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xxv

I n t r o d u c t i o n

CHASING THE  
STORMS

Leading Ministries Well Through  
Disruptive Technology Innovation

“When He got into the boat, His disciples followed Him. And behold, a violent 
storm developed on the sea, so that the boat was being covered by the waves; 
but Jesus Himself was asleep. And they came to Him and woke Him, saying, 
“Save us, Lord; we are perishing!” He said to them, “Why are you afraid, you 
men of little faith?” Then He got up and rebuked the winds and the sea, and it 
became perfectly calm. The men were amazed, and said, “What kind of a man 
is this, that even the winds and the sea obey Him?”  Matthew 8:23-27 (NASB)

Storms have always fascinated me. I love to sit on my porch or in the safety 
of a shelter and watch as powerful storms roll in. The sheer power and forces 
that are unleashed are incredible to watch – the visual displays of lightning, the 
audible roar of thunder, the pelting of rain or hail, and whatever else the storm 
dishes out. I find it awe-inspiring, and it reminds me of the incredible power, 
beauty, and creativity of the God I serve.

But it’s another thing altogether to be caught in a storm unprepared. 
Without the safety of a shelter or a screened-in covered porch to watch from a 
safe vantage point, those same storms can be terrifying, unnerving, & relent-
lessly chaotic. It’s easy in those circumstances for fear to creep in and worries 
to emerge. After all, storms can wreak havoc, cause substantial property dam-
age, and even harm human life too…as well as create a disruptive impact on 
electricity and power, wireless access, and travel networks.

Growing up in the Midwest, I’ve experienced my fair share of storms, 
including the awe-inspiring and yet highly-dangerous variety which regularly 
inhabit “Tornado Alley” (my home region). I have ministry friends who viv-
idly remember the massive EF5 tornado that cleared a swath through Moore, 
Oklahoma in 2013 and ravaged their neighborhoods and churches. I pastored 
a church in Topeka, Kansas which had been in the direct path of the famous 
EF5 tornado of 1966, one which plowed a nearly 900-ft wide path of destruc-
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tion for 21 miles;1 the church miraculously escaped destruction because it sat 
on the leeward side of Burnett’s Mound, enabling the tornado to hop over the 
building. 

While pastoring in Abilene, Kansas, we saw firsthand the devastation of a 
violent EF4 tornado which plowed through nearby Chapman, KS in 2016…a 
tornado which stayed on the ground for 90 minutes, leaving a 26-mile long 
swath of destruction that leveled entire neighborhoods. While doing missions 
work in Guatemala and the Philippines, I witnessed gale-force winds which 
pummeled the region from tropical storms. And more recently here in Indiana, 
I saw firsthand the destruction caused by an EF2 tornado which tore through 
the heart of nearby Pendleton, Indiana in 2019 and brought the city to a 
standstill for days.

I’ve grown up with tornado safety drills being a regular part of school 
schedules: Moving to the interior hallways and tucking our heads into our 
knees as normal preparation for tornado warnings. And I’ve sheltered with my 
own family as tornado sirens sounded dozens of times. Around here, tornados 
and destructive storms are common enough events that when people buy and 
rent homes, they pay close attention to what these homes offer for tornado 
shelters, basements, and storm protection measures.

What you might find surprising, though, is that I have always been fasci-
nated by the storm chasers…those courageous (or crazy?) individuals who rush 
TO centers of peak tornado activity when everyone else is sheltering or leaving. 
After all, storms fascinate me. But on top of that, I’m a video and multimedia 
creator, and the idea of documenting a massive tornado up close and in per-
son on video (or better yet, seeing it from the inside) would be the ultimate 
adventure for me. Of course, my parents and teachers always insisted that we 
stay deep in the heart of the protective interior of the building, and once I be-
came a father, keeping my children protected was an undisputed priority. So as 
much as I loved weather forecasting and tracking significant storms, I never got 
the opportunity to go chase one myself. However, I’ve often dreamed about 
what that experience might be like, and I’ve watched multiple documentaries 
about how these storm chasers detect emerging systems, predict where and 
how they’ll strike, spot funnel clouds as they emerge, capture tornadoes when 
they touch down, and measure the aftermath.

Those brave souls who can do that have contributed extensive knowledge 
in order to increase the amount of warning time we get…and that ultimately 
saves lives. And then of course there’s one of my all-time favorite movies: 

1.	  Topeka Capital-Journal, “A History of Twisters: Tornadoes in Kansas since 1950,” cjonline, Data archive, Tor-
nado archive, https://data.cjonline.com/tornado-archive/
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Twister (1996), starring Bill Paxton and Helen Hunt. The plotline centers 
around a group of storm chasers led by Jo, a weather scientist now in her 40s, 
who as a child saw her father perish in a tornado and today leads a team trying 
to research tornadoes to develop and deploy an early warning system. Reunit-
ing with her ex, they study a huge outbreak of multiple tornadoes, attempting 
to launch diagnostic instruments to get scientific data and measurements, and 
ultimately find themselves with a terrifying front-row seat to several tornadoes 
closer than most people have ever dared to go. The movie’s certainly not PG, 
though; it’s scary and frightening because although storms like these may be 
awe-inspiring, they are also very dangerous. And the more recent reboot of it 
only ups the ante with even more danger, extreme storms, and special effects.

So why do people like these storm chasers invest so much time and energy 
in understanding how storms like these emerge, where they form, which way 
they’ll go, and how bad they’ll be? They know that the better we understand 
how the storms develop (and where, and when), the greater the amount of ad-
vance warning so that people can take cover in order to survive. After all, if you 
know what’s coming and how it will impact you, you can prepare for it, 
and ultimately thrive. Early warnings are extremely beneficial. When you’re 
caught unprepared, the storms cause tremendous damage and collateral im-
pact, and struggling to recover becomes a time-consuming priority. However, 
when you’re prepared, you can be an alert first responder offering life-giving 
hope to people who are devastated by the storms.

This, in a nutshell, is what I’m hoping to accomplish in this book. The 
COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 forced upon us a massive disruption on mul-
tiple fronts…a storm of epic proportions whose effects we are still feeling to-
day. As a technology coordinator and experienced Zoom administrator who 
was already very comfortable with online worship and teaching, I spent every 
waking hour for several months straight helping pastors and ministry leaders 
transition their worship services into online and livestreamed experiences. I de-
veloped lots of lists and handouts and technology training resources to help my 
fellow pastors survive that storm. But as much as we would have liked to have 
a respite following the pandemic’s end, unfortunately, the disruptive forces are 
nowhere near over. 

The rapidly-shifting cultural forces brought on by changing demographics, 
coupled with the initial necessity and then later opportunity of online and later 
viewing of services has led to a new reality where far fewer people attend church 
live or in person, and that challenges the norms of how we disciple and evange-
lize…as well as how we measure attendance or “success.”  And in the midst of all 
this, the growth in online networking and proliferation in online & livestreamed 
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ministries has given rise to new forms of church expression through virtual real-
ity and the metaverse, which challenges our preconceptions and forces us recon-
sider how necessary buildings are, even re-evaluating what “church” necessarily 
looks like. There has been tremendous growth in the digital church as well as 
VR, metaverse, and avatar-based church expressions.

At the same time, many of my colleagues, and so many pastors and church 
leaders are now seeing the rapid dissemination of generative AI now becoming 
readily available in conversational language to the average person, and they are 
reeling from that impact, too…trying to figure out what it is, as well as deter-
mine whether it’s harmful or helpful, what’s acceptable, and how best to lead 
our congregations wisely through these murky waters.

And if that wasn’t enough, many of the technologies which were merely 
on the fringe a few years ago (such as cryptocurrency, blockchain, NFTs, and 
DAOs) are now part of common parlance and are poised to re-shape some of 
our traditional understandings of church administrative structure, governance, 
and financing within the next few years. I am also aware of multiple disruptive 
technology innovations which are rapidly coming down the pike (such as au-
tonomous vehicles, delivery, & passenger service) which will undoubtedly have 
a huge impact on how we live, work, do business, and interact with each other…
and these will undoubtedly impact how we do church in years to come.

It can be overwhelming and debilitating for the leader who’s unprepared 
for what’s coming. But when you’ve got an early warning system in place to 
know what’s coming, you can not only thrive, but even offer your congregation 
hope and peace in the midst of the storm. That informed context of an early 
warning system is what this book offers.

My heart goes out to all the pastors who are navigating these challeng-
ing days, and my aim in this book is to give you hope and courage, as well 
as insights and practical advice, on how you can not only survive this storm, 
but understand what’s coming and thrive in the midst of it. Like the “tribe of 
Isaachar” from Bible times2 (those who understood the times and knew what 
Israel should do), I see myself as a “storm chaser” who’s analyzing the disrup-
tive technologies and their impact so that I can equip you to use the adversity 
and challenges these storms bring to open the doors of opportunity for an even 
brighter future.

How do I know this is possible? I’ve been doing it for several decades! I’ve 
been in ministry now for 39 years, and for the vast majority of that I’ve been 
bi-vocational, working with technology, typically in some kind of role involv-
ing classroom technology, multimedia, and instructional design & technology. 

2.	  1 Chronicles 12:32.
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In fact, for the last 2 decades, I’ve worked in higher education, managing and 
implementing technology innovation, and I’ve been a regional leader and chair 
of an organization which hosts conferences and professional development on 
these emerging technologies and their impact. My job has literally been to stay 
abreast of all the emerging technologies which are likely to impact us, experi-
ment with them, and learn best practices for them, and then prepare university 
leaders and faculty to use them well. It’s what I do for a living.

