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of biblical knowing? This paper explorers these atier questions.
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But when the time had fully come, God sent his $amn of a woman, born under law, to
redeem those under law, that we might receiveuheifhts of sons.
Galatians 4:4, 5

Lo, soul, seest thou not God’s purpose from treFir
The earth to be spann’d, connected by network,
The races, neighbours, to marry and be given imiaus,
The ocean’s to be crossed, the distant brought near
The lands to be welded togetHer.
Walt Whitman

As an undergrad student in Bible College, we stidihis passage (Galatians 4) and
learned that it was in the fullness of time, thatdGent his son Jesus, to dwell among us and to
redeem us from the brokenness of our lives, sokanight live free in him. But what was this
fullness of time? What did that mean? As we ukeddt, there were key ideas that emerged.
The first idea was that because the Greeks hadopisty been the key players on the world
stage, their influence was widespread, especialiglation to language and philosophy. Most of
the known world spoke Greek. A second idea wa$theRomana — the Peace of Rome. The
Roman Empire had gained strength and influencealtteeir ability to access their empire
through an intricate road system that connecten tioeeach corner of the empire. Because of
this, they were able to “keep the peace” more yadihe third idea was that the Jews
contributed to the religious climate by offeringranotheistic perspective of there being only
one God.

What is fascinating about “the fullness of times,that even the coming of Christ had a
technological dimension. The Greek language, spakel written is a form of technology.

Christ’s story had the greatest chance of beirdjltlecause of a common oral/written language.

! http://www.daypoems.net/plainpoems/2103.html [asesed October 15, 2006].



An intricate road system made safe by an army lis possible through technology. Christ’s
story had the greatest chance of being shared secduzod’s use of technology.

In an age where the pursuit of technology seerbg @ religion of its own; the Christian
church, the Body of Christ, the bearers of Christtay will have to ask ourselves, in the
[fullness of the] time that we live today, how de West tell the story? The purpose of this paper
is to discover whether or not, the “Virtual Churad’possible, or should even be desired. The
idea of a church being present on the Internevismew idea. There are many who have
webpage’s that provide access to information, lhistis a question of people who come together
in the vast metaphorical landscape that is therete

As more and more people have access to computdrsgernet technology, and as
second and third world countries draw closer todiggtal age as they gain more access, will the
Christian church be ready to tell and share they stonew and significant ways? We will first
tackle this topic by defining four key words: chiuircommunity, technology, and
virtual/virtuality. Secondly, the idea of Interreet gathering place will be discussed. Can the
Internet be a “place™? Also, unpacking Virtual @tuwill mean addressing identity and
mission. As Christians, we have a unique ideratitgg mission. How is this addressed by being
online in a “virtual culture™? Through the lensgsthering, identity and mission, we may catch

a glimpse of what may be possible in our futureleor

Church/Community/Technology/Virtual — What does itall mean?
What isthe church? Put simply, the church is people. Scripture twkesGreek word,

ekklesia when it describes the church. The chueiilesia) is?

2 This definition of ekklesia is from the Strong’ssicon found online at
http://www.blueletterbible.org/tmp_dir/words/1/13680543-5310.html [accessed October 22, 2006].



» agathering of citizens called out from their horimeés some public place, an assembly

* an assembly of the people convened at the puldepdf the council for the purpose of
deliberating

* any gathering or throng of men assembled by chaao®yltuously

* an assembly of Christians gathered for worshipneligious meeting

» those who anywhere, in a city, village, constitstieh a company and are united into one
body

» the whole body of Christians scattered throughbetgarth

» the assembly of faithful Christians already deadi i@teived into heaven

We could say that the church is the people of Gbd gather together — either in a local, distant,
or eternal setting to practice their identity aive lout their mission.

What is community? Community has become a “buzzword” in recent yezspecially as
people seek to perhapsdiscover what is it they feel is being lost? David Portam,author
seeking to establish a paradigm for online comnyugiites a broad-to-short view of community.

Community seems to refer primarily to relationcommonality between persons and

objects and only rather to the site of such comtyuWhat is important is a holding-in-

common of qualities, properties, identities oraigle In common language it can refer to
the location within which a community is gatheretthis more common usage reduces
the holding-in-common of the community to a matteproximity. Community becomes
shorthand for community-of-location®..

