
KnowHOW

WHEN HAVING A CONVERSATION 
about lighting, the vast majority of the 
conversation – if not the entirety – will 
be focused on what is seen and used 
on stage. The discussion will often 
revolve around the colouring of the 
stage, lighting subjects adequately 
for IMAG or broadcast, the ability 
to achieve certain lighting effects, 
and the list goes on. Many houses 
of worship feature auditorium 
lighting installations that are purely 
utilitarian, and chances are that using 
congregational lighting purposefully is 
nothing more than a far-off dream.

In theatre, there is the concept of 
the ‘fourth wall’ – an invisible barrier 
that exists between the stage and 
audience. That barrier often remains 
unbroken, though there certainly are 
performances where the fourth wall 
is broken intentionally, such as when 
a performer directly references the 
audience. In film or television, the 
fourth wall is the camera lens, and as 
in theatre, can also be intentionally 

broken. This concept of separation is 
reinforced visually in that the stage 
area usually remains lit while the 
audience area most often is dimmed 
completely out, as well as the physical 
separation between audience and a 
cinema screen or television.

In houses of worship, however, the 
concept of the fourth wall doesn’t 
necessarily exist. The primary 
purpose of the service is to help 
usher congregants towards a spiritual 
encounter, and attendees participate 
in the service through singing, prayer, 

reflection, giving and more. As such, 
congregational lighting can be a 
valuable tool worthy of consideration 
when constructing, renovating, or 
upgrading a church auditorium. 
When used in tandem with the stage 
lighting, the worship experience can be 
strongly enhanced. In my experience, 
there are three specific qualities of 

congregational lighting where blending 
it with stage lighting can be achieved 
very effectively. 

Colour temperature

We all know the difference in 
our perception and feeling of an 
environment based on the way that 

the location is lit. Hospitals and large 
warehouse-style facilities are often 
lit with very cold colour temperature 
fluorescent tubes. These lamps are 
inexpensive to purchase and operate, 
but they feel rather industrial and 
unwelcoming. Many older houses 
of worship are also lit this way. By 
contrast, mall retail stores, cafés, 
and restaurants are typically lit 
with warm colour temperature 
incandescent lamps. Though more 
expensive to operate, they produce 
a sense of warmth and are inviting, 
thereby encouraging customers to 
stay longer (and buy more!). Many 
newer houses of worship have warm, 
inviting congregational lighting fixtures 
installed. 

It is possible to find houses of worship 
on both sides of the colour temperature 
coin. Often those with colder lighting 
are older facilities and many won’t even 
have dedicated stage lighting installed. 
In those that do, you will notice the 
extreme difference between the stage 
lighting and congregation lighting 
because most stage lighting fixtures 
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KnowHOW

operate a warm colour-temperature 
lamp or – if using an LED source – will 
often simulate the colour temperature 
of an incandescent source.

Therefore, my first recommendation 
when trying to blend congregational 
and stage lighting is to work with 
fixtures and instruments that use 
similar colour temperature lamp 
sources. That way the musicians, 

speakers and others on stage will 
have the same appearance as the 
congregation when you look around the 
auditorium. Houses of worship typically 
want to be warm and welcoming to 
attendees, so I would recommend 
staying away from fluorescent or other 
cold temperature sources. Lighting the 
auditorium this way will give the entire 
space a more uniform feel.

Dimming

A worship service will have elements 
that are communal and others that 
are personal. There will be portions 
where a speaker wants to be able to 
see the congregation clearly, as well 
as other portions where the service 
element is highly personal and 
reflective. Whatever they may be, each 
of these elements can be enhanced 
by adjusting both the stage and 
congregational lighting.

My second recommendation is to 

install an auditorium lighting system 
that is dimmable either on its own, or 
even better, integrated into the lighting 
control system. This will allow you to 
subtly change the overall brightness of 
the auditorium throughout the service 
as desired. If the system is installed 
in zones, you will also gain the ability 
to isolate portions of the auditorium 
according to the size of particular 
events, which can increase the sense 
of intimacy for smaller numbers of 
attendees in a large room. 

Another example is that some houses 
of worship will dim the congregational 
lighting during the time of praise and 
worship. Though this is an active, 
communal part of a service, it is also 
highly personal, reflective and a time 
of personal response, so dimming the 
congregational lighting can help isolate 
the worshipper from the distractions 
of the rest of the congregation. During 
the message, speakers will often want 
to connect visually with congregants 
and see who they are speaking to, 
so auditorium lighting will be made 
brighter for that portion of the service. 

Having the congregational lighting 
control system integrated with the 
stage lighting control system will allow 
transitions between lighting states on 

stage and in the congregation to be 
programmed together and therefore 
designed together – eliminating the 
distraction of turning the lights full on 
and off as with a switching system. 

Colour

Colour temperature and dimming 
capability will be the two simplest 
considerations when looking to improve 
the blend of stage and congregational 
lighting. If renovating or building a 
new facility, however, you may want 
to consider the installation of fixtures 
that allow for colour mixing, such as 
Chroma-Q Inspire RGBW fixtures. Not 
only will you be taking advantage of 
the power savings provided by LED, 
but you will have the additional benefit 
of being able to colour-coordinate the 
congregation lighting with the stage 
lighting, providing a more immersive 
environment for congregants. 

One advantage of colour mixing 
fixtures is the ability to adjust the 
colour temperature of the auditorium 
on an event-by-event basis. If desiring 
to create a feeling of coldness or 
warmth, the colour temperature can 
easily be adjusted through the control 
system.

Another advantage of these fixtures 
is the ability to wash the auditorium in 
an almost infinite number of colours. 
Recall the effect that colour has 
on portraying and evoking certain 
moods and feelings. Do a quick 
internet search on the psychology of 
colour, and you will find thousands of 
resources. I encourage you to read 
through articles covering the use of 
coloured lighting in interior design, 
residential lighting, retail lighting, and 
other applications to gain some ideas 
and understanding of how you can 
effectively integrate colour into your 
congregational lighting.

With the ability to add colour to the 
entire auditorium, the congregational 
seating area becomes an extension of 

the stage and, when used effectively, 
can reinforce the communal aspects 
of the worship experience and break 
down the barrier that can sometimes 
be unintentionally created. 

I hope that this has shown how 
congregational lighting can be 
intentionally used to enhance the 
worship service environment and 
experience, as well as given you 
some points of consideration when 
thinking through or planning your 
congregational lighting. Blending 
stage and congregational lighting 
doesn’t have to be a big production, 
distracting the congregation. When 
done right, it can be achieved subtly, 
be emotionally moving, and lead 
worshippers into a deeper experience. 
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