And then I take all the ideas and concepts I’ve learned in the academy and 
translate them for church and ministry leaders. Some people are called to be 
pastors, teachers, or missionaries, but MY calling is to ministry technology. 
My passion is helping the Church learn how to wisely utilize and embrace 
technology for ministry, evaluate it theologically and pragmatically, and help 
its leaders know how to use it effectively. In fact, I even formed a theological 
society a few years ago to do that, and my ministry friends and denominational 
leaders all know that this is my specialty. It’s what I do.

So as we set out on this storm-chasing adventure together, I want to reas-
sure you that you’re not alone. God understands what challenges you’re facing 
from all this disruptive technology, and He’s not surprised by any of it, nor is 
He caught off guard. Also, many respected church leaders throughout history 
have been through what you’re going through, and we can learn a lot from 
them (in fact, many of them are known to us today because of the stormy chal-
lenges they faced).

Furthermore, I’ve been down this road before, and I know this field of 
ministry technology extremely well. I understand these disruptive technology 
innovations which are coming, too, and although I am well aware of the all-
too-present challenges and risks, I also see the long-range potential and oppor-
tunities before us in this emerging technology disruption.

And I’m looking forward to helping you thrive amidst these storms. Strap 
in! It will be an incredible ride. 

“With Christ in my vessel, I can smile at the storms,  
as we go sailing home.”

~ Popular Children’s Bible action song 
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C h a p t e r  1 

 PANDEMIC  
PANIC

Technology After Livestream

The COVID-19 pandemic forced massive changes in the way we conduct 
church, moving most churches online and necessitating innovation & creative 
outreach. These were long overdue changes which helped the Church to think 

creatively and engage strategically. What has emerged in the aftermath, 
however, is a paradigm shift in attendance patterns – the decline of in-person, 
rise of online-only & flex attendance, & DVR’ing of services (watching later 

rather than live).

I remember the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic all too well. At 
the time, I was the leader of the camera production team at Waterline Church 
(Fishers, IN), and we had already been recording and uploading our services 
to YouTube for a few years. In 2018, we started experimenting with streaming 
our services on Facebook Live, first with a weekly “Lunch Break Live” (infor-
mal hangout with the pastors) and then that fall, our first livestreamed services. 
So when the pandemic hit, thankfully we already had about 15 months’ worth 
of experience behind us. In hindsight, we can see how God providentially had 
been preparing us to understand and use the technology well so that we could 
confidently assist other ministry leaders as they, too, made the transition.1

But, oh, my! How quickly things changed. In the spring of 2020, soon 
after the WHO declared it a global pandemic, the CDC announced “social 
distancing” guidelines, and there was talk of cancelling services (or making 
them virtual-only) for a few weeks to “flatten the curve.”  Many state govern-
ments banned large gatherings for a time, often including religious services, 
and suddenly a huge swath of the Church throughout the Western world was 

1.	  In full disclosure, it was also providential that I had learned about and experienced multi-camera live produc-
tions through Community Access Television (Salina, KS) and through my work with commencement ceremonies and 
our hosting of Steve Fossett’s record-setting GlobalFlyer adventures at Kansas State Polytechnic (K-State’s Salina campus), 
and then I later served as an active volunteer on the camera/production team at Newspring Church (Wichita, KS), help-
ing to run our livestreamed – and later aired on TV – services.
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scrambling to figure out how to take what had nearly always been in-person 
worship and teaching and make it available to parishioners online.

As the weeks turned into months, we quickly began to realize that this 
wasn’t just a temporary situation, but was instead a new reality that we were 
going to have to figure out, without knowing how long it would last. Initially 
many pastors just recorded their sermons or devotional insights and uploaded 
them or shared links to them. Some just sent out transcripts, or audio-only 
files (after all, at first, it was just a matter of getting the content of the messages 
out, not about replicating the worship & teaching experience online). But as 
the lockdowns continued and it became clear it would last much longer than 
anyone anticipated, pastors everywhere began trying to find better ways.

Some pastors organized drive-in services at church facilities: Stay in your 
cars, but tune in to the worship and sermon via shortwave radio. Some turned 
to familiar platforms like Facebook or YouTube, using smartphones to broad-
cast the worship and sermon. Lacking experience with video production, the 
quality and experience for many was all over the map (but for the most part, 
sub-par and not very engaging, at best.)

Then came more questions…and more issues: 

•	 How do we do communion? (especially when it had been a really 
long time since we last had one). Many experimented with drive-
by communion, or pastoral blessing of the elements which were 
then mailed out or available for pickup. 

•	 Can we do baptism socially distanced? 

•	 How do we have meetings (like Sunday School, committees, and 
board meetings) online? Or discipleship? 

Enter Zoom. Most of us heard about Zoom and quickly experimented 
with this new technology platform that could make live videoconferencing 
with others work well with minimal equipment and technology required.

It was one of the Church’s darkest and most difficult time periods. And yet 
it was simultaneously one of her brightest. Why? Because the pandemic and 
its lockdowns forced us to get creative to fulfill our mission and purpose. And 
THAT is where the Church excels! After all, creativity and innovation are at 
the very heart and soul of our Creator God. As difficult and challenging as 
those days were, as physically and emotionally exhausting as they were, I am 
absolutely certain that God smiled proudly when He saw the Church rise up 
to meet the challenge in creative and innovative ways.
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LEARNING FROM RECENT HISTORY
Although the global pandemic and the government mandated lockdowns 

felt largely unprecedented (in fact, we used that word a lot during the first year 
or so of it), it certainly wasn’t the first time in church history that the Church 
wrestled with major health crises coupled with government overreach and un-
certain futures. Here are just a few notable examples:

Plague of Cyprian (250-270 AD) – Shortly after the New Testament period, 
this plague, which was named after St. Cyprian (bishop of Carthage), who de-
scribed it as signaling the end of the world. It has often assumed to have been 
smallpox, but given Cyprian’s description, it was more likely a viral hemor-
rhagic fever like Ebola.2 Cyprian organized relief efforts and urged Christians 
to care for the sick, fostering a strong sense of community and service…and 
these efforts led to many conversions.3 

Black Death (1347 – 1351) – The Bubonic Plague (also known as the “Black 
Death”) arrived in Europe through trade routes and killed an estimated 25 
million people…about a third of the population of the continent.4  Unfortu-
nately, this one was NOT a positive example of the Church’s involvement: The 
Church struggled to provide an adequate and organized response, with many 
clergy dying or fleeing.5  Ultimately, this led to a loss of faith in the Church’s 
authority, which paved the way for multiple religious reforms.6

Spanish Flu (1918 – 1919) – Soon after the turn of the century, this H1N1 
influenza virus infected about a third of the world’s population, which led 
to approximately 50 million deaths worldwide. Many church services were 
canceled, and churches were often turned into hospitals. Governments im-
posed mask mandates and banned large gatherings, which included religious 
services.7 8

2.	  Glenn Sunshine (2020, July 01), “The Church’s Response to Pandemics Throughout History and the Lessons 
for Today,” Mission Frontiers Magazine, accessed Sept. 28, 2024 from https://www.missionfrontiers.org/issue/article/the-
churchs-response-to-pandemics-throughout-history-and-the-lessons-for-to

3.	  Christopher Gornold-Smith (2020, Aug. 4), “Cyprian of Carthage: Finding Purpose in the Plague,” Interna-
tional Media Ministries, accessed Sept. 28, 2024 from https://imm.edu/blog/cyprian-of-carthage-finding-purpose-in-
the-plague.

4.	  Mark Galli (2020), “When a Third of the World Died: During the Catastrophic Black Plague, How Did 
Christians Respond?” special issue, Plagues & Epidemics (2020): 17-19, Christian History, accessed Sept. 29, 2024 from 
https://christianhistoryinstitute.org/uploaded/ch135s.pdf

5.	  Joshua J. Mark (2020, April 16), “Religious Responses to the Black Death,” World History Encyclopedia, ac-
cessed Sept. 28, 2024 from https://www.worldhistory.org/article/1541/religious-responses-to-the-black-death/

6.	  Timothy O’Malley (2021, Nov. 19), “How Did the Church Fare During the Black Death and 400 Years of 
the Plague?,” Church Life Journal, University of Notre Dame, accessed Sept. 28, 2024 from https://churchlifejournal.
nd.edu/articles/how-did-the-church-fare-during-the-black-death-and-400-years-of-the-plague/

7.	  William Katerberg (2020, March 13), “The Flu Epidemic of 1918-1919 and ‘Churchless Sunday’,” Origins 
Online, Calvin University > Heritage Hall, accessed Sept. 28, 2020 from https://origins.calvin.edu/2020/03/13/the-flu-
epidemic-of-1918-1919-and-churchless-sunday/.

8.	  Alan Frow (2020, July 29), “These Precedented Times: Lessons from the Church’s response to the Spanish Flu 
in 1918,” Roots & Wings: From the Southland to the Nations [blog], accessed Sept. 28, 2024 from https://alanfrow.
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Ironically, although we may have heard of these historical plagues, rarely 
did any pastors or church leaders during our “unprecedented” times of the 
COVID-19 pandemic look into whether the Church had previously faced 
these same challenges in the past to learn if there were any insights or les-
sons we could learn from them. This is a common oversight I have observed 
repeatedly in how the Church tends to handle disruptive technology and other 
challenges: We assume the challenges we are facing are brand new, never ex-
perienced before, completely problematic, and the end of life and ministry as 
we know it (in other words, we catastrophize our experiences). Consequently, 
we have difficulty seeing the bright side or discerning any redeeming qualities 
to it.

