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            WHY ONLINE CHURCH?

          

        

      

    

    
      We just spent a year with much of the world subsisting in various degrees of lockdown, isolation, and social distancing. In response to this, many churches went online to serve their congregations remotely. We hope we’re moving out of this phase to return to normal, or at least a new normal that’s not so objectionable.

      So why publish a book about virtual church experiences and recommendations when we don’t expect to need it anymore?

      First, though we hope to move forever past the need to attend church remotely, we may one day find ourselves back there. This may be due to a variant strain of the virus reasserting itself or an unknown threat emerging that forces history to repeat itself. We hope this will never happen. But if this does occur, we should be ready to react fast and respond well.

      Second, and more importantly, we must acknowledge that a subset of Christians cannot attend church in person. There are many reasons for this. This may be due to a lack of transportation or the absence of a church nearby. It may be for medical reasons, either to protect themselves from the germs of others or to protect others from a condition they carry.

      Some people grapple with time conflicts—often work schedules or caregiver responsibilities—that keep them away while others meet. The aged and infirm may face challenges that make attending in person too challenging. Still others struggle with social anxieties that hinder their face-to-face participation.

      In too many instances—even before the pandemic—these folks have gone forgotten and underserved. This has happened for too long. For them, and all those who will follow, we must persist in providing a quality and accessible online church experience.

      Finally, some fear that we will never again gather in large groups for any sustained period. A worst-case scenario is that online church and online spiritual community will become our new normal. Today, we must prepare for that possibility. Though I pray we will never realize this future and think it’s an unlikely development, we must acknowledge that it could occur. If it does, may the church of Jesus be ready.

      That’s why we need a book exploring the digital, virtual, online church.

      Regardless of what the future holds, we turn it and our concerns over to Father God. May the lessons we’ve learned now about online church empower us to meet the needs of all of Jesus’s followers going forward, no matter the situation.

      This narrative focuses on the human aspect of online church to help us most ably meet people where they are and form a best practices paradigm. As we do so, we’ll see online services falling into two categories: custom content produced for an online audience, and streaming or replicating an in-person service to watch over the internet. Both options have their strengths and weaknesses, along with diverging viewer expectations.

      Though I’ll cover some technology tools used for online church, due to the rapid changes of innovation, consider these resources as generic directions to pursue and not specific recommendations to implement.

      Now, let’s visit our first online church.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A QUICK PIVOT

          

          SUNDAY, MARCH 15, 2020

        

      

    

    
      It’s Sunday morning and time to go to church. But my wife and I don’t head to our car. Instead, we make our way to our living room. We sit in front of the TV in expectation of watching church online. We wait with excitement, anticipating a fresh way of encountering God. But we also mourn that we’ll not experience sweet community with our friends, fellow followers of Jesus.

      This year began like most others, full of promise for a new beginning, a fresh start for the coming year. Brimming with expectation for the potential that 2020 held, people everywhere planned as they hoped for what the next twelve months would offer.

      Yet soon after we turned the pages on our calendars to the month of January, we heard rumblings of a distant threat from a faraway land. As the days marched on, the rumblings grew louder, and the menace moved closer. Week by week, the enemy approached us in the United States, just as it encroached on every other country in the world. Information and misinformation abounded. Experts contradicted one another about the severity of this unseen enemy and the prescription to deal with this unprecedented virus. Colleges sent students home. Those sporting events that continued often did so without the presence of fans. Decision-makers everywhere wrestled over how to best respond to something that no one fully understood.

      Our church leaders grappled with this too, desiring to determine the best response to keep our church community healthy and safe. Four days ago, they announced their decision: “We have decided to move our Sunday services to an online format for the next two Sundays (March 15 and March 22).”

      So we spend Sunday at home. We’ll watch church online this week and next, resuming services as normal by the end of March. This announcement carries a link to our church’s Facebook page. Candy, my wife, fiddles with her smartphone, trying to connect the tiny image on social media to our television set, something we have never done but know is possible.

      An unfamiliar interface thwarts what should be a simple task. After several minutes of frustration, we consider retreating to my office computer and huddling in front of the monitor. Or we could watch the event separately, each on our own phone. Instead, she perseveres, hoping to accomplish our goal of experiencing church from the comfort of our living room.

      Of course, this is a recorded video and not a livestream, so we can watch it at any time we wish. I should be more patient. I’m not. Growing in frustration, I pursue a different solution.

      At last, I find a link to the recording on Vimeo, which is easy to cast to our TV. Soon the image of two familiar faces appears on our television. Recorded in a church office, our worship leader, standing next to our senior pastor, welcomes us to a new way of doing church. The next couple of weeks will be online to keep the most vulnerable in our community safe.

      Though we aren’t meeting as a large group, our lead pastor encourages us to gather in our homes and experience community, albeit in a smaller context. This could be with our small group, extended family, neighbors, or friends. But for this week, it’s just Candy and me.

      Although changing the format of our Sunday service for a few weeks, the rest of the church staff will function as normal. He concludes his introduction by saying, “Stay tuned as we figure this out as we go.”

      The next segment is just with our senior pastor. He outlines the schedule for today: a short teaching, a worship set (with the playlist on Spotify—though I don’t understand how we are to use it during the service) and questions for us to discuss. He gives some announcements and shows a short video about an upcoming event. He prays and is ready to begin his teaching.

      Recorded at a different time, he reads from Matthew 8:23–27, when Jesus calms the storm and rebukes his disciples for being afraid. Our pastor closes his teaching on fear by praying for God’s blessings as we go through life’s storms, just like we’re experiencing today. His message takes twelve minutes, much less than his typical thirty to forty-minute sermons.

      The third segment is just our worship leader. With only an acoustic guitar and his voice, he leads us in two songs to worship God. As the sound of the second song fades, our lead pastor steps into the shot to wrap up the service.

      Calling today an “experiment” about how we gather and engage online, he leaves us with three questions. Candy jots them down. The whole service takes twenty-two minutes.

      I’m most impressed that in only a couple of days they pieced together a meaningful service for us to engage with, using the tools and resources available to them without having much time to research and plan. In seven days, we can expect to encounter the next iteration of online church. I’m excited to see what it will look like.

      I turn off the TV, and Candy reads the first question. We discuss it at length and move to the second and then the third. We enjoy an engaging conversation, enhancing the service we just experienced.

      The time spent to connect to the recording, watch it, and discuss the follow-up questions is just over an hour, about the same length as a normal church service, minus travel time.

      We eat lunch with much to contemplate.

      With in-person services, our pastor sometimes sends us home with one question, but Candy and I seldom discuss the subject. By the time we wrap up our interactions with others and drive home, the question has faded from our memories, and we don’t think to check our notes for a reminder.

      Though I always try to talk about the message after the service, too
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