond by removing the complained-
of material, and it will do this automatically without 
making any judgment about whether your content 
actually is infringing. However, the DMCA notice-and-
takedown procedures provide you with protection 
from a wrongful claim of copyright infringement. 

The DMCA requires your service provider to 
notify you promptly when it removes any of your 
content because of a takedown notice, and you 
have the right to submit a counter-notice asking 
that the material be put back up. 

There is no specific time limit for submitting 
a counter-notice, but you should not delay 
unreasonably in doing so. If you send a counter-
notice, your online service provider is required to 
replace the disputed content unless the complaining 
party sues you within fourteen business days of your 
sending the counter-notice. (Your service provider may 
replace the disputed material after ten business days 
if the complaining party has not filed a lawsuit, but it is 

But What If You Are on the  
Receiving End of a DMCA Notice

required to replace it within fourteen business days.) 

Before you send a counter-notice, though, you 
should consider carefully whether you are in fact 
infringing the complaining party’s copyright. There 
are two reasons for you to consider this carefully. 
First, the counter-notice requires you to state, under 
penalty of perjury, that you have a good faith belief 
that your material was wrongly removed. You do not 
want to make this claim lightly because it might come 
back to haunt you. Second, if the complaining party 
has a good infringement claim, sending a counter-
notice may trigger a lawsuit. If you are not prepared 
to stand up for your use of the copyright owner’s 
work in a lawsuit, you should think twice about firing 
back a counter-notice. That said, copyright owners 
sometimes send bogus takedown notices that have 
no basis in law or fact, which are meant solely to 
intimidate the target. A prompt counter-notice can 
make these empty threats go away for good. 

Some common bases for sending a counter-notice 
are that the complaining party does not own copyright 
in the work in question -- either because it is not 
covered by copyright or because someone else 
owns the copyright to it -- and that your use of the 
copyrighted work is a fair use. You should be extra 
careful when relying on a claim of fair use to justify 
sending a counter-notice. Determining whether 
something is a fair use often requires a complex, 
fact-specific analysis, and even lawyers have difficulty 
predicting what a court will say about fair use ahead 
of time. If you believe fair use might protect you, you 
should examine the four fair use factors carefully and 
consider contacting an intellectual property attorney. 
For reference, as detailed in Section I(D)(2) above, fair 
use is a factual determination that includes, but is not 
limited to, the following factors:

A.   The purpose and character of the use, including 
       whether such use is of a commercial nature or is 
       for nonprofit educational purposes; 

B.   The nature of the copyrighted work; 

C.   The amount and substantiality of the portion used 
in relation to the copyrighted work as a whole; and 

D. The effect of the use upon the potential market for 
or value of the copyrighted work. It is important 
to note that a work is not freely available for 
copying simply because it is out of print. The same 
determinants of fair use apply to these works. 

To work effectively and meet all requirements, your 
counter-notice must contain the following items:

• Your physical or electronic signature; 

• Your name, address, and phone number; 

• Identification of the material and its location 
before it was removed; 

• A statement under penalty of perjury that 
the material was removed by mistake or 
misidentification; 

• Your consent to the jurisdiction of a federal court 
in the district where you live (if you are in the U.S.), 
or your consent to the jurisdiction of a federal 
court in the district where your service provider is 
located (if you are not in the U.S.); and 

• Your consent to accept service of process from 
the party who submitted the takedown notice.

17 U.S.C. § 512(g)(3).  
Once again, if you or your church receive a DMCA 
takedown notice, it is important to not panic. Typically, 
this just means that a particular piece of content you 
posted online has been removed by the platform 
where it was posted. It is important to conduct an 
honest assessment of whether or not the DMCA 
notice was legitimate and made in good faith. If it was, 
sometimes the path of least resistance is to let it go 
and allow the content to remain deleted/disabled. If 
the content is important or valuable to your church, 
however, and you believe you have a good faith basis 
to file a counter-notice and challenge the removal, 
it is often prudent to consult with an experienced 
intellectual property attorney to provide counsel and 
offer assistance in doing so. 

https://support.google.com/youtube/answer/2807622?hl=en
https://help.twitter.com/en/rules-and-policies/fair-use-policy
https://www.facebook.com/help/190268144407210?helpref=uf_permalink
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Although possessing the correct copyright license is 
key for any church, simply obtaining such a license 
is not sufficient for a church to comply with copyright 
laws. Proper display of copyright information and 
attribution is also an important aspect of copyright 
compliance. In short, 

You need to provide adequate citation information 
when referencing a licensed song or other work.