However, a little historical context can go a long way. As the Spanish-
American philosopher George Santayana famously said, “Those who cannot 
remember the past are condemned to repeat it.”9  When we know we’ve been 
down that road before, and we know what mistakes we made previously, we 
can learn from them and make improvements; these procedural changes we 
make to adapt can then become the foundation of our early warning system 
so that we are no longer broadsided by unanticipated challenges, but instead 
able to respond to them cogently, with hope and confidence. I think it is sig-
nificant that every insightful futurist I know is also a perceptive historian. It is 
difficult to navigate an uncertain future when we don’t know where we have 
been. That is why in this book I will explore lessons from church history for 
each of the disruptive technology innovations we consider (as I have done here 
with these three major plagues). I will also share important background and 
context about the technology to hopefully “demystify” it so that you can better 
understand what we’re dealing with and, ideally, how the apparently disruptive 
technology can also benefit us.

ORIGINS OF LIVESTREAM TECHNOLOGY

Contrary to what many may be tempted to think, livestreaming didn’t 
start with the COVID-19 pandemic. In fact, the technology had been around 
for over three decades prior to it. Livestreaming actually began in the early 
1990s, not long after the development of the Internet. This was before Face-

blogspot.com/2020/07/these-precedented-times-lessons-from.html
9.	  This saying (and various derivatives of it) have been variously attributed to Edmund Burke, Winston Churchill, 

and a few others. Quote Investigator reviewed the history of the quotations and errant misattributions, determining that 
it probably originated with George Santayana’s 1905 publication of The Life of Reason, or The Phases of Human Progress. 
See https://quoteinvestigator.com/2024/03/04/past-repeat/
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book, before YouTube, before X (Twitter) or Twitch…before any social media 
existed. This was back in the heyday of VHS technology, when Blockbuster 
Video had hundreds of stores throughout the country and was the dominant 
player in the video rental market. 

Deep in the heart of Silicon Valley, there was a garage band comprised 
of computer scientists and engineers called Severe Tire Damage10 who played 
a 12-song concert, and their friends from Xerox PARC11 decided to try out a 
new experimental technology called MBone (multicast backbone) to share it 
over a niche network on the newly-emerging Internet.12  Mbone was designed 
to decrease the amount of bandwidth that was required to transmit video and 
audio. Even with that, streaming their concert footage consumed about half of 
the available bandwidth for the entire Internet at the time.13

Livestreaming technology solves a very big issue: Most of the time, when 
you view content on the internet, all of those graphics and images you see have 
to be physically downloaded to your computer or device so that your browser 
can easily display them. They exist in a cache, and doing it this way ensures 
that pages will display quickly, which improves browser performance. If you’ve 
ever visited an older website whose graphics were not optimized for the web, 
you’ve probably seen those webpages and their images load very slowly, often 
in chunks; caching files eliminates that, and older browser files are periodically 
flushed or updated to minimize space usage. 

But video files are huge and take forever to download, and if you tried to 
view a video that had to be downloaded first, you would see the page load and 
then the video would finally appear several minutes (or possibly even hours) 
later. Most video players for Internet browsers have a capability built in that al-
lows them to pre-load a certain amount of content so that your video playback 
isn’t delayed, but if the video playback catches up to what has been down-
loaded so far, you will get a message that says the video is “buffering” (that 
means it is trying to finish downloading and it can’t show you the rest of the 
video until it finishes downloading more of it).14  

10.	  Tom Meisfjord (2018, April 23), “The Not-So-Ancient History of Live Streaming,” Switchboard > Technology, 
accessed Sept. 28, 2024 from https://switchboard.live/blog/live-streaming-history.

11.	  PARC is an acronym for Palo Alto Research Center. Xerox PARC was famous for groundbreaking technology 
innovations that have been foundational to modern computing – the Graphical User Interface, the mouse, the Ethernet 
(which enabled Local Area Networks), laser printing, and Object-Oriented Programming.

12.	  Restream Team (2021, Feb. 2), “The History of Live Streaming,” Restream.io, accessed Sept. 28, 2024 from 
https://restream.io/blog/history-of-live-streaming.

13.	  InterWorking Labs (2012, Dec. 26), “History of the Internet - Severe Tire Damage, The Internet’s First Live 
Band,” Vimeo, accessed Sept. 28, 2024 from https://vimeo.com/56349011

14.	  Cloudflare (n.d.), “What Does Buffering Mean? | Buffering in Video Streaming,” Cloudflare > Learning Center, 
accessed Sept. 28, 2024 from https://www.cloudflare.com/learning/video/what-is-buffering/
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Livestreaming technology solves that problem by utilizing a Content De-
livery Network (CDN) along with a process called transcoding:

•	 Transcoding takes your outgoing content and prepares mul-
tiple versions of it with various bitrates (the speed at which your 
livestreaming setup can transmit data) so that each viewer receives 
whichever quality of broadcast they can best utilize based on 
whatever speed their Internet bandwidth and devices can handle: 
A viewer with a high-speed fiber optic Internet connection can 
view high-quality versions of your broadcast, but someone with 
older equipment or in more rural areas without high-speed Inter-
net can still view the broadcast, albeit at a lower quality.15

•	 A Content Delivery network (CDN) handles the distribution 
of the content on your livestream provider’s end. It caches each 
data segment (similar to how graphics from webpages you view 
are cached) to prevent bottlenecks, and then sends it to all users 
who are watching the stream. In this way it reduces or eliminates 
buffering, and also saves streaming bandwidth, too.16

When it’s done well, livestreaming of services can be a very powerful 
method of connection, allowing congregation members and potential guests 
who are unable to be physically present to connect and observe (and ideally 
even participate) in the worship service. The quality of that experience, how-
ever, depends heavily on (1) the quality of the equipment used to record and 
transmit the livestream – especially the lighting and audio, (2) the placement 
of the camera, and (3) the intentionality of those leading the service in speak-
ing to and including the online guests – especially in how they say it. I will 
explore each of these aspects a bit more later in this chapter, but first, let’s 
consider some biblical and theological implications.

INSIGHTS FROM CHURCH HISTORY

Because livestreaming is such a paradigm shift that is counterintuitive for 
a lot of traditional pastors and parishioners, we can draw insights from the ex-
perience of Charles Simeon. When he first came to Christ at age nineteen, he 
did so alone, as Cambridge was a spiritually destitute place with few believers, 

15.	  This was also one of the genius innovations of Zoom videoconferencing: By preparing multiple bitrate versions 
and auto-detecting which speed your browser and bandwidth could best support, they were able to avoid the choppy 
playback, latency (delays), and often-dropped calls that plagued so many of their predecessors.

16.	  Summary based on personal experience, supplemented by verification from Emily Krings (2024, Oct. 16), 
“What is Live Streaming Technology and How Does it Work?,” The Video Experts Blog, DaCast, accessed Dec. 30, 
2024: https://www.dacast.com/blog/what-is-live-streaming/

9781963265682_INT_layout.indd   69781963265682_INT_layout.indd   6 10/31/25   4:27 PM10/31/25   4:27 PM



 Pandemic Panic

7

and he knew none of them.17  For three years his faith grew through personal 
study, but he struggled to find anyone of like faith to share it with, and he 
tried visiting multiple churches in vain, finding them shallow and lukewarm 
and not preaching the truth.18  Eventually he found and attended St. Edwards’ 
Church in Cambridge, and only a week after his ordination, the priest asked 
him to fill in while he was on vacation over the summer. The response to 
Simeon’s preaching was astonishing; he filled the church with hearers, “a thing 
unknown there for near a century” as Henry Venn put it.19

A while later, the vicar of Holy Trinity Church in Cambridge died, and the 
Bishop of Ely appointed Charles Simeon to replace him. The churchwardens 
and congregation staunchly opposed him; they wanted their curate (Ham-
mond) to serve as vicar, and considered Simeon an interloper. When Simeon 
preached his first sermon, the churchwardens locked the pews so that nobody 
could sit in them. So the parishioners gathered in the aisles, and Simeon per-
sonally purchased benches for the congregation to sit on (which the church-
wardens then threw out).20  They were not just opposed to him being there; 
they objected to what he preached and the way he preached:21 They “disliked 
the earnestness of his manner and the evangelicalism of his message.”22  He 
was often held in derision for his biblical preaching and his uncompromising 
evangelical23 stance. He was slandered with all kinds of rumors. At the univer-
sity, people talked about the “fanatical minister” and warned new freshmen 
to avoid Trinity because of him.24  Services were often disrupted, and tumults 
often occurred in the street outside of the church. He was often attacked and 
had both insults and eggs lobbed at him. Nevertheless, he persisted. 

