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Be aware that copyright law is a moving target. The following names by best understanding at this moment, 

after some significant research over the past two years. This should put you in pretty good stead, though I’ll 

point out that I am not an attorney. 

What is Copyright? 

Copyright is a form of protection provided by the laws of the United States (title 17, U.S. Code) to the authors 

of “original works of authorship,” including literary, dramatic, musical, artistic, and certain other intellectual 

works. This protection is available to both published and unpublished works. 

The Copyright Owner has the right: 

 To reproduce the work. 

 To prepare derivative works. 

 To distribute copies of the work.  

 To perform the work publicly. 

 To display the copyrighted work publicly. 

 In the case of sound recordings, to perform the work publicly by means of a digital audio transmission. 

A copyright holder may grant permission or license anyone else to do these things without affecting the holder’s 

ownership of the copyright. 

When is a work copyrighted? 

Copyright protection subsists from the time the work is created in fixed form. That is, when it is put in writing, 

on film or in some other tangible form. 

There is no requirement for notice or official registration, although registration is necessary in order for a claim 

of infringement to be made.  

Who can claim a Copyright? 

 The author. 

 An employer, in the case of a “work for hire.” 

Protected works 

 Literary works 

 Musical works 

 Dramatic works 

 Pantomimes and choreographic works 

 Pictorial, graphic and sculpted works 

 Motion pictures 

 Sound recordings 

 Architectural works 

What’s Not Protected? 

 Works not fixed in a tangible form – i.e. a song not written down or recorded. 

 Titles, names, short phrases and slogans. 

 Facts, ideas, procedures, methods, systems, processes, concepts, principles, discoveries. 

 Works consisting entirely of information that is common property – i.e. a standard calendar. 

 Works that are created by a US government employee or officer as part of their official duties. 

 

 



How Long Does it Last? 

 For works published before 1923, original copyright protection of 75 years has expired. Works are in the 

Public Domain.  

 Works published 1923 thru 1978 have a maximum copyright protection of 95 years from year published. 

(New Public Domain dates begin in 2019.) 

 For works, copyright protection lasts the life of the longest surviving author plus 70 years.  (New Public 

Domain dates begin in 2049) 

 Essentially ALL Sound Recordings are under copyright protection until February 15, 2067, in the United 

States. 

What Does This Mean To UUFB? 

When a copyright is in effect, churches need to be careful to respect the rights of the owner and either  

 request and receive permission to use a work,  

 purchase the right to use the work from the copyright holder  

 or purchase a blanket license that authorizes use of a library of copyrighted works. 

Exceptions 

Fair Use 

The legitimate use of a small portion of a copyrighted work for such purposes as criticism, comment, 

news reporting, teaching, scholarship or research. 

For example, a TV film critic may legitimately show a clip from a film as a lead-in to making comments 

about the film. 

Fair Use Factors 

 Purpose and character of the use. Is it for profit? Is the use merely a jumping off point? 

 Nature of the work. An encyclopedia can be expected to be drawn from more than a song. Is the 

work out-of-print? 

 The amount and substantiality used. Is it a little or a lot? There is no “word count” or formula, 

however. 

 The effect on the potential market. Would there be a financial impact if everybody did it? 

Religious Service Exception 

“Performance of a non-dramatic literary or musical work or of a dramatico-musical work of a religious 

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

shall not constitute infringement of copyright. 

This does not cover copying music, performing secular dramatic works, or the performance of live or 

recorded music outside of services, even music immediately before or after the service. 

Breaking it down: 

1. Types of copyrights: Only musical works and non-dramatic literary works (like poems, prose, short 

stories, books, periodicals) are exempt. 

2. Types of rights: Only "public performance" and "public display of the works are covered. 

3. Location and setting: During the course of services at a place of worship or other religious assembly.  

This means that you do not have to get permission from the copyright owner or pay royalties to  

 - perform music within a religious service 

 - or display the lyrics of a work within a service. 

(KT note: This info on displaying lyrics in a service is a newer understanding expressed by Christian Copyright Solutions. 

This is their arena. I tend to trust them, though there is always a disclaimer about legal advice.) 



The rights covered by Religious Service Exemption, “performance” and “display” rights, are only two of 

the six rights of the copyright owner. The copyright owner retains the exclusive rights to reproduce, 

distribute, make a derivative work, or perform a digital sound recording through digital transmission. 

Infringement Penalties 

 For civil copyright infringement, the law allows for $750 to $30,000 penalty per work infringed. For willful 

infringement a court may award up to $150,000 per work infringed. 