As part of the CCS,CCLI, and CVLI terms and 
agreements, a licensee is responsible for including the 
copyright information on all songs reproduced under 
their respective licenses. The information that must be 
displayed includes the following: 

• The song title; 

• Writer credit(s); 

• Copyright notice (©); and 

• Your church’s applicable license number (CCS, 
CCLI, etc.).  

Here is an example of a correct display of  
copyright information:

“Hallelujah” words and music by Patrick Smith  
©2020 ABC Music Co.  
CCS/CCLI License # 0000

If you are uncertain of your church’s CCS or CCLI 
license number, you can find the number on your 
church’s CCS or CCLI License Certificate. 

In a printed format, for example a bulletin insert or 
song sheet, the copyright citation information only 
needs to be included at the top or bottom of the page. 
In computer/video projections or digital presentations, 
lyrics are shown several ways. Whether you show your 
lyrics a few lines at a time or you show the full song on 
the screen, 

You must include the copyright information at 
least one time for each song.

What’s in a Name? 
Copyright Citation Guidelines When Licensing Music/Content

Citing Licensed Third-Party  
Music and Audio-Visual Content

Practically speaking, this means that the video projection of 
lyrics must also show the copyright information on at least 
one slide of the song. In terms of stylization, the copyright 
information may be in a smaller font and a different color 
from the song lyrics so that it will not be distracting. For any 
notice, whether in printed or digital format, the copyright 
notice can be in a small font, so long as it is readable.

Another citation issue that frequently arises concerns the 
incorporation of another person’s sermon or other third-
party textual content into a sermon for your own church. 
Such content often falls outside of the scope of licensing 
rights provided by licensing organizations like CCLI and 
CCS, leaving churches in the dark as to how best to cite 
those sources. While there are no specific formats for how 
best to cite such third-party textual content or incorporate 
third party stories, certain more general rules of thumb 
apply and should be followed. Whether referencing a story 
featured in another pastor’s sermon or quoting a lyric from 
a Bruce Springsteen song, proper attribution should always 
be made – whether verbally or in writing. General rules of 
thumb to be followed include the following points; 

• Specific footnoting formats are not required. A sermon 
is not an essay, so it is NOT generally expected that 
you will footnote every time you use an idea from 
your research. (With respect to some Bible subjects, 
essay-style footnoting may still be explicitly asked for 
in order to demonstrate engagement with scholarship. 
But it’s not an integral part of the sermon genre and is 
generally NOT required when featured as part of a live 
worship service.) 

• If you quote someone’s EXACT WORDS in a sermon, 
you MUST acknowledge the source verbally for your 
audience. You do not need to name the specific 
journal, book, or publication, but must provide the 
author’s name at a minimum. Some examples: 

• Short quote: “Mike Frost puts it this way: …”; “Spurgeon 
once said: …” etc. 

• Long story read verbatim from a book/website etc.: 
“Let me read to you a story that’s told by Philip Yancey 
in his book, “What’s so amazing about grace?...” 

• When possible, paraphrase and convey third-
party stories in your own words. Keep VERBATIM 
QUOTATIONS to an absolute minimum. Normally, 
saying an idea in your own words is far better 
communication practice than quoting someone, 
unless it’s a particularly brief and powerful way of 
expressing the idea. Quotations that work well in 
essays usually fall flat in sermons, because listeners 
have to make a mental shift from your spoken syntax 
to an author’s written syntax. If using a verbatim 
quotation, verbally acknowledge the author and 
cite the author’s name and title of publication in any 
corresponding written materials presented during live 
worship.  

• Retelling STORIES FROM OTHER PEOPLE in your 
own words is generally much better than reading 
them from a book. (The main exception is where the 
way the author expresses it authentically reveals their 
emotions in a way that your retelling would not.) 

• Do not copy and paste EXEGETICAL EXPLANATIONS 
from websites like bible.org (even with attribution). 
Doing so can create additional copyright authorization 
usages and such use of exact quotations is often less 
powerful than presentation of original content in your 
own words. 

It is critical to emphasize that the above citation guidelines 
pertain to use of third-party content in sermons and related 
content used during live worship. Such use is generally 
permissible under the religious worship exemption 
under U.S. copyright law, and basic acknowledgement 
of the original author is likely sufficient. If seeking to use 
third-party sermons or other textual content outside the 
scope of live worship, the specific guidelines for proper 
attribution and authorized use become far more complex 
and can vary on a fact-specific, case-by-case basis. 
Therefore, if seeking to cite specific third-party textual 
content verbatim and at length in materials for your church 
outside of live worship, we recommend consulting with 
intellectual property counsel first to be sure your church is 
in compliance with applicable copyright laws. 