Charles Simeon was firmly convinced that the church did not exist for 
itself, but for those beyond its walls who were not members yet. To reach 
them, Simeon started “conversation parties” to make it easier for students to 

17.	  John Piper (1989, April 15), “Brothers, We Must Not Mind a Little Suffering: Meditations on the Life of 
Charles Simeon,” 1989 Bethlehem Conference for Pastors, Desiring God, accessed Jan. 2, 2025 from https://www.
desiringgod.org/messages/brothers-we-must-not-mind-a-little-suffering

18.	  Ian Barter (2001), “Charles Simeon of Cambridge,” Banner of Truth, Christian Library, accessed Jan. 1, 2025 
https://www.christianstudylibrary.org/article/charles-simeon-cambridge

19.	  Barter (2001), “Charles Simeon of Cambridge.”
20.	  Julia Cameron, ed. (2013), Charles Simeon of Cambridge: Silhouettes and Skeletons, Dictum Press / Evangeli-

cal Fellowship in the Anglican Communion, accessed Dec. 31, 2024 from https://efacglobal.com/wp-content/up-
loads/2024/07/Charles-Simeon-of-Cambridge.pdf

21.	  Barter (2001), “Charles Simeon of Cambridge.”
22.	  Holy Trinity Church (n.d.), “History of HT,” Holy Trinity Church Cambridge, accessed Sept. 29, 2024 from 

https://www.htcambridge.org.uk/our-story. 
23.	  I use the term “evangelical” here in its historical sense, referring to the movement within the Church of England 

at the time that emphasized a personal and transformative relationship with Christ, rooted in the authority of Scripture, 
justification by faith, and the necessity of spiritual rebirth…and which stood in stark contrast to the liberal intellectual-
ism and dominant high-church Anglican ethos of the time that often focused on ritual, tradition, and adherence to 
established church structures.

24.	  Piper (1989, April 15), “Meditations on the Life of Charles Simeon.”
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ask questions about faith and safely inquire (like the seeker-friendly model and 
the Alpha course today, centuries before there was such a concept). He also 
started an evening service. In response, the churchwardens actually locked the 
doors of the church against him. Opposition to his ministry like this contin-
ued for twelve years, with Simeon never flinching in his mission.25

One of the most controversial, yet successful, innovations he embraced 
was the purchase of a barrel organ in 1793 which he uti-
lized in worship along with 64 songs. This was a mechan-
ical musical instrument that used a wooden cylinder out-
fitted with strategically placed pins to depress organ keys 
in order to produce music (similar to how a player piano 
works). At the time, barrel organs were used primarily by 
street performers. They were popular, but considered sec-
ular (even “vulgar”) and used mostly for entertainment. 
Furthermore, hymn singing at the time was often done 
acapella, typically from the psalms, with minimal accom
paniment. So, the introduction of an automated mechan-

ical instrument into worship, 
especially one associated with 
street musicians and entertain-
ment venues, was certainly con-
troversial. However, it was a 
very popular and effective technology in contempo-
rary culture that everyone was familiar with, espe-
cially those who were not regular churchgoers. By 
doing so, he opened the doors of the church to a 

wider diversity of people, making clear that everyone was welcome (not just 
the wealthy and elite), and he made the worship experience enjoyable and even 
attractive to everyday people.

Charles Simeon’s extraordinary influence was significant and longlasting: 
Holy Trinity Church was the center of a spiritual revival from 1782-1836 and 
grew to over 1,100 attendance.26 27 He led admirably and sacrificially dur-
ing the corn famine of 1788.Concerned with the nepotism that ensured that 
ineffective and complacent ministers were entrenched in parishes, he ended 

25.	  Holy Trinity Church (n.d.), “History of HT,” Holy Trinity Church Cambridge, accessed Sept. 29, 2024 from 
https://www.htcambridge.org.uk/our-story 

26.	  Julia Cameron, ed. (2013), Charles Simeon of Cambridge.
27.	  In fact, its vitality is still evident to this day more than two centuries later. When I visited Holy Trinity Church 

in 2013, I was impressed by its great attendance, youthful vigor, enthusiastic worship, and authentic & diverse biblical 
community. See “More pictures of Holy Trinity Church,” by David Swisher, Facebook photo album, June 23, 2013, 
https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=a.10200215252880952&type=3

The barrel organ at Holy 
Trinity Church in Cam-
bridge, England, embla-
zoned by Simeon with 
the verse, “Let everything 
that hath breath praise the 
Lord.”

The inner workings of a barrel 
organ.  Photo by Petr Brož, used 
under CC-BY-SA license.
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the practice by establishing the Simeon Trust to ensure that only spiritually 
mature and biblically faithful ministers led congregations.28  He was known for 
his instruction in the art of preaching and biblical exposition, and he oversaw 
the training of ministers, and established the Church Missionary Society. His 
students became pastors and missionaries, translated the Bible into multiple 
languages, and launched Inter-Varsity Fellowship (which today has a global 
reach). By the end of his life, he was one of the best-known people in Cam-
bridge, and his funeral in King’s College Chapel was attended by thousands, 
with the entire campus and town closed for it.

So, what does all this have to do with livestreaming of church services? 
Prior to the pandemic, livestreaming was primarily used for larger secular 
events (graduations, high-profile events, public broadcasts, etc.), and Zoom 
and similar videoconferencing technologies were predominantly used in busi-
ness meetings and educational contexts. Charles Simeon took a familiar in-
novation from the secular world and redeemed it for church and ministry pur-
poses; we can do likewise. Although some churches experimented with these 
technologies prior, they were few and far between.29  The social distancing and 
restrictions on large gatherings of the COVID-19 pandemic forced a lot of 
churches to explore the use of this technology in ways that would enable the 
effective ministry of the church, and the result has been surprising growth. 

BIBLICAL VALUES & THEOLOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

As we reflect on the potential of livestream technologies as well as the 
challenges they involve, it is important that we consider the theological impli-
cations and identify some relevant Biblical values. Part of why I think this is a 
challenge for many pastors and ministry leaders to do is that we often presume 
that since “technology” isn’t explicitly mentioned in the Bible, it may not seem 
relevant or applicable, and because technology can often be used in question-
able or inappropriate ways, its utility and appropriateness within the Church 
might therefore be questioned.

One of the reasons that is difficult to reason through is that today we tend 
to think of “technology” in digital forms (electronics, powered devices, online 

28.	  King’s College (Sept. 10, 2021), “King’s Treasures: Special Collections of King’s College, Cambridge,” accessed 
Sept. 8, 2025 from https://kcctreasures.com/tag/open-cambridge/

29.	  In fact, when I first developed the “Technology for Ministry” course at Tabor College in 2012, I included an 
assignment for students to participate in a livestreamed worship service and share reflections on their worship experience. 
At the time, I could only find 7 congregations in the entire U.S. that were doing it. By 5 years later, the number had 
grown substantially, but there were still only a couple hundred
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platforms, digital tools, smartphone apps, video and multimedia systems etc.). 
However, technology encompasses far more than that:

•	 Merriam-Webster’s dictionary defines technology as “the practi-
cal application of knowledge especially in a particular area” or the 
manner of accomplishing tasks using technical processes, meth-
ods, or knowledge.30  

•	 The American Heritage Science Dictionary narrows its focus a 
bit further: “The use of scientific knowledge to solve practi-
cal problems, especially in industry and commerce” and “the 
specific methods, materials, and devices used to solve practical 
problems.”31  

•	 My favorite definition of technology comes from Dennis Kuhl-
man, a now-retired engineer who led the Kansas State Polytechnic 
campus (K-State’s school of technology and engineering) for many 
years as its Dean: “The application of science and engineering 
principles to solve problems.”  

That’s really the gist of it, and every definition of technology that I have 
found involves those aspects…problem solving using the principles of science 
and engineering. Eliminating the electrical and electronic presumptions of 
modern civilization help us to better understand the core of what technology is 
all about. And by this definition, even chairs, doors, the wheel, ladders, levers, 
and more are all forms of technology…not just cars, cameras, and computers. 
It also helps us look past the presumptive bias we often bring to things which 
are new. Fundamentally, technology is a very ancient form of science and engi-
neering (even an art), and the Church has been using it for millenia!

So, when people ask me, “Is technology mentioned in the Bible?,” I typi-
cally have to qualify what it is that they’re really asking: 

•	 Is the word “technology” mentioned in the Bible? No, not specifi-
cally…not the unique Greek combination of τέχνη (téchnē) = 
“art, skill, craft” and λογία (logía) = “study of” verbatim (that 
combination is a modern word anyway). 

•	 But is the concept of technology mentioned and addressed in the 
Bible? Absolutely! 

30.	  Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary, s.v. “technology (noun),” accessed February 18, 2012, https://www.mer-
riam-webster.com/dictionary/technology

31.	  The American Heritage Science Dictionary, s.v. “technology (noun),” accessed February 18, 2012, http://dic-
tionary.reference.com/browse/technology
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The first mentions of technology appear in the first few chapters of Gen-
esis, where Tubal-Cain is described as a forger of bronze and iron tools, and 
where silver money is first mentioned, as well as gold jewelry.32  Scripture is 
also filled with mentions of musical instruments: Stringed instruments such 
as harps, lyres, lutes; wind instruments such as trumpets, horns, flutes, pipes; 
and percussion instruments such as tambourines, bells, cymbals, & sistrum.33  
These are ALL technological innovations which were used in the worship of 
God.

