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THE ART OF PIANO ACCOMPANIMENT: RECREATING THE SOUND OF HILLSONG'S
"OCEANS"

There are few modern worship songs that have captured the hearts of congregations and musicians
quite like "Oceans (Where Feet May Fail)" by Hillsong United. Since its release, this powerful anthem
has become a staple in churches worldwide, and for pianists, mastering the accompaniment piano
for Oceans Hillsong is both a rewarding challenge and a profound ministry opportunity. The song's
dynamic build, emotional depth, and spacious texture make it a perfect canvas for pianists who
want to develop their skills in contemporary worship accompaniment. Whether you are playing for a
Sunday morning service, a small group gathering, or a personal moment of worship, understanding
how to approach this piece with sensitivity and skill is essential.

UNDERSTANDING THE STRUCTURE OF "OCEANS" FOR PIANO ACCOMPANIMENT

Before diving into specific techniques, it  is important to understand the song's structure. "Oceans"
follows a progressive dynamic arc that moves from a quiet, intimate verse to a powerful, declarative
bridge and final chorus. When playing accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong, you must be aware
of these transitions. The song is typically in the key of D major, which lies comfortably under the
hands for most pianists. The chord progression is relatively simple, revolving around D, A, Bm, and
G, but the magic lies in how you voice these chords and when you choose to add intensity.

The Role of the Piano in Worship Settings
In a full band context, the piano often serves as the harmonic and textural anchor. However, for
many smaller church settings or solo piano performances, the accompaniment piano for Oceans
Hillsong must carry both the melodic and harmonic weight. This means you need to develop a touch
that is both supportive and expressive. The piano should not overpower the vocals but should gently
guide the congregation through the emotional journey of the song. Understanding your role as an
accompanist is the first step toward playing this piece effectively.

ESSENTIAL CHORD VOICINGS FOR A RICH ACCOMPANIMENT

One of the most effective ways to elevate your accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong is to move
beyond simple root position chords. The song's ethereal and spacious quality calls for open voicings,
suspended chords, and strategic use of inversions. For example, in the verse, try playing a D chord
with the fifth (A) in the bass, or use a Dsus2 chord to create a more open, waiting sound. The Bm
chord can be voiced with an added A note to create a Bm7, which adds a gentle tension that
resolves beautifully into the G chord. These subtle harmonic choices make your accompaniment feel
more professional and emotionally resonant.

Using Suspended Chords to Build
Atmosphere
Suspended chords are your best friend when playing "Oceans." The line "Spirit lead me where my
trust is without borders" is a perfect place to use a Dsus4 resolving to D. This creates a sense of
longing and anticipation that mirrors the lyrics. When playing accompaniment piano for Oceans
Hillsong, practice moving between D, Dsus4, and Dsus2 smoothly. This adds a layer of sophistication
without being distracting. The congregation will not necessarily notice the technical change, but
they will feel the emotional depth it brings.

DYNAMIC CONTROL AND PEDALING TECHNIQUES

Dynamic control is arguably the most critical skill for playing this song. The verse should feel like a
whisper, with the sustain pedal used sparingly to create a clean, intimate sound. As the song builds
into the chorus, you can begin to use more pedal and fuller voicings. The bridge, with its iconic "You
call  me out upon the waters" section,  demands a significant dynamic shift.  This  is  where your left
hand can begin to play fuller octaves or even broken tenths to create a sense of swelling power.
When practicing accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong, spend time mapping out your dynamic
plan. Know exactly where you will get louder and where you will pull back.

The Art of the Pedal: Creating a Wash of
Sound
Many pianists make the mistake of over-pedaling in slow worship songs. For "Oceans," a clear but
connected sound is  ideal.  Try using a half-pedal  technique or  a  flutter  pedal  to  keep the harmony
from becoming muddy. In the bridge, you can use a full pedal for the big chords, but make sure to
clear  it  completely  on  the  chord  changes  to  maintain  clarity.  The  sustain  pedal  is  not  an  on-off
switch  but  a  tool  for  shaping  the  sound.  Mastering  this  will  dramatically  improve  your
accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong.

RIGHT-HAND MELODIC EMBELLISHMENTS AND FILLS

While  the  primary  role  of  the  accompanist  is  to  support  the  vocals,  adding  tasteful  fills  between
phrases can bring the arrangement to life. In the spaces where the vocalist takes a breath, you can
add a gentle arpeggio or a melodic run that echoes the vocal line. For example, after the phrase
"and I will call upon Your name," you might play a descending pattern from the D major scale. These
fills should never be rushed or overly busy. The goal is to create a sense of conversation between
the piano and the voice. The best accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong feels like a duet, not a

competition.