What About When You Reference 
Another Pastor’s Sermon or Another 
Third Party’s Textual Content?
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Beyond licensing considerations, livestreaming and 
digital broadcasting also raises questions about 
privacy rights and responsibilities. Sometimes, 
especially during public health crises, only a pastor 
or worship leader may be present during recording 
and livestreams. However, when livestreaming or 
recording a worship gathering with members of the 
congregation present, churches must be especially 
confidant of the privacy of those who are present.  

When people appear in public, they forfeit many 
of their privacy rights. However, even when 
attending a worship service that is open to the 
public, individuals may still have certain reasonable 
expectations of privacy. For example, while an 
altar call occurs in the context of a public worship 
service, someone may retain a reasonable 
expectation of privacy during that moment.  

As a society, we are particularly protective of  
the privacy rights of children. As a result,  
privacy concerns are heightened whenever  
a minor is involved.

Churches that record or livestream should consider 
taking the following actions to alleviate privacy 
concerns of church members, especially minors and 
vulnerable adults

Obtain Informed Consent. 
While it may be impractical to obtain written 
consent in every situation, there are some 
situations where written consent is reasonable. 
The key is “informed” consent. Consider placing 
signs at the entrance to the worship center 
that notify attendees that the service is being 
recorded. Remind worship leaders and others in 
attendance (i.e., choir members, instrumentalists, 
etc.) that they are being recorded and/or shown 
in the broadcast. Pay particular attention to 
service participants who are not regular worship 
leaders, such as families lighting an Advent 
wreath or participating in a baptism. Church 
leaders often meet with individuals prior to a baby 
dedication or baptism. This meeting is a good 
time to remind those individuals that the church 
normally records or livestreams the service and 

Streaming and Sensitivities 
Surrounding Privacy Rights

obtain their permission before doing so. Other 
participants may be informed (or reminded) of the 
recording when they are asked to serve. 

Provide Additional Announcements 
Confirming the Stream/Online Broadcast. 
If livestreaming or recording services are new 
for your church, make an effort to be extra 
communicative about that fact the first couple 
of weeks. Pastors and staff should consider 
making the announcement at a convenient time 
throughout the service, “if you’re joining us from 
home/on social media…” This may come at the 
beginning of the service, during a greeting time, 
or during announcements. It serves both to 
welcome worshippers who are joining virtually, 
and also to remind those in the room of the 
recording. Consider the effect that knowledge 
of being on camera might have with the worship 
experience and balance those concerns with 
the desire to allow those not physically in the 
building to participate in the worship service. 

Not Everyone Can or Wants to Consent. 
In certain instances, people in attendance 
may not be legally able to offer consent to 
be recorded, or otherwise do not wish to be 
broadcast.  Notably, for safety reasons, foster 
children are not allowed to be depicted on social 
media. Any church needs to be aware that a 
foster parent cannot consent to a foster child 

being part of a children’s choir or children’s 
sermon if it involves the child’s face being 
broadcast on social media. Another example 
of someone who may not want to be shown in 
a stream or recording is a victim of domestic 
abuse. In such an instance, that person 
may not want a current or former significant 
other to know his or her location. Churches 
should consider contingencies for these 
situations. Such contingences may include not 
broadcasting the portion of the worship service 
where children are on camera and/or providing 
a known section of seating that will never be 
on camera even if the cameras are panning the 
congregants during worship. 

Get Permission. 
Exercise particular care with minors. Avoid 
putting their names and images on the 
livestream, or, at the very minimum, proceed 
only with authorization from their parents or 
guardians. Also be mindful about personal prayer 
requests and health updates – these should only 
be streamed with the consent of the individual 
in question. For this reason, if livestreaming, it is 
usually best not to receive verbal prayer requests 
from congregants, as it may be too difficult to 
ensure that consent has been granted for a 
request to be raised or a person to be named.
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Summary of Best Practices: 
How Churches Can Conquer Copyrights and Digital Media

While the copyright landscape can appear somewhat 
convoluted and daunting at times amidst our 
increasingly digital world, churches can minimize 
risk and better protect themselves if they focus on 
fundamental copyright principles and best practices. 
Churches that broadcast, stream, or offer digital 
recordings of their services or events should be 
doubly aware of copyright issues. While churches are 
typically permitted to play and perform copyrighted 
songs during worship services, the law generally 
only extends to live, in-person performances. 
Another license is often required to play, perform, 
or otherwise use any copyrighted material in a 
recording or broadcast. This includes requiring a 
license to stream or digitally broadcast content in 
most cases. To minimize this risk or avoid licensing, 
some churches choose to limit their broadcasts to 
sermons and other non-copyrighted content. Others 
receive permission or purchase licenses to use 
copyrighted material.  