Furthermore, we see references to craftsmen (pottery, fabric, carpentry, 
metal work, and stone) fashioning raw materials into something useful or 
beautiful for worship or practical needs.34  There are ample references to tech-
nological methods in the design and construction of the tabernacle and the 
temple, as well as objects of worship – altars, foundations & walls, and other 
engineering feats.35  Medicine, too, is frequently mentioned…everything from 
physicians and embalming to pharmaceutical practices (such as a poultice of 
figs that was used to heal a boil), as well as prosthetics and physical assistance 
devices (such as the use of a splint for a broken arm),36 and many more such 
examples.37  And this is just the beginning! I haven’t even explored the numer-
ous references to agriculture and biology, military equipment, measurement 
systems, communication methods, and more. These are all examples of tech-
nological innovations through Bible times which were used in nearly all aspects 
of life, work, ministry, and worship practice. 

Although electricity was “discovered” (or rather, harnessed) later, and elec-
tronics were later inventions, there is still a solid history of technological inno-
vation throughout all of human history, and the Bible is full of such examples. 
So, what can we learn about technology from these examples throughout the 
Bible? Well, although there are certainly ways in which technology can be mis-
used or inappropriately applied, there are also numerous Bible verses and pas-
sages that seem to affirm the use of technology (including the relevant technol-
ogy of the day), as well as the development of new technology and innovation. 

32.	  Genesis 4:22, Genesis 20:16, and Genesis 24:22.
33.	  Numerous references throughout Scripture. See ChatGPT’s response to my query for a great sampler list of 

examples: https://tinyurl.com/MusicalInstrumentsInTheBible.
34.	  Numerous examples throughout Scripture. See ChatGPT’s response to my query for a listing of such examples: 

https://tinyurl.com/CraftsmenInTheBible
35.	  Numerous mentions throughout Scripture, including the tabernacle and temple in the Old Testament, the early 

Church in the New Testament, and even imagery in Revelation. See ChatGPT’s response to my query for a great sampler 
list of examples: https://tinyurl.com/DesignConstructionInBible

36.	  Gen. 50:2, Gen. 50:26, 2 Kings 20:7, Isa. 38:21, Ezek. 30:21.
37.	  The examples are rich and diverse throughout Scripture. See ChatGPT’s response to my prompted query for a 

wide-ranging sampler of medical technology in the Bible: https://tinyurl.com/MedicalTechInBible
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Here are some primary insights culled from a class I developed on “Tech-
nology for Ministry”:38

•	 Technological development can sometimes glorify God. Noah’s 
ark, the tabernacle and the temple were technological constructs, 
and God gave instructions for the building of each of them. In 
fact, in the building of the temple, and other projects completed 
during the reign of Solomon, there was apparently extensive use of 
natural resources by craftsmen and artisans. Solomon sent 10,000 
workers to Lebanon to cut down cedar trees each month (I Kings 
5:14), in addition to the servants of King Hiram who helped 
them. They may have worked there for as long as seven (I Kings 
6:38) or even twenty years (II Chronicles 8:1). All this was at least 
allowed by God, and some of it was specifically directed by Him. 
Furthermore, Jeremiah 22:6 says that God finds the palace of the 
king of Judah as beautiful as the mountains of Lebanon: “You 
are like Gilead to me, like the summit of Lebanon” (NIV)! So, if 
God can find a human construction to be beautiful, one that was 
created to satisfy human needs, then we surely can, too, at least 
sometimes. This confirms that technological development is not 
wrong in and of itself (although it can be done for wrong reasons, 
or with the wrong attitude).

•	 Part of the image of God in humans is the desire to create 
things. The fact that we can create and use technology has cer-
tainly lead to some unfortunate consequences, such as radioactive 
nuclear waste and child pornography on the Internet, as well as 
more commonplace tragedies, like deaths and injuries in highway 
accidents. However, technology can also lead to our being able 
to alleviate some of the consequences of our own mistakes of the 
past, or even to mitigate some of the consequences of the Fall. 
Our desire to create things has led to the creation of great art, mu-
sic, and literature, as well as useful articles of clothing, furniture, 
tools and recipes. These are positive and fortunate consequences of 
technology, and it is a direct result of the imago dei (the image of 
God) in humans.

•	 Technology can be used to make us better stewards and min-
isters. We live in a fallen world. Whatever Eden was, and was 
like, we aren’t in it (and we don’t deserve to be). Fallen creatures 

38.	  David Swisher (2012), “BRS 304 – Technology for Ministry” course, initially developed or Tabor College’s 
Christian Ministries program (School of Adult & Graduate Studies). Many of the insights I share here were first ar-
ticulated by now-retired professor Martin LaBar of Southern Wesleyan University from some teaching resources he put 
together in 2005 called “Technology: Some Biblical Basics” (unfortunately, they are no longer available online).
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that we are, we have done things with technology that we should 
not have. However, we also can do good. We can help people 
be healthier, and obtain food that wouldn’t otherwise have been 
available. We can enable the Good News to be spread widely 
and rapidly, in ways that grip the viewer, listener, or reader, using 
technology.

Simply put, technology is morally neutral. It is what you do with the 
technology that gives it its moral character. By itself, technological innovation 
is not inherently right nor wrong (although the creative impulse is, of course, 
from God), but whether it is used for good or evil determines the moral rel-
evance of that application. Also, in many (perhaps most) cases, the same tech-
nology can be used for both good or evil.

THE POWERFUL POTENTIAL OF NEW MEDIA 
TECHNOLOGIES

Innovation through technology doesn’t happen in a vacuum, either; it 
comes on the heels of prior developments and earlier uses of technology and 
innovation. The rise of livestreaming and other forms of online delivery of 
church worship experiences is no exception to this. Darrell Bock and Jona-
than Armstrong make a solid case for this in their recent book, Virtual Reality 
Church, where they examine how churches and Christian communities have 
historically adapted to shifts in media technology. Bock & Armstrong make 
a compelling case that technological change is both inevitable and also trans-
formative for religious engagement, and I fully agree with this perspective. In 
Chapter 2 – “The Only Constant Is Change,” they outline key developments 
over the past several decades, illustrating how radio, television, and eventually 
the internet revolutionized the ways Christians communicate, evangelize, and 
build community.39 

The authors rightly highlight how early skepticism often gave way to wide-
spread adoption as churches recognized the potential for outreach and disciple-
ship through emerging media. Their chapter emphasizes that while each new 
technological wave initially raised concerns – ranging from fears of inauthentic 
worship to the dilution of doctrinal integrity – many Christian leaders ulti-
mately found ways to integrate these tools effectively. The rise of livestreamed 
and online recorded services, social media engagement, and now virtual and 
augmented reality (which I will cover later in this book) all represent a con-

39.	  Chapter 2 – “The Only Constant is Change” (pp. 55-80) in Darrell L. Bock & Jonathan J. Armstrong (2021), 
Virtual Reality Church: Pitfalls and Possibilities, Chicago: Moody.
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tinuation of this trajectory. Bock and Armstrong encourage readers to view 
technological change not as a threat but as an opportunity for innovation, 
stressing the need for discernment in leveraging new media while remaining 
anchored in theological convictions.40

Long-time church members often underestimate the potential of technol-
ogy-enhanced distribution modalities. Many years ago (2009), I pastored a small 
rural church in a tiny little town called Delphos, which sat 40 minutes north of 
Salina, KS (population then of 46,000) and was surrounded by half a dozen or 
so scattered small towns ranging in size from 1,000 – 5,000 people. The church 
itself ran about 25 early in our ministry there. I often found it discouraging to 
preach to such a small crowd, yet I believed strongly in the potential of new 
technologies and was convinced that I had a message worth sharing. So, I ex-
perimented with podcasting our messages: I found a sermon hosting tool that 
allowed me to upload edited audio recordings of messages along with a descrip-
tion, relevant Scripture verses, search tags, and notes. Needless to say, our church 
board wasn’t very enthusiastic about this, and felt it was a complete waste of time 
and effort.

Within about 3 months I was pleasantly encouraged to find that we were 
regularly seeing anywhere from 150-175 listens, and on our more popular mes-
sages and topics, we often had 250-300 or more listens (and anywhere from 
75-100 downloads of the sermon notes). Yes, you read that correctly: In a small 
rural town of under 500 population, with a church attendance of only 25, we 
were seeing an average of 200+ listens to our messages weekly (4-5 times our at-
tendance), and nearly half of them were downloading the notes, too, so I knew 
they weren’t just casual listeners or curiosity seekers. Soon after that, we started 
getting emails and messages from shut-ins and missionaries overseas who were 
connected to the church who had discovered the podcasts and recorded messages 
and who thanked us for sharing them. They wanted to stay connected and grow, 
but weren’t able to with their current life circumstances. As that congregation 
grew, so did our digital reach.

That experience confirmed for me the power and potential of new media 
technologies, and it also cemented the idea in my mind and spirit that far more 
people are interested in your church than you typically see on Sunday morn-
ings. It is also fairly well documented that in today’s culture, church attendance 
and frequency is declining at an alarming pace, yet interest remains high. Most 
pastors acknowledge that attending once or twice a month is now consider 
being a “regular attender,” and anything more frequent than once a month at-

40.	  Ibid.
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tendance is a positive.41 Livestream technology helps bridge that gap; it helps 
connect your members and periodic attenders with your messages, themes, 
culture, and announcements in between visits and it gives them a sense of con-
nectedness and purpose. 