 Willful copyright infringement can result in criminal penalties of up to $250,000 and five years 

imprisonment. 

Problem Areas for Churches 

 Copying sheet music. 

 Projecting copyrighted texts or images on a screen (pictures from a children’s books, for example). 

 Playing recordings outside of services. 

 Creating arrangements or derivative works of copyrighted music for public use.  

 Rehearsal recordings 

 Showing videos to groups within the church. 

 Recording church services for broadcast or for congregants’ use. 

Copying Music 

 Copying music out of books or from sheet music (for any reason) is a copyright infringement. 

 Writing or typing the lyrics of a song and distributing the words in the bulletin or on a song sheet is an 

infringement. 

 It is also an infringement to put a copyrighted text, cartoon or image in the church newsletter. 

Projecting “Printed” Music  

 Creating a PowerPoint slide or a transparency for an overhead projector is an infringement if the work is 

copyrighted. 

 Projecting a lawfully purchased piece of sheet music using an opaque projector (or projection from a camera 

focused on the music itself in the moment) – i.e. displaying music in real time-  is not an infringement.  

(KT note: I wouldn’t recommend using this path. Best to simply get permission.) 

Showing Videos 

 Most commercial videos are licensed for home use only. Renting a movie to show the youth group or in the 

nursery is typically a copyright violation. 

 Use of a clip from a major motion picture in a church service may be “fair use,” but is not clearly so. The 

makers of The Hobbit may argue that even 30 seconds of the movie is “substantial” because of the expense 

and effort needed to produce that much finished film.  

Recording Services 

 Performance of copyrighted music of a religious nature in a church service is covered by the religious 

services exemption but making a recording of the service is not. 

 Broadcast of copyrighted material on television or radio is an infringement unless the station has the proper 

license. It is your responsibility to check! 

Streaming Services 

The Religious Service exemption does NOT cover the re-transmission of services over the internet. If a 

church’s services include copyrighted music, permission from each copyright owner and/or a Church Streaming 

License is required to webcast or stream those services. 



Options for Churches 

 Use only material that is original or in the public domain. 

 Request permission from copyright owners before material is used. 

 Purchase blanket licenses that give you rights to use a body of copyrighted works. 

Church Copyright License ( 

 Christian Copyright Licensing International sells annual licenses to churches to grant legal authorization to 

use more than 150,000 songs for congregational use.  

 Covers putting song lyrics in bulletins, on screens and recording worship services for shut-ins, missionaries, 

etc. 

 Of limited use to UU congregations. Doesn’t cover enough of the music UU congregations typically use.  

(I include it here because you may hear about other congregations using this. “In our church we…”) 

Church Performance License 

 A performance license allows the church to perform music and play recordings outside of services.  

o music played or performed at camps, dances, picnics, dinners, youth events, dance classes, 

fundraisers, wedding receptions, coffee shops, concerts, retirement home visits, before and after 

services…. 

 Christian Copyright Solutions’ PERFORMmusic license allows the church to legally play and perform more 

than 17 million songs from ASCAP, BMI and SESAC. All genres are covered, from Contemporary 

Christian and Gospel to Rock, Country, Holiday, Patriotic, Pop, Children’s music and more.  

To view the songs covered, simply visit each Performance Rights Organization's Repertory page and search 

their catalogs.  

 No reporting is required (except for add-on ticketed events - you can purchase a separate license per event 

and so charge admission) 

 Cost varies based on size of congregation.  

 Church size of 1-199  = $199/year 

 www.christiancopyrightsolutions.com 

Church Video License 

 CCLI and the Motion Picture Licensing Corp. (MPLC) have partnered to offer churches licenses to show 

copyrighted videos. 

 Two license types – one covers titles that focus on religious and family themes, the other also adds videos 

from most major movie studios. 

 Some fine print: 

o The license does not allow admission fees. 

o The church video license allows the church to show films covered by the license and to advertise a 

title to its intended audience (i.e. congregants) but does not allow the church to advertise a 

specific film to the general public without either permission or a separate case-by-case license.  

 So, for example, the church could advertise a Black History Month Movie Night to the 

general public, but could not advertise that it will be showing “12 Years a Slave.”   

 The church could, however, communicate to congregants in the church newsletter that it will 

be showing “Frozen” for its R.E. Family Movie Night. 

http://www.christiancopyrightsolutions.com/


 Video license cost varies by church size. 

 Church size of 1-499   

 $225/year for “Total Producer” package. 

 www.cvli.com 

 visit http://cvli.com/producers/total-package/   to see which Studios (650+) are covered by the license. 