Walter Borgmann attempts to define community m ¢bntext of celebration.
Community, to begin with, is generally used to deate a number of people with a common
bond of some sort, a common interest or habit...angonity of memory and of practices of
commitment, and refers to a group who are in om¢hean’s bodily presence and engaged in a
common enterprise that is an end rather than a sfe@hey both say that there is “common”

bond that draws people together — shared qualitiesests, practices — and proximity, or the

close presence of others is desired.

% Porter, David, ednternet Culture. (New York, NY: Routledge Inc., 1997), 8.
* Borgmann, Albert Power Failure: Christianity in the Culture of Technology. (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos
Press, 2003), 47.



What istechnology? Throughout the twentieth century, technology wasdus refer to a
complete range of techniques, organizations, anavlgdge in addition to tools, machines, and
utensils’ It is difficult to define technology narrowlyAmerican sociologist Wilbert Moore defines
technology in such a way that allows for a shapihgulture. Technology is best understood as the
application of knowledge to the achievement ofipalar goals or to the solution of particular
problems® As we dream of new endeavors or are confrontéll ekl problems, technology is there
to help realize solutions. Stephen Monsma creatéfinition that is useful as we look at church
through the unique and suspicious lens of the meterMonsma defines technologpday as a
distinct human cultural activity in which human hgs exercise freedom and responsibility in
response to God by forming and transforming thanaatreation, with the aid of tools and
procedures, for practical ends or purpdsaé¥e have been given this story of God. We haembe
given this responsibility to use it to form andiséorm our culture. We live in an age with
unprecedented technology. Monsma’s definition jges clear direction and reason to use
technology towards God’s purposes.

What isvirtuality? In the mid and late 1990’s, the term “virtuallitga was faddish and
trendy. Movies like “The Lawnmower Man” made wearoversized “TV glasses” fashionable. |
remember a game, where | put on a helmet thatdraes and voila, | was in a motor-cross race.
This is not the same as virtuality. David Portgéerapts to define virtuality as he traces its
etymological roots.In everyday speech, the “virtual” seems most ofterefer to that which
appears to be (but is not) real, authentic or pragiteough it may have the same effects.... but

this sense of virtual arises from a complex histurgelations between reality, appearance, and

® Monsma, Stephen VResponsible Technology. (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1986,) 11.

® Goyder, JohrTechnology + Society: A Canadian Perspective. (Peterborough, ON: Broadview Press,
1997), 10.

" Monsma, 19.



goodnes§. There is right way at viewing the virtual. Viality can be viewed as guarding that
which is true and honest.
The roots of “virtuality” are in “virtue”, and thefore in both power and morality. In an
archaic form, the virtual and the virtuous aregymous. Another sense of the virtual —
which we might think is unconnected — refers ttiasp where the virtual image is, for
example, that which appears in the mirror...The deepots of virtuality seem to reach
back into a religious world view where power anorah goodness are united in virtue.
And the characteristic of the virtual is that Ideato produce effects, or to produce itself
as an effect in the absence of the “real effe@tie air of the miraculous that clings to
virtue helps to obscure the distinction betweexh effects of power and/or goodness and
effects that are as good as real.
Virtuality as Porter describes it sees that théet? of a virtual experience can be the same
effect of the “real” experience. As it relateghie world of the Internet, Mark Wolf provides his
own definition of virtuality. The world of cyberape is a “virtual” world, a metaphoric
construct. Virtual as defined in computer scieiscsomething whose existence is simulated
with software rather than actually existing in haate or some other physical fofth.'m
virtually typing on a typewriter as | hit the keydyd with my fingers and see the text come up,
yet it’s not a typewriter at all, and the documiatt I'm typing on is not really paper. Thisis a
virtual construct, having the effect of the “re#iiing, but supported by software that makes it as
good as real.
How do these definitions help to shape the idea \dirtual Church? As we have
discovered, the church is gathering of people allpcdistant, and eternally present who partake
in activities that help them realize their identit@ommunity is where like-minded people gather

around bonds of connectedness that shapes a particemory or story. Technology is the

vehicle through which culture can be formed anddfarmed though human cultural activity.

® Porter, DavidInternet Culture., 9.

? |bid., 9.

2 Wolf, Mark J. edVirtual Morality: morals, ethics, and new media. (New York, NY: Peter Lange
Publishing, 2003), 180.



Virtuality is where something can be effected intsa way that there can be the semblance of
something real (like talking with my neighbor) ahaing that activity in a virtual environment
(Internet chat room). Each of these will helptiae what a Virtual Church may or may not

look like.