It is also a great first connection. In fact, every church whose livestream min-
istry I have been a part of (3 now) has reported that the number one way people 
discover and engage with the church initially is through the livestream. The bibli-
cally-faithful megachurch in Wichita whose livestream ministry I was a frequent 
volunteer in regularly saw over 2,000 people connecting to the livestream on a 
weekly basis, and over 80% of our first time attenders reported that they first 
attended online. One of the highlights of my ministry there was when we held a 
baptism where a dozen people were baptized who had first attended the church 
online livestream (most of them attended for a good 6-9 months online before 
checking us out in person). Online & livestreamed services are the modern-day 
equivalent of a “yellow pages” (phone directory) from a few decades ago.42

The church where I currently serve is much smaller (average weekly in-
person attendance of 130), and our number of live viewers often seems small 
(typically 8-10 live viewers during the actual service). But by week’s end, we 
typically have several hundred (250 - 350) views, and with many of our seasonal 
or popular topics, we’ve had as many as 700 - 800 views within a week or two. 
As Elizabeth Rhyno, our Pastor of Relational Ministries, explains, “Almost every 
first-time guest who comes through the doors on a Sunday morning has already 
watched one or several of our services online.”  Simply put, if you want to con-
nect with people in today’s culture and be seen as offering any sense of relevance 
or connectivity, a quality online &/or livestreamed worship service is an absolute 
necessity. It is NOT some temporary fix to get you through a pandemic and 
discard once that’s over; it’s a paradigm shift in how people connect, and it’s 
absolutely vital for establishing your brand and your presence in today’s world.

THEOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF LIVESTREAM 
TECHNOLOGIES

Although the incarnation might seem to imply that it requires physical pres-
ence, we would do well to remember that the Church has always adapted to 
circumstances where physical presence was impossible, such as in times of perse-

41.	  Carey Nieuwhof (n.d.), “5 Church Attendance Statistics Every Church Leader Needs to Understand in 2025,” 
Church Growth, https://careynieuwhof.com/church-attendance-statistics/

42.	  A decade or so ago, it was the church’s website that functioned in that way, but those are so normative and com-
monplace now that what establishes legitimacy and provides meaningful connection over time to most people is now the 
online or livestreamed service.
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cution, exile, or illness. After all, the early Church met not just in the Synagogue, 
but also in homes (Acts 2:46-47), and a significant part of Paul’s pastoral and 
missionary influence was conducted through letters written across great distances 
(e.g., Paul’s epistles). Online worship through livestreaming technology offers a 
modern extension of this tradition, allowing believers to gather and encourage 
one another, even when they are physically apart. Online worship provides a 
means of being spiritually present with one another, allowing us to accomplish 
the “one another” commands of Scripture as well as to reflect Jesus’ call to tran-
scend physical boundaries in bringing the gospel to all nations. God’s presence is 
not limited by geography or proximity.43

Furthermore, online and livestreaming technology provides a useful option 
to connect believers who are physically unable to attend church, such as those 
who are ill, shut-ins, those whose work schedules make Sunday attendance diffi-
cult (truck drivers, frequent travelers, healthcare workers, etc.), and international 
members who wish to stay connected with their home church. This helps sup-
port the Scriptural mandate to encourage and build one another up (1 Thes-
salonians 5:11). Livestreaming also aligns with the mission to spread the Gospel 
to all nations (Matthew 28:19-20).44 It enables churches to reach a broader audi-
ence, potentially touching lives across the globe, thus fulfilling the directive to 
preach the Gospel everywhere.

For example, one of my ministry friends pastors an online congregation 
that truly transcends borders. The Chapel Online is a global community of faith 
with over 5,000 participants who meet on Facebook and through WhatsApp. 
Through recorded messages, livestreamed prayer times, blessing, and spiritual 
counsel, Pastor Anne Bosarge provides daily discipleship, weekly worship, and a 
prayer community for people who connect from 50 different countries (many of 
them from countries where they cannot openly worship).

Despite the advantages and benefits, there are some definite risks and con-
cerns, too: 

•	 Body, Gathering, & Biblical Community: Online services 
challenge the traditional notions of what it means to “gather” 
as a church body. Also, while digital platforms certainly enable 
tangible connection, they may lack the embodied, sacramental 
nature of physical gatherings (e.g., communion or baptism). Also, 

43.	  Notice that John 4:23-24 says nothing about a requirement for physical presence or proximity. Instead, with 
the full context (vv. 19-26), especially in light of the Samaritan woman’s location-centric concerns, Jesus appears to be 
making the opposite case…that where you worship is not nearly as important as the attitude of the heart and spirit.

44.	  Anne Bosarge, Facebook Messenger communication with author, February 12, 2025. I have personally observed 
this biblical community in action and benefitted from it.
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counting, quantifying, and validating attendance in livestream 
and recorded contexts is particularly challenging, especially when 
families and couples often watch a single livestream together, 
while sometimes people drop in and out, and occasionally others 
may have more than one device connected.45

•	 Pastoral Care: Online participation requires rethinking pasto-
ral care models and how to provide spiritual support to remote 
attendees.46  Likewise, online-only participation raises questions 
about how sacraments like baptism and communion can be mean-
ingfully administered in a digital context.47  Pastors are called to 
shepherd their flock, but digital participation makes it harder to 
discern spiritual health and provide the necessary accountability. 
Furthermore, a common frustration with online contexts (espe-
cially with social media) is that the perceptual barrier created by 
the screen can lull people into a false sense of comfort or judge-
ment…where they will often say or do things to someone else 
online that they would never say in person when face-to-face. 
Pastors who embrace this technology need to remain ever vigilant 
to encourage and foster supportive and judgement-free environ-
ments so that people feel safe opening up about their challenges 
and truly seek pastoral care and counsel. 

•	 Discipleship and Spiritual Formation: Although spiritual forma-
tion can – and does – happen online and in livestreamed services, 
discipleship typically works best through relationships, account-
ability, and communal practices. These can be much harder to 
cultivate in digital and online venues. In-person gatherings often 
foster vulnerability and authenticity through face-to-face interac-
tions, while digital/online platforms can make it easier to remain 
anonymous, potentially inhibiting deep relationships. 

•	 Consumerism and Commitment: Although livestreamed services 
are an example of meeting people where they are at their point of 
need, the convenience and flexibility – and anonymity – of online 
participation can easily encourage spectatorship, minimal engage-

45.	  To mitigate this for official attendance reports, my denomination (The Wesleyan Church) has found that “peak 
live viewers” is the most accurate approach to quantifying the variables of livestream attendance (and we took our cues for 
that guidance from the experts at Life Church): Matthew Tietje (2020, March 17), “Finding Peak Live Viewers,” Face-
book, https://www.facebook.com/legacy/notes/10158040136749605/ . See also Tietje (n.d.), “Live Online Attendance 
Tracking Guidance for The Wesleyan Church,” https://resources.wesleyan.org/live-online-attendance-tracking-guidance

46.	  Several churches I know who have wrestled with these either utilize livestream hosts or even have dedicated 
online campus pastors whose specialty and primary role is engaging and nurturing the online participants.

47.	  For a great exploration of the issues and possibilities, as well as discussion of how various churches and de-
nominations wrestle with this issue, see Chapter 7 – “The New People of God and Visible Signs of Invisible Grace” (pp. 
201-234) in Darrell L. Bock & Jonathan J. Armstrong (2021), Virtual Reality Church: Pitfalls and Possibilities, Chicago: 
Moody.
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ment, or even allow people to disappear altogether. Likewise, the 
ability to view recordings of livestreamed services has led to what 
I like to call the “DVR’ing” of services (watching later instead of 
live), and although this is likely more a product of consumer cul-
ture and current sociological trends, it is all too easy for parishio-
ners to view worship as a product to consume at their convenience 
rather than a commitment to participate in with others. Watching 
services on-demand may prioritize convenience over consecrated 
time for worship. This raises theological questions about how 
believers sanctify time for God in an increasingly busy, distracted 
world.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS & LOGISTICS

Earlier in this chapter, I explained that quality of the livestream experi-
ence depends heavily on (1) the quality of the equipment used to record and 
transmit the livestream – especially the lighting and audio, (2) the placement 
of the camera, and (3) the intentionality of those leading the service in speak-
ing to and including the online guests – especially in how they say it. This is 
an extremely important point which cannot be emphasized enough, so let’s 
explore those aspects now.48

If the lighting quality is poor, then it will be difficult for online viewers 
(especially those participating via a smaller screen like a computer, tablet, or 
smartphone) to visually perceive important details like facial expressions which 
signal how they should interpret the message. Lighting directly impacts how 
one perceives shades of color and dimension, so if the lighting is poor, you 
will have lots of shadows which are difficult to comprehend or interpret. If the 
audio quality is poor, it becomes irritating and distracting; if it is merely low 
volume, online participants can simply turn the volume up (to some extent) 
on their devices, but if the microphone placement isn’t intentional, it will over-
emphasize some elements and minimize others.

Remember, your online guests will only hear what you send through the 
microphones and they will only see what you include in the camera shots. For 
example:

•	 If your worship leader is mic’d well, but other members of the 
worship band or team are being picked up through overhead mics 

48.	  Unfortunately, space and scope limits the extent to which I can address these aspects in a single chapter. If you 
want to explore these issues in more depth, I highly recommend Jason Moore’s (2022) book Both/And: Maximizing 
Hybrid Worship Experiences for In-Person and Online Engagement (Plano, TX: Invite Press). 
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inside your worship facility, the online audience may only hear the 
lead without any backup voices. That will sound weird.

•	 If the mics are near fans or electrical equipment, or have a poor 
connection, you might not hear it in the main auditorium, but 
the online audience will hear a very distracting hum or buzz…and 
it can be bad enough to want to turn it off altogether.

