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P
erhaps you’ve already noticed the 
problem. Your team has decided to add 
a camera and begin recording your 
worship service, or maybe you’ve been 
recording for years but have switched to 

HD, when it becomes evident that the lighting in your 
house of worship does not work on video. Maybe it’s 
even worse, perhaps you noticed the problem and 
spent hundreds of dollars on new lighting fixtures 
and it still doesn’t look right. Now what?
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Thinking  
in a New Light
ConsiderAtions when lighting for video 
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The first thing to understand is that most church lighting 

systems are based on a theater approach to lighting. If you 

could take a look inside a typical television studio, you would 

notice there are some differences. Looking at broadcast light-

ing, and also examining a church in Brandon, MS that designed 

their lighting from day one to work with video, this article will 

discuss some fairly simple solutions to make existing lighting 

more comparable to professional video standards.

In the StudIo
I’ve worked in the television industry for more than 25 years 

and been in different studios. You may be surprised to find that 

your house of worship has some of the same type of fixtures. 

You might find small spotlights called ellipsoidals in use. These 

are common in studios but rarely used to light people. They are 

generally used for set lighting. Your church may even use fresnel 

lights with their distinct circular lens. These are sometimes used 

for lighting people but you have to use some type of diffusion, 

which we will cover that later.

One major difference between broadcast setups and most 

churches is that lights are hanging much lower on poles from 

the ceiling. The theory is to optimally light a person’s face by 

getting the angle of the light closer to the camera lens. This 

creates less shadow in the eyes and under the chin. A lighting 

manual would say the lights should be less than a 45 degree 

angle from the line created from the subject’s face to the lens 

of the camera.

Another major difference between the two are broadcast stu-

dios use big rectangular banks of lights called soft light, which 

can be fluorescent or LED. You may have even seen fabric 

hoods placed in front of another light to make it a “soft box”. 

The idea here is to create a light that has almost no shadows. 

Think of the difference between a frosted and non-frosted bulb 

in your living room lamp.

Those are two very important and often overlooked compo-

nents to lighting for video; lower angles and softer light.

FIndIng the Key
In photography, film and video, there is a basic set up for 

lighting, sometimes referred to as “three point lighting”. These 

three points are the lights that hit the subject, called a key light 

and fill lights. There are lots of variations on this set up but it 

gives you an idea of what may be lacking.

The light coming from the front is called the “Key”. This will 

often be the strongest light and least diffused light, and it may 

cause some shadows on the subject. The softer lights brought 

in from the sides to help eliminate these shadows are the “fills”. 

The use of keys and fills from different angles helps to give 

depth to the camera’s subject.

This type of lighting makes a person look good but can be 

kind of flat unless you add one more point; a back light. Back light 

helps to give a slight ring of light around a person’s head and is 

sometimes called a “hair light”. From a video standpoint, this helps 

separate a person from the background by adding dimension. 
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doIng It well In MISSISSIppI
Pinelake Church in Brandon, 

MS, is a multi-site congregation 

with four satellite campuses 

surrounding the Jackson MS 

area. They average 9000 on 

Sundays between all 4 sites. 

The key to keeping this large 

group feeling like one body 

is their video ministry. All the 

campuses have Pastor Dr. Chip 

Henderson streamed via HD 

direct to their campus, so the 

lighting has to be done well. 

Pastor Chip told me when 

they designed the main sanctuary, they 

always had video in mind, which meant 

the lighting system was designed with 

a couple specific features. The first is 

that no lights point straight down on the 

speaker, so there is a better 

lighting angle in relation to 

the stage. The second is that 

lights focus more on either 

side of the speaker, creating 

fill lights. They don’t simply 

come from straight ahead 

which is common in theater 

style lighting.

They always think in 

terms of three point light-

ing, and every light has 

diffusion. 

dIFFuSIon IS the Key
What every television 

lighting tech knows, and 

houses of worship often 

miss, is diffusion. I keep 

mentioning it because it is 

the key to a good look. In 

the studio, diffused lighting 

is provided by soft lights 

and soft boxes. These are 

wide, soft lights that either 

use a different kind of 

light or place some type of 

opaque material in front of 

the lamps.

At Pinelake, diffused 

lighting is created by plac-

ing a small frame with a 

piece of diffusion material 

that fits in front of the camera 

lenses. 

Because lights get so hot, 

it’s always best to buy com-

mercial diffusion material. The 

same companies that make 

colored “gel” material for your 

lights also make diffusion. For 

example, Rosco Laboratories 

offers Tough Frost, Tough Silk 

and Diffusion. GAM Products 

has GAMFusion, and Lee Filters 

has Diffusion, Spun and Frost. 

All diffusion fabrics have 

different grades of how much 

light shines through, and some diffu-

sion material also has a bit of color to 

it. There is a balance to the amount and 

type of diffusion that you need. If the 

material is too thin, it will soften the light 

too much or even spread the 

light out too much. If you 

want to soften up a person’s 

light for video but still want 

the background to be a little 

darker than your subject, 

you need a diffusion fabric 

that’s less opaque or a lower 

density. This may take a little 

experimentation to get the 

balance right.

the bottoM lIne
If you are making the 

jump to video or trying 

to make your video look 

better, take a cue from video 

professionals. Find a way to 

bring the angle of the lights 

down. That can mean moving 

the light back to a lower bar 

or maybe investing in some 

poles that will bring the light 

lower. Also think about the 

three point lighting. Is there a 

way to get lights to the sides 

of your speaker. Finally and 

maybe most importantly, look 

for ways to diffuse and soften 

some of those harsh lights. 

Jeff Chaves is an ordained minister and the 
Chief Creative Officer of Grace Pictures Inc.
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