GATHERING
From Attalia they sailed back to Antioch, whereytivad been committed to the grace of God for
the work they had now completed. On arriving thérey gathered the church together and
reported all that God had done through them andlm®Wwad opened the door of faith to the
Gentiles. And they stayed there a long time withdisciples.
Acts 14:26-28
From this passage in Acts, we see that the chyattitered together, heard the story of
Paul and Barnabas’ experiences and they lingerdthilocation. Can the Internet be a place, a
location, a destination through which people cahga share each other’s stories, discover and
create relationship? The church is a gatheringeople. How does one measure or define
proximity? Can there be a sense of the gatherdd that might look different than being in the
same physical room with each other?
Mark Wolf helps to create a lens through whichittea of a virtual presence is seen.
The important question here is not can they be foamty” or a “church”, but what type do
they represent? Or perhaps the question can be asked, as weled t be formers and
transformers of culture, is there new way of visjpmaommunity and being the church in today’s

world? Wolf writes, the congregations of the disehed [the virtual church?] is a mediated

gathering via the Internet of members of the “Bofl{Christ” universal. In one sense it presents

™ Wolf, Mark J.Virtual Morality, 179.



a new way to understand “the Church invisibfe'There is already a Scriptural precedent for the
idea that the Body unified is that worldly presentéhe Body. Proximity seems to be less of a
guestion.

The Internet, or cyberspace as Wolf describesatlandscape where people are able to
travel. Cyber space is not a tangible space, bugthical space where people can “move” to
and create a new life by exploring the unchartedrfavof information”** Different people in
cyberspace look at their virtual communities thtodgfferently shaped keyholes. In traditional
communities, people have a strongly shared mertdeirof the sense of place--the room or
village or city where their interactions occurmMnual communities, the sense of place requires
an individual act of imaginatiolf. One of the intriguing aspects of the Internehi people can
build virtual communities on the basis of interemts ideas rather than geography. Christian
can create on-line communities that are welcommyraon-threatening to non-Christians based
on common interests. Geography becomes a geography of ideas and erpes, virtual park
benches where stories are shared. The poputdrityat rooms devoted to stimulating
relationships — everything from legitimate frienghshto cybersex encounters — points to a
hunger for relationships within the context of antounity, even a virtual community.

Cyberspace is about making connections, not juktaata but with the individual
creators of the information. This information sually shared and received through text,
through the words sharél. Wolf argues that these very words can providevérg context of

structuring a body. What's being sent back anthfover the wires isn’t merely information, its

12\Wolf, Mark J.Virtual Morality, 179.
' Ibid., 180.

14 Rheingold, Howard. “The Virtual Community”[on-lifehttp://www.rheingold.com/vc/book [accessed
October 22. 2006].

> wolf, 231.

1% bid. 229.

7 bid., 231.



bodies — not physical objects, but the informatiesessary to reconstruct the meaning of the
body to almost any desired depth or comple¥ty.
Conceptualizations of the body influence howvitthals are seen to communicate on-
line and issue of identity...“Our words are our texli.. forcing a re-examination of the
body as both physiological (noumenal) entity ahdrmpmenological experience... the
Internet might present a seduction rather the sctimh: a challenge to modernity’s
assumption of self and body, of individual and camity...Electronic communication is
essentially blind; it erases social cues so ttatis, power, and prestige are not
communicated contextually or dynamically. Whasegn are the words on the screen
from which individuals can construct themselved ather “bodies” they are
communicating with?
As interaction happens with others online, our imatons interpret the body of the text and
construct an identity of the person. This idernit@comes the body in the virtual community.
The virtual community involves ongoing particifatiin the sharing of one’s experiences
and knowledge in an environment of like-minded wlials seeking to do the same.
Community then is built by a sufficient flow of “wrelevant” information. The “we” or the
collective identity that results is structured ardwthers who are seen as familiar to the “Ale”.
The individualist is not going to find community tme Internet. Even here, active participation
seems to be a component in community building. §piet of community is essential to the
vitality of virtual communities. That which hola@svirtual community intact is the subjective
criterion of togetherness, a feeling of connectsdrthat confers a sense of belondghd@he
Internet represents, for those who are communityded or searching, an almost limitless

potential for an interconnected life. No longenited by geographical happenstance to the

interactions that might develop in a town or nemfiood or workplace, individuals can free

18 pid., 182.
19 pid., 181.
20 porter, 125.
2 bid., 29.



themselves from the accidents of physical locatiioereate their own virtual placés.
Cyberspace creates an “identity workshop”...the itjgof the individual is absorbed in the
connections the individual makes to other groupg&s within a network. The self seems out

of context unless it is considered part of the \wfdl

MISSION

Then Jesus came to them and said, "All authorityeimven and on earth has been given to me.