In all cases, at a minimum, it is best for churches to 
have an understanding of what copyright law does 
and does not protect, whereby they are able to 
astutely determine what licensing or other approvals 
may be necessary to use certain content or materials. 

Ultimately, whenever making copyright 
assessments, the inverse of the old adage holds 
true – “it is easier to get permission than it is to 
ask for forgiveness.” 

With this principle in mind, the following best 
practices are detailed to provide overarching 
guidance to churches as they tackle copyright 
licensing and all things digital in today’s rapidly 
evolving world. 

1. Register Copyrights for Original Works. 
If your church or ministry composes its own music 
or other creative content (from pictures to artwork 
on down), you should consider registering the 
copyrights for those works. Such registrations 
can bolster your church’s ownership claim and 
enforcement capabilities in and to the works. 

2. When in Doubt, Get Permission. 
The only sure way to avoid infringing on a 
creator’s rights is to obtain permission before 
using their work. Some authors grant permission 
freely. Others may charge a fee or may refuse 
to let you use their work at all. In addition, 
churches can use the following avenues to follow 
copyright laws:

A. Turn to the Public Domain. Only use 
materials that are not copyrighted.  
Some works are freely available because 
their copyrights have expired and they are 
considered part of the “public domain.”  

B. Obtain Permission from Copyright Owners. 
You may be able to locate the copyright 
owner using the information listed on the 
copyrighted material. If there is no copyright 
information listed, contact the publisher 
directly, since that organization may be the 
copyright owner. You may also search the 
records of the U.S. Copyright Office or the 
Copyright Clearance Center. Although you 
may obtain permission to use a work without 
paying a royalty, the process can be time-
consuming. Expect to wait four to six weeks 
for a response from the U.S. Copyright Office.

C. Remember NO Quantitative Metric or Rule 
Exists for Determining Fair Use. Churches 
should work to stay within “fair use” guidelines. 
Fair use allows the use of copyrighted material 
without the author’s permission for educational 
purposes, criticism, news reporting, and 
research. The original author must be credited 
for material used. However, there are no 
guidelines for how much of a protected work 
can be copied without permission or for 
determining the effect of copying on a work’s 
value. Notably, there is no set percentage or 
metric to determine fair use. NO 10% rule exists 
under U.S. copyright law. If it appears that your 
use of the work harms the owner’s ability to 
earn income from the work, a court may find 
that fair use does not apply. 

D. Buy Blanket Licenses That Cover Streaming. 
Blanket licenses allow the use of specific 
copyrighted work for certain purposes 
while the license is in effect. The licenses 
allow churches to use thousands or even 
millions of copyrighted songs and motion 
pictures, but they have limits. Be aware of 
what a license includes before making a 
purchase. Licensing companies such as 
Christian Copyright Solutions and Christian 
Copyright Licensing International may be 
helpful for your church.

E. Obtain a Legal Opinion. If the ministry 
has any questions about whether its use 
of copyrighted materials is legal or not, 
it should obtain a formal opinion from 
a licensed attorney with experience in 
intellectual property law. The intellectual 
property attorneys at Buchanan Ingersoll & 
Rooney PC who assisted with the preparation 
of this Guidebook remain available to 
provide further information in the event your 
church or ministry wishes to engage counsel. 
Their contact information is provided below 
for reference. However, choice of counsel 
is certainly not limited in any way and it is a 
decision to be made at your discretion.

Although there are a few limited exceptions to 
copyright protection, your church or ministry should 
always investigate the copyright status of any literary, 
musical, dramatic, or audiovisual works before 
using them. Simply giving credit to the creator of 
copyrighted works used in a bulletin or program is no 
defense against charges of copyright infringement. 
With these guidelines in mind as discussed more 
fully herein, we hope that member churches and 
ministries move forward better informed about 
copyright licensing and digital strategies and find the 
information provided useful as a reference.

https://www.copyright.gov/
http://www.copyright.com/
https://christiancopyrightsolutions.com/
https://us.ccli.com/
https://us.ccli.com/
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Express Disclaimer 

This Guidebook provides churches and affiliated religious entities with a general overview of 
copyright law and suggests useful practices for the handling of copyright and digital media 
issues in the virtual ministry setting. This information should not be construed as legal advice 
or legal opinion on specific facts, or representative of the views of the Western Pennsylvania 
Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church (“WPAUMC”) or any of its lawyers, unless 
so stated. This is not a definitive statement on the subject but a tool, providing practical 
information for the reader. We hope that you find this material useful.

Content prepared in partnership  
with Buchanan Ingersoll & Rooney

The information included in this document is accurate as of February 2021.