In my experiences managing livestreamed events over the last two decades, 
I have found it a nearly universal truth that people will tolerate poor lighting 
for only awhile (presuming it will improve), but if the audio quality is poor – 
or worse, distracting – they will turn it off rather than continue to listen. This 
is why it is important to have someone listening to your livestream throughout 
the service who can make adjustments (or convey issues) whenever they arise. 
If you are using a soundboard, instead of just relaying a simple audio out, you 
should have a dedicated mix created for the livestream’s audio and someone 
assigned to monitor and adjust it as needed.

Camera placement matters a lot, too. Your goal in determining where to 
place the cameras is to position them so that the audience sees whatever some-
one sitting in a seat would see, and the shot should change whenever the action 
or voice changes. Nothing is more irritating to an online viewer than hearing 
a new voice, speaker, or instrument begin and not being able to see it through 
the one camera view you have provided. That’s why it is vitally important that 
somebody be monitoring and managing those camera views and anticipating 
what a viewer will want to see. For example:

•	 If a soloist gets up to sing or perform a specific part, or somebody 
comes up to a mic to read Scripture or make an announcement, 
make sure you switch to a good closeup view of that person as 
soon as it happens so that the online viewers won’t feel like they’re 
missing out.

•	 If you know that you’re going to be doing something different in a 
given service (such as a baptism, a child dedication, a commission-
ing, testimonies, candlelighting, etc.), make sure that you have 
one or more cameras positioned ideally to capture that, and also 
ensure that nobody will stand in front of that camera.

Although it might seem like putting a phone on a mic stand in the back of 
the room or atop the sound booth zoomed out wide would be a good idea (to 
get the maximum view and not have to follow anybody or change the shot), 
the reality is that such camera views are annoying to watch for more than a few 
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seconds.49  There’s a church in my neighborhood that does this, and when I first 
considered visiting their service, I tuned in to their online livestream to check 
out what it’s like. It was a horrible experience: The camera was positioned from 
the back of the room on a stand at an awkwardly weird angle, and so it felt very 
unnatural, and the view looked like I was sitting in the nosebleed section of a 
stadium watching tiny dots down on the field. I couldn’t see any faces or make 
out any expressions. 

Also, the view was so wide that it included one of the side entrances, so every 
time somebody entered (especially those who were arriving late), the viewer’s 
focus was shifted to the motion on the periphery instead of where the worship 
was happening. Worse, there were multiple points throughout the service where 
someone came up to a mic to talk, but they weren’t visible on camera, and the 
camera view never changed, so as a viewer I was hearing a disembodied voice. 
That was weirdly disconcerting. The whole experience proved to be so unnatural 
and difficult to watch and listen to that even though I really wanted to learn 
more about this church and its ministry, I gave up and was never able to watch 
more than a song or two. Their camera and audio quality ruined the experience 
and made it worse.

Admittedly, it is helpful every now and then to have what videographers 
call a “reference” shot (a wider view to see everything), especially if it’s unclear 
where the action is or someone on stage is moving from one place to another, but 
that should only be for a few seconds. As soon as you know where the action is, 
the online participant needs to be able to see a closeup view of that. If you only 
provide a wide shot from the back of the room, the online participant can’t see 
any facial expression, and it gives the feeling that you’re a long way away from 
the action. The perception of distance is not a friend to authenticity or participa-
tion in worship; it makes it feel inauthentic and emphasizes the fact that you’re 
not there.

If you don’t have enough volunteers to run multiple cameras, that’s OK; you 
can instead invest in a mixing tool or app that allows you to position multiple 
cameras on mic stands in various places and a single volunteer can easily switch 
between them. We use Switcher Studio (an iPad-based app), with 3-4 iPhones 
serving as cameras positioned throughout the experience room, and it allows us 

49.	  Jason Moore covers this extensively in Chapter 2 – “Reconceptualizing the Online Experience” (pp. 21 – 50) in 
Both/And. If you’re wrestling with any of these challenges – or considering dropping your livestream as people return to 
worship in buildings – I highly recommend you read it!
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to do near-professional quality mixing at a fraction of the cost with only a single 
volunteer running the technology.50

EXPLORING POSSIBILITIES

So, what might this look like in real life? How would it work if a congrega-
tion made their livestream connection intentional and used it to strategically 
engage those who are curious, checking out the church, or unable to attend 
physically for a variety of reasons? Consider the following fictional vignette 
that it based on a number of plausible real-world scenarios I’m familiar with.

PASTOR JASON, STEPHANIE, AND THE DIGITAL 
CONGREGATION

Pastor Jason had been leading his congregation for over a decade, 
relying on traditional methods of worship and community engagement. 
However, the COVID-19 pandemic changed everything. Overnight, he 
found himself needing to pivot to online services to keep his church 
connected and spiritually nourished.

With the help of Stephanie, a tech-savvy video volunteer, Pastor 
Jason quickly set up a livestreaming service. Initially, it was a simple 
setup: A camera, a microphone, and a laptop. Despite the simplicity, the 
first few services had technical glitches. Audio cut out or was garbled 
occasionally, the video quality was inconsistent, and sometimes the 
livestream lagged. Nevertheless, the congregation was patient and ap-
preciative of the effort.

As weeks turned into months, the church’s online presence grew 
more sophisticated. They invested in better equipment and learned how 
to use streaming software effectively. Stephanie taught Pastor Jason 
how to engage with the online audience in real-time, reading comments 
and prayer requests during the service. This interactive element brought 
a new dimension to worship that he had never experienced before, and 
participants at home and shut-ins loved it.

Engagement:

One Sunday, after the service, Pastor Jason received an email from 
Steve, a long-time member of the church who had recently moved 
to another state. “Pastor Jason, I just wanted to thank you for the 
livestream services. They’ve been a lifeline for me. I can’t attend in per-
son anymore, but being able to watch the service live and participate in 
the chat makes me feel like I’m still part of the community.”

50.	  See www.switcherstudio.com. Previously we used (& loved) Sling Studio, but that product is no longer in pro-
duction and their support is marginal. Other such tools include OBS Studio, eCamm Live, Wirecast, & ATEM Mini. 
For a great listing of multiple such products, including the pros and cons as well as costs, see ChatGPT’s response to my 
query: https://tinyurl.com/CameraMixingTools
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A few weeks later, he received a note relayed from Connie, an older 
member whose health meant she often spent considerable time in the 
hospital and rehab center. She was grateful that she could watch the 
service live while in the hospital (or later in the day or week if she was 
resting or being treated), and it meant that she no longer felt isolated 
or alone.

Pastor Jason was thrilled to hear this. He realized that the online ser-
vices were not just a temporary solution but a way to reach people who 
could not attend in person, including those who had moved away, were 
homebound, or had health concerns.

However, not all feedback was positive. Some members expressed 
concerns about the sense of community and the loss they felt. “Pastor, 
I miss seeing everyone in person,” complained Mary during a virtual 
fellowship meeting. “It’s not the same watching from home. I feel dis-
connected.”

Reflection:

Pastor Jason understood Mary’s concerns. The digital format, while 
convenient, lacked the physical presence and spontaneous interactions 
of in-person gatherings. He began to wrestle with balancing the bene-
fits of online services with the need for genuine community connection.

Additionally, Jason noticed a new trend: many members were DVR’ing 
the services and watching them later. This raised further questions. Was 
the immediacy of worship being lost? Were people still engaging with 
the message as deeply?

Resolution:

To address these concerns, Pastor Jason discussed what he was 
seeing with his associate pastor Linda, and together they decided to 
implement several changes. She organized small group meetings on 
Zoom where members could discuss the sermon and pray together, 
fostering a sense of community. He also introduced live Q&A sessions 
after the service to make the experience more interactive. 

John also addressed the DVR’ing trend by creating a weekly email 
newsletter summarizing the sermon’s key points and encouraging 
members to reflect and share their thoughts, regardless of when they 
watched the service. This approach helped maintain engagement and 
spiritual growth throughout the week.

Through these adjustments, Pastor Jason found a way to embrace 
the benefits of online worship while addressing its challenges. His jour-
ney highlighted the potential of digital tools to enhance ministry and the 
importance of adapting to new realities with creativity and care. Pastor 
Jason’s experience became a testament to the church’s resilience and 
ability to innovate in the face of unprecedented challenges, ensuring 
that their mission continued despite the distance. 
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NEXT STEPS: LEADING WITH WISDOM

The early days of the pandemic forced most churches into survival mode. 
For many, livestreaming was just a quick fix – an emergency adaptation to 
handle an unexpected crisis. But as the dust settled, it has become clear that 
livestreaming wasn’t just a temporary solution, but that instead it is a funda-
mental shift in how people engage with church in the world we minister in to-
day. The mistake many church leaders make is treating it as a stopgap measure 
rather than a creative opportunity to not only serve their congregations well 
but even to sustain long-term ministry growth. So, how can we approach this 
new paradigm with hope and peace?

1. Resist the Panic (Move From Crisis to Strategy)
This means that now is the time to move from reaction to strategy. Min-

istry leaders need to assess what has changed and determine how to respond 
wisely. Rather than longing for a return to how things were before, leaders 
need to reflect on what they learned during the pandemic: What worked well? 
What proved ineffective? What lessons emerged from several months (or years) 
of online services? Our goal should no longer be to just get through this time 
period using online and livestream technologies, but to leverage it for more 
effective ministry.