Therefore go and make disciples of all nationstibmg them in the name of the Father and of

the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching theraldey everything | have commanded you.

And surely | am with you always, to the very endhe age.”
Matthew 28:18-20
If there is an area that is lacking, regardleshefquestion of the Virtual Church or not is

the church’s presence as a positive life changoigevon the Internet. For most congregations,
the “primary function of their web-sites is to prota their presence in a community and support

their basic faith and worship activities. The fiye activities of existing church websité:

* encourage visitors to attend a church service (83%)
* post mission statements, sermons or other texttaouch’s beliefs (77%)
» provide links to other denominational or faith tethwebsites (76%)
» provide links to scripture studies or devotionatenals (60%)
* post schedules, meeting minutes, and other intelsaiments (56%)
Considering that the Internet is vast highwayedgle seeking and searching for
knowing and being known, there is definite roomifoprovement in terms of the institutional

church reaching out to those seeking. From angalestic perspective, the Internet is a mission

field that is ripe for the harvest... more than 2limnl people log on each day in search of

22 hid., 60.
Z\Wolf, 184.
24 bid., 226.



spiritual guidance and 21% of Internet users — #llom Netizens>...have surfed for faith-
related website® The good news is that individuals are doing jhat. Individual Christians
continue to advance the gospel; in cyberspace msitdy than the institutional church... few
churches see on-line evangelism as being of primnapprtance. This is the perfect
environment for sharing and inviting people inte #tory of Jesus. Monsma’s definition of
technology as a distinct human cultural activityvinich human beings exercise freedom and
responsibility in response to God by forming armsh&forming the natural creation, with the aid
of tools and procedures, for practical ends or gseg; should cause us to boldly enter into the
landscape of the internet.
Jesus came to proclaim “the good news of the kingdf God” (Luke 8:1). He came to
break the power of the rule of dark forces of awidl to reestablish the gentle rule of God
the Father. The kingdom of God is thereby thg#om of shalom. This means that
those who have been redeemed by Christ and share power through the Holy Spirit
are, among other things, empowered to shape eufhiich includes the doing of
technology) in service to God and within his notivestandard$’
The Net gives witnessing Christians on-line an ofyoty to get back to the New Testament
roots of evangelism: meeting people, a few at & tiamd establishing meaningful personal
relationships with them. Building relationshipghe New Testament model for evangelism, and

this approach resonates with many who log on t@xsgace in search of community,

relationships and spiritual trutfi.

% Netizen can be defined as a person who is idestifiosely with the internet, therefore there term
identifies such a person to be a citizen of therimgt.

> Wolf, 225.

2 Monsma Responsible Technology, 46.

8 Wolf, 228.
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CRITIQUE

The Virtual Church does have its issues. How ahdmof worship? What about the
sacraments? In “Habits of the High-Tech Heart’e@in Schultze offers his own criticism of
technology, especially concerning community andetationship to the Internet. He starts out
by providing a caution. Our tendency to adopt gvew information technology uncritically -
without discerning the options, setting appropriatéts and establishing humane practices — is
simply irresponsiblé® This is a fair critique, especially in the wagtisome of church worship
practices have adopted entertainment style tecgiedavithout thought to the messages they are
sending.

In terms of community, Schultze questions wheteehnologies such as messaging help
us connect better with each other. We celebhaténtvention of messaging technologies such as
the web without considering whether they will adijuanprove our capacity for understanding
each other. Being intimate with information — wiéhmeone’s message — is not the same as
being intimate with the messend@rThis is in agreement with Neil Postman. Postmétes
that we are a culture consuming itself with infotima, and many of us do not even wonder how
to control the process. Each new cell phone, or Blackberry ups the aritie information
sharing. It is agreed, sharing for the sake ofisgawill not build community.

Schultze views the religious community as a plabere people rub shoulders with other
people. lItis in this place that the purpose 6fjien is to reveal to people how they can be
reconciled to each other, to themselves, to thaipayworld, and to Got This is reminiscent

of the story of God, the life that we are calledlbare and invite others into. Postman writes that

2 Schultze, Quentin J. Habits of the High-Tech Heaxting Virtuously in the Information Age. (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2002.), 16.