Finding the Right Tempo and Feel
"Oceans" is  typically  played at  a slow,  meditative tempo,  around 65 to 70 beats per  minute.
However, the feel is just as important as the speed. The song should breathe. Do not be afraid to
hold a chord slightly longer at the end of a phrase before moving to the next section. This rubato, or
slight stretching of the tempo, is what gives the song its organic, worshipful quality. When leading a
congregation, you must be sensitive to the vocalist and the overall energy in the room. A rigid,
metronomic  approach will  kill  the  emotional  impact  of  your  accompaniment  piano for  Oceans
Hillsong.

ARRANGING THE SONG FOR SOLO PIANO

If you are playing this song without a band or vocalist, your arrangement needs to cover more
ground. You will need to imply the melody in your right hand while providing harmonic support with
your left.  A common approach is to play the melody in the top note of your right-hand chord
voicings, or to use a fingerstyle technique where the thumb plays the melody and the fingers play
the inner harmony. In the instrumental sections, you can take a more soloistic approach, perhaps
playing the melody an octave higher with a lighter  touch.  A well-crafted solo arrangement of
accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong can be a powerful tool for personal worship or for setting
an atmosphere in a service.

Transposition Considerations
While D major is the original key, you may need to transpose the song to suit a vocalist's range. C
major is a common alternative that is easier for many singers. If you transpose, be sure to maintain
the same open voicing philosophy. The relationship between the chords is more important than the
specific  key.  Practicing  your  accompaniment  piano  for  Oceans  Hillsong  in  two  or  three  keys  will
make  you  a  more  versatile  and  confident  worship  pianist.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

Even experienced pianists can fall into traps when playing "Oceans." One of the most common
mistakes is playing too loudly or too busily during the verse. This robs the song of its dynamic
potential. Another mistake is neglecting the left hand. A simple, repetitive left-hand pattern of root-
fifth-octave  can  be  effective,  but  it  can  also  become  boring.  Experiment  with  different  left-hand
rhythms, such as a gentle eighth-note pulse or a syncopated pattern that mirrors the kick drum.
Also, avoid rushing the bridge. The power of the bridge comes from its gradual build. If you jump to
full intensity too quickly, you lose the emotional payoff. Mastering accompaniment piano for Oceans
Hillsong requires patience and a willingness to listen critically to your own playing.

THE SPIRITUAL DIMENSION OF PLAYING "OCEANS"

Beyond the technical  aspects,  there  is  a  spiritual  dimension to  playing worship  music.  As  an
accompanist, you are not just a musician; you are a worshiper and a leader. The congregation will
follow your emotional cues. If you are tense or distracted, it will show in your playing. Before you
begin, take a moment to center yourself and focus on the meaning of the lyrics. The song is about
trust, surrender, and stepping out in faith. Let those themes inform your touch and your phrasing.
The most impactful accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong comes from a place of authentic
worship.

PRACTICE STRATEGIES FOR MASTERY

To truly master this song, break it down into small sections. Spend a week just working on the verse,
experimenting  with  different  voicings  and  dynamics.  Then  move  to  the  chorus,  then  the  bridge.
Record yourself playing and listen back critically. Are your transitions smooth? Is your pedaling
clear?  Are  you  supporting  the  vocal  line  or  fighting  it?  Consider  practicing  with  a  metronome  to
ensure your time is steady, but also practice without it to develop your sense of rubato. Joining a
worship team is one of the best ways to grow, as playing with other musicians will  teach you
sensitivity  and listening skills.  With consistent  practice,  your accompaniment piano for  Oceans
Hillsong will become more confident and more musical.

Resources for Further Learning
There are many excellent resources available for pianists who want to deepen their skills. YouTube
tutorials  specific  to  this  song  can  provide  visual  guidance  on  chord  voicings  and  techniques.
Websites  like  Worship  Together  and  PraiseCharts  offer  official  sheet  music  and  chord  charts.
Additionally, consider taking online courses focused on contemporary worship piano. Learning from
experienced players will expose you to new ideas and help you avoid bad habits. The journey of
mastering accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong is a rewarding one that will  serve you in
countless other songs as well.

CONCLUSION

Playing accompaniment piano for Oceans Hillsong is a beautiful blend of technical skill, musical
sensitivity, and spiritual intentionality. From understanding the song's dynamic structure to choosing
the  right  chord  voicings,  controlling  your  pedaling,  and  adding  tasteful  fills,  every  element
contributes to a performance that can genuinely move people. Whether you are playing in a large
church  with  a  full  band  or  leading  a  quiet  moment  of  reflection  on  a  solo  piano,  your  role  as  an
accompanist  is  to  serve  the  song  and  the  worshiper.  By  focusing  on  clarity,  emotion,  and
authenticity,  you  can  create  an  atmosphere  where  people  feel  free  to  encounter  God.  Keep
practicing, keep listening, and keep worshiping at the piano.

https://template-dev.mobaptist.org/