The first step is to stop viewing online engagement as competition to in-
person worship (the tendency to view it that way is pervasive, and my col-
leagues and I hear it often). However, the reality is that hybrid ministry – 
where digital and physical expressions of church complement each other – is 
the new normal. It’s time to face the reality that some church members will 
never return to regular in-person attendance, yet they still desire to stay con-
nected. Many more experienced the flexibility and will come when they can 
and watch online when they can’t; they are a vital part of your congregation, 
too. Others will explore the church through its digital presence before they 
ever step through the doors. 

Online platforms have become the new front porch of the church. Instead 
of measuring success by how many people are physically present on a Sunday 
morning, we need to rethink (and likely broaden) our understanding of en-
gagement. Keep in mind, too, that long before the pandemic hit, this was an 
issue: We have all observed how parishioners might be physically present, but 
mentally or emotionally checked out…or at least not very engaged. The true 
measure of impact is not just who is in the pews, but who is being discipled, 
encouraged, and connected – whether in person or online – and how they are 
taking next steps for their spiritual and relational growth.
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2. Embrace the opportunity (Develop a Hybrid Ministry Mindset)

The assumption that physical attendance is the only indicator of spiritual 
engagement is no longer valid. Livestreaming has changed the way people in-
teract with church, making it possible for participation to happen beyond the 
walls of a sanctuary. While some may worry that digital church encourages 
passivity (and it can), the reality is that thoughtful online ministry can foster 
deep connections and spiritual growth. I have dozens of ministry friends who 
are doing digital and online ministry very effectively…and they’re seeing not 
just numerical and relational growth, but spiritual growth and life transforma-
tion, too. The key is to move beyond simply streaming services for people to 
“watch” and instead cultivating a genuine hybrid approach to ministry where 
people “engage” or “participate” in multiple ways and modalities.

That shift begins with intentionality; it doesn’t happen by merely adapting 
to circumstances. Pastors must recognize that those watching online are not 
just spectators, but can be (should be) active participants who need to be ac-
knowledged, valued, and engaged. This means addressing them directly during 
services, finding a way to receive their prayer requests and include them, invit-
ing them into conversation, and wherever possible, incorporating them into 
sacraments. Instead of treating digital attendees as an afterthought, ministry 
leaders who want to thrive amidst the storms of post-pandemic culture should 
consider how to actively integrate online and livestream participants into the 
worship experience.51

A hybrid mindset also requires rethinking discipleship. Sunday morning 
livestreams are just one part of a larger digital strategy. Discipleship can – and 
should – extend beyond the livestream through online small groups, interactive 
Bible studies, and digital prayer gatherings. While nothing can fully replace the 
richness and vulnerability of in-person face-to-face relationships, online spaces 
can be powerful tools for connection, accountability, and spiritual growth. 
Rather than viewing digital platforms as lesser alternatives, church leaders 
should explore how they can enhance and support the core mission of the 
church.52

51.	  For example, you could invite a regular online participant to lead prayer or share a Scripture reading. Or men-
tion online guests by name in prayers. Or find a way for hosts to relay their comments or prayer requests to pastoral staff 
or leaders to be acknowledged publicly. 

52.	  I will discuss this more extensively in the chapter on metaverse and VR, but many of the same principles and 
examples apply to online and livestream ministry as well. For more on this, see my 2024 journal article “Inconceivable! 
Field Preaching, Digital Church, & the Metaverse: Embracing John Wesley’s Legacy of Innovation to Inform the Virtual 
Ministry of Tomorrow.” Didache: Faithful Teaching, 24:1 (Spring 2024). ISSN: 15360156 https://didache.nazarene.org/
index.php/volume-24-number-1.
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Metrics also need to be reconsidered. In a traditional church setting, atten-
dance is an easy number to track, but in an online context, engagement is far 
more nuanced. Watching a livestream is different from sitting through a service 
in person. Some people watch live, others tune in later, and still others engage 
only with sermon excerpts/highlights or discussions afterward. Churches that 
succeed in digital ministry are those that recognize these different levels of en-
gagement and learn to track them meaningfully. The question is not just how 
many people showed up, but how are people growing, connecting, and living out 
their faith?

3. Do it Well (Pursue Excellence in Livestreaming)

Recognizing the importance of livestreaming is one thing; knowing how 
to improve it is another. Many pastors acknowledge that digital ministry is 
here to stay, but they feel overwhelmed by the technical side or unsure of what 
steps to take next. The good news is that excellence in livestreaming doesn’t 
require massive budgets or professional production teams – just thoughtful, 
incremental improvements. Also, if your church has any teens or twenty-some-
things attending, they live and thrive in digital culture and know it well. Find a 
mature one and ask them (or even invite several to help you develop an online 
engagement strategy).

The first step would be to evaluate your current livestream experience with 
fresh eyes. It’s easy to focus only on what happens in the room, but ministry 
leaders need to consider how that in-person experience translates to an online 
audience. Watching past services from the perspective of a first-time online 
visitor can be eye-opening: Are the sermons clear and engaging? Is the audio 
crisp, or does it sound distant and echoey? Is the camera work intentional, or 
does it feel like an afterthought? Is it easy to see and understand who’s speak-
ing and follow all of the action, wherever it happens? Many people will decide 
whether to stay engaged with a church based on the quality of their first online 
experience. If they struggle to hear, if the visuals are poor, or if they feel ignored 
as an online participant, they will likely disengage. A great way to improve in 
this area is to ask someone (or ideally several people) to participate online and 
observe and experience everything your online guests do, then share their im-
pressions, findings, and suggestions. These could be ministry colleagues from 
another church, long-time members who can no longer attend, members who 
normally attend in person, or even professional mystery shoppers.53  

53.	  My friend Jason Moore (who wrote Both/And and specializes in advising churches on hybrid ministry) is a 
professional who offers this very service. You can reach him at midnightoilproductions.com
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Improving your livestream doesn’t have to mean expensive upgrades, but 
some investments will make a significant impact. Clear, high-quality audio is 
the most important factor – viewers will tolerate less-than-perfect visuals, but 
if the sound is muffled or unclear, they will tune out. Upgrading the audio 
setup so that you can mix and control the sound going out to the livestream 
independently of the audio for the worship space should be the first priority. 
Camera placement also plays a crucial role. Place them at eye level so that the 
online viewer can see faces up close, and use multiple angles to make the expe-
rience feel more personal.

Beyond the technical aspects, engagement efforts must be intentional. A 
livestream should not be a passive one-way broadcast, but an opportunity for 
real-time connection. Churches that succeed in online ministry typically as-
sign team members to monitor and respond to comments, prayer requests, 
and questions during the service; some have a dedicated online campus pastor, 
while others have a livestream host or moderator. Their job is to make guests 
feel seen, welcomed, and cared for. This simple step (easily accomplished with 
volunteers) transforms the experience from a one-way passive viewing into an 
interactive, communal gathering. Additionally, follow-up matters. Churches 
that do this well send a brief email or social media message to thank first-time 
online viewers and see if they have any questions or concerns, and when online 
guests keep returning, they invite them to take the next step – whether that’s 
joining an online small group, coming to an info session to learn more, con-
necting with a pastor, or even attending an in-person service.

Sustainable success in livestreaming beyond the pandemic requires leader-
ship buy-in and a commitment to ongoing improvement. This means train-
ing volunteers to run cameras and sound effectively, designating someone to 
oversee digital engagement, and making livestreaming a core part of ministry 
planning rather than an afterthought. Churches that thrive in digital ministry 
are those that recognize livestreaming as more than a technical necessity; they 
know it is a front door to discipleship, evangelism, and meaningful commu-
nity.

MOVING FORWARD WITH CONFIDENCE

Change, especially when it feels forced, can be unsettling. Many pastors 
still feel a sense of loss, longing for the way church used to be before the pan-
demic changed everything. Digital engagement can feel foreign and unnatural 
if it’s not your norm. But history shows that every major shift in communica-
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tion technology has opened new doors for the Church to reach people. The 
advent of Roman roads made the spread of the gospel in the first century 
possible. The printing press made Scripture widely available and helped give 
rise to the Protestant Reformation. The rise of radio and television extended 
the Gospel’s reach into millions of homes and birthed multiple movements 
at home and abroad. Now, digital platforms allow churches to connect with 
people in ways that previous generations could never have imagined. Instead of 
resisting change, wise leaders embrace it with confidence, knowing that God is 
not bound by any single method or format.

Remember, too, that you are not alone in this journey. Many others are 
navigating the same challenges, asking the same questions, and experimenting 
with new ways to engage their congregations. The goal is not perfection, nor 
is it to keep up with the latest trends; it is to be faithful stewards of the tools 
available to us today. Technology will continue to evolve, but the mission of 
the Church remains unchanged. The message of Christ is timeless, even as the 
methods change.

Just as storm chasers do not try to stop the storm but instead learn how to 
navigate, predict, and prepare for it, church leaders must recognize that tech-
nological disruption is not a threat…it is an opportunity. By understanding 
the landscape, preparing wisely, and leading with a spirit of confidence, you 
can ensure that your churches remains a place of hope, connection, and trans-
formation in an increasingly digital world. Online and livestream ministry is 
not the end of meaningful church engagement; it is merely the beginning of 
new opportunities. The Church has weathered such storms before, and it will 
do so again.
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