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Introduction
The Internet affects the local church.  Seventy percent of adults in the US are now online
 which means the average person in the pew comes with a new opinion of what is possible and what could be.  For instance, the way people relate to each other and the way people expect communication to take place is changing.  It no longer takes 3 days to deliver a piece of mail but a matter of seconds.  People meet each other and develop significant relationships from thousands of miles away.
  The days of not being able to find a phone number, address and all the information a person wants on an organization just by typing www dot in their web browser are gone (at least people expect it to be gone).   Pastors, like doctors, are beginning to experience people coming into their office not looking for answers but to confirm or deny the results already found during self-diagnosis research on the internet.  The entire Bible, along with every major historical writing and millions of self-written opinions are all available online.  Pastors need to teach people how to weigh the value of all this information because 64% of the people who attend services weekly use the internet for personal religious or spiritual purposes.
   Some churches are feeling that if they do not “Get Online” by making a web page they will be as out of touch as if they lost their phone and photocopier. 
The Internet is described by many as the next Guttenberg revolution.  For example, Walter Wilson, one of the first to write on the Internet for Churches said, “Ours is the first generation in all of human history to have the technology to reach every man, woman and child on earth with the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”
 People are online alone secretly searching for answers to their deepest questions and the Church has an opportunity to have a voice.  But to have a voice on the Internet the Church needs to be online. 
So many people are feeling this pressure to “go online” that a new website is created every four seconds.
  Currently there are over 11.5 billion web pages.
 On the spiritual side 66% of web users have sent emails and greeting cards to each other with religious content, read news of religious affairs, looked up how to celebrate religious holidays, or found information on where they could attend religious services.
  In fact, 679,212
 searches are made every day just for the word “Church”.  Sadly, those searching for a church receive 567 million results
 so they have to turn to more precise queries like, “Abbotsford church”.  What is encouraging is that 227 searches are performed for “Abbotsford church” every day.  For a population of 114,000 that theoretically means every internet enabled resident will perform that search once in the period of a year.
  Of course, some people make the same request repeatedly so 17% is a more conservative number of how many people have searched for a religious fellowship online. 
  For the churches that manage to create a strong web presence they will often here new people say, “I found you on the web”.  Those churches that do not have a strong web presence may feel very left out almost as if they are missing something.
But with all the hype of the need to go online is it really the best thing for the Church to do?  The Anglican Church issues a detailed study on the impact of the internet on the Church and uncovered two key points.  The first is, “Cyberspace allows computers to become ‘dream machines’.  But every dream has its dark side”
  The dream has to do with all the amazing things the internet can do for the church both imagined and those things still to be imagined.  The dark side refers to how the Internet can also cost a church a great deal.  The second point the committee makes is that, “[Cyberspace] is inherently neither wholly good nor wholly bad” but “they are terribly good and bad at the same time.  Neutral they are not.”
  The internet is an incredible tool for the Church but it will also cost the church.  I have spent the last eight years developing tools to help the Church effectively use the Internet.  I have also been in the industry long enough to know that the Internet is not all wonderful but is full of dangers and pitfalls.  In this paper I will focus on those dangers and pitfalls and in the end bring us back to a strategy on how to overcome a large number of them.

The History of Information Technology in Light of the Health to the Church
To say that the Internet is the next Guttenberg revolution is not too far off for the printing press of Guttenberg is part of a greater history of communication technology.  Throughout history each change in communication brought a change to society and thus a change to the Church.  By analyzing the impact of past changes we can outline some trends that apply to the health of the Church today in light of the dawn of the Internet. 

The first communication technology was the written word.
  This written word allowed ideas to be recorded and passed down in a concrete form.  Based on archeological evidence that shows the Bible as the most preserved and abundant of all the ancient manuscripts it can be concluded that the Church embraced this technology.  Moreover, it is evident that God embraced this technology since He entrusted His Word to this technology (which at that time was still undeveloped without vowels in the Hebrew and without spaces or punctuation in the Greek).  However God did not embrace this technology without any reservation for a warning is given in Scripture not to add to or take away from God’s words.
  Not only would written words be used for good but also false teachers would come writing their own books and leading many astray.  It seems that while God embraces technology He also knows it can be distorted and misused.  Likewise the Internet as a new parchment for today can contain either the very words of God or deceptions.   The lesson from the written word is that in the past God has embraced certain forms of technology thus technology as a whole is not bad but rather how it is used and implemented can be bad.
The next major revolution in communication technology was the Printing Press.  Until this time everything had to be written out by hand so written communication was slow, expensive and reserved for a few.  The printing press made books available to the masses (at least those who could read) and allowed ideas to spread quickly.  The church embraced the printing press to spread the teachings of the reformation, to undercut the authority of the present structure and to find independence from the institutional church.  Although many people speak optimistically of the Internet as the next great printing press revolution there are several cautions that can be drawn from this stage in technology.  First, although books were now available not everyone could read them.  To claim (as Wilson’s quote above) that the entire world can be reached by the web is erroneous as there is a very real “digital divide” meaning that not everyone has the resources to afford to have internet access.   Not everyone will be reached by any one form of technology and if a Church only provides content in one way then they exclude other entire groups.  This is seen in something as simple as a church saying, “Check our web page for the latest announcements” for in so doing 30% of the congregation is excluded.

The second lesson from the printing press is that when the price of communicating goes down then more divergent messages go out.  The printing press split the church apart and the church continued to split apart into hundreds of denominations over the following years.  Communication technology empowers individuals with a voice.  In one way this is good since corruption can be challenged but it is also problematic because there is no longer an authoritative voice.  Previously, if a person wanted to write a book then what they said had to be deemed worthy enough