%' Schultze, 61.

31 postman, Neil. Technopoly. 70.

* bid. 72.
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the story is what is lost when it comes to an oserf technology. | mean a story of human

history that gives meaning to the past, explaiespfesent, and provides guidance for the future.

It is a story whose principles help culture to miga its institutions, to develop ideals, and to

find authority for its action®
There are no virtual sacraments. Religious tiats sustain particular forms of human
experience by maintaining a moral context forrtieaning of life — a way of passing
along faith and virtue from generation to generati They co-opt time and space for the
purpose of maintaining cultural continuity. Thgswvhy religious traditions could never
exist purely in cyberspace, where novelty and aletextualization uproot culture.
Traditional practices are still the greatest cetstéor binding human communication to
moral wisdont?

This story is lived in the real fabric of religiolife. Living a religious life means being

committed to the rebinding of both public life gmdvate self, to humbly serving one’s neighbor

rather than merely to exploiting markets, buildiveyv organizations, or discovering

technological innovation®,

CONCLUSION

Is the Virtual Church something that we shouldk8e&here are many questions to be
answered and many more to ask. There is sometimiogiely spiritual and Christ-centered that
happens when a gathering of like-minded peopleegatha physical location and worship
together. Spiritual gifts are exercised, forgivenes offered, worship is expressed, sacraments
(especially the Lord’s Supper where community ecficed) are participated in and God shows
up.

What we do know for sure is that God is sovergigd that the Internet is new. We don’t

have a particular historical perspective yet thatjgles a trajectory for what is to come next.

33 postman, 172.
34 schultze, 74.
% schultze, 72.
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This is a journey, a pilgrimage. There is nothingay that faith communiti&souldn’t exist on
the Internet. Argument can be made that commumippssible. Perhaps these communities are
niche communities that allow you to grow and exgeee in your faith journey, maybe calling
them cyber-pilgrimages. To be virtuous people imgh-tech world is to be neither moralists
nor pragmatists but rather sojourners who humbdk gmodness in an eternal adventure that
began before we were born and will continue afterdie®>’ The question of building
community building needs to be continually asked &giflected.

It is still true that for a longtime tome, technology will constitute the common rule of
life. The Christian reaction to that rule shontut be rejection but restraint. Technology
should be revoked as the dominant way of takingitip the world and relegated to
securing the margins and underpinnings of ousliv/ithin that environment we must
make a clearing for the celebration of the Woréofl...Christians must meet the rule of
technology with a deliberate and regular countactice>®
God isn't limited by our technologies. It wastie fullness of time that he came.

Technology is made for human beings; human beirgsat made for technology. Religious
traditions remind us to keep first things fitst.

In relation to the discussion above, some furtheughts are provided concerning the

church, internet and virtual community.

First, the church is a three fold combination elidvers — all who have lived or will live,
all who currently live, and those who physicalgtlger in a specific place and time for
the purpose of becoming like Christ as a commuititseems the “internet church” can
participate in the first two but maybe not in thed. Physical proximity seems to be
important.

The second is that the internet is, by definitioon-authentic — there is no necessary

reality of identity. | wonder if anyone has edene a study to find out how many people
use fake identities on line. Of course, the nedeaould be completely impossible to

% Taylor, Steve. “Postmodern Monastery”[on-line];
http://www.emergentkiwi.org.nz/archives/cat_postigin_monastery.php
37 Schutlze, 24.

% |bid. 94.

¥ Ibid, 72.
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substantiate. Maybe this is just an extensiah®imodern church where people hide
anyway (which is a problem) but the extensionasmecessarily good.

The third may be the most important. We haverggdly had virtual community for a
long time — maybe ever since the invention ofahmobile. People who participate in
“communities” of faith no longer live in proximat®@mmunity. Often, people who
worship together don’t work, play, shop or do &y else together. They could have
been almost as inauthentic in the past 80 yedtfsegscan on-line. In this way, the
internet church is pretty much an extension ofrtfeglern, car enabled (drive in?) church.
The question may be, “was the™€entury virtual church any worse than the internet
church?” In many cases, maybe ffot.

“0 Additional commentary provided by Dr. Dale B. Hrien, Associate Professor of Worship and Church
Ministry, Briercrest Seminary.
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