Web-streaming License 

 The WORSHIPcast license allows you to webcast your performances of copyrighted music of 17 million 

songs (ASCAP, BMI, SESAC) - live or on-demand. It also covers concerts and studio recordings of your 

worship team.  

 The WORSHIPcast does not cover downloading of music. Webcasting of master recordings or 

accompaniment tracks requires additional licensing. This license is for performances only, and does not 

cover duplication of copyrighted materials (like CD’s played in the service). 

 WORSHIPcast license cost varies by church size. 

 Church size of 1-199 

   $250 annual fee, $25 one time set up fee . 

 www.christiancopyrightsolutions.com 

Web Resources 

 Public Domain info: http://www.pdinfo.com/Copyright-Law/Copyright-Law.php  

 Copyright Basics for Musicians: http://www.gcglaw.com/resources/entertainment/music-copyright.html 

 http://www.premiumbeat.com/resources/music-copyright-laws-the-basics 

 The Internet and Musical Copyright Law: http://cyber.law.harvard.edu/fallsem98/final_papers/Tada.html 

 Various Factsheets: http://www.christiancopyrightsolutions.com/factsheets/ 

 Copyright law can be confusing but is designed to protect writers, composers and others who enrich our 

culture. 

 Churches need to be examples of integrity in action. 

Steps/Recommendations  

 Purchase Annual Music Performance and Video licenses.  

 Seek permission to use copyrighted material not covered by the licenses!  

o To project copyrighted images or to reprint text or lyrics, to create musical arrangements, etc.   

o When in doubt, ask! 

o Keep copies of all permissions. 

 Bring music files into copyright compliance. (Get rid of those illegal photocopies in the files.) 

 Encourage creation of original material.  

 Service recordings - record only original material, works in the public domain, works which that you have 

permission to record. 

 Verify the public domain status of a work: locate a printed copy with a copyright date. 

 Be clear with your incoming minister as to who holds the rights to works produced by the minister while 

serving the congregation.  

http://www.cvli.com/
http://cvli.com/producers/total-package/
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The UUA Model Letter of Agreement with a called minister includes simply the following section:  

3.10. Intellectual Property  

All notes, research, sermons, and other products of the minister’s work shall be the sole property of 

the minister.  

 Draft Mutual Right to Use Copyrighted Work documents (or otherwise spell out in writing the intellectual 

property ownership) for each staff person who creates copyrightable work. 

Below is the agreement from my internship in Wayland, MA. 

 

 MUTUAL RIGHT TO USE COPYRIGHTED WORK 

 

During his internship with First Parish Unitarian Universalist Church in Wayland (“First Parish”), Kevin 

Tarsa (“Kevin”) shared sermons, stories, musical compositions (?)  and other copyrighted works (the “Works”) 

with the congregation, many, but not all, of which were initially created on its behalf as works for hire.    

In warm appreciation of his service as its intern, First Parish hereby grants Kevin a royalty-free, 

perpetual, non-exclusive license under all of the intellectual property rights First Parish possesses in the Works 

(exclusive of trademarks, tradenames and service marks).  Kevin’s rights shall include, by way of example, but 

not of limitation, the right to publish any or all of the Works, the right to deliver, perform or record any of the 

Works in other venues or to have others do so, the right to post any of the Works on websites of his choosing, 

and the right to modify, translate or abridge the Works for such purposes. Kevin shall have no obligation to 

share any proceeds of his use with First Parish. 

In recognition of the possibility its congregation may wish to make continued use of his Works from 

time to time, Kevin hereby grants First Parish a royalty-free, perpetual, non-exclusive license under all of the 

intellectual property rights Kevin possesses in the Works (exclusive of trademarks, tradenames, and service 

marks).   The rights of First Parish shall include, by way of example, but not of limitation, the right to provide 

copies of any or all of the Works to the congregation and staff, the right to store copies of the Works in the 

church archives, the right to deliver or record any of the Works in worship, teaching, or celebration at First 

Parish, the right to post any of the Works on the First Parish Website, the right to publish any of the Works in 

whole or in part for congregational or historical purposes, and the right to abridge the Works or translate them 

into other media for such purposes. First Parish shall have no obligation to share any proceeds of its use with 

Kevin. 

This arrangement is a part of Kevin’s Ministerial Agreement with First Parish, and shall apply to all 

Works of Kevin’s own authorship created for, delivered to or performed at First Parish between August 22, 

2011 and June 22, 2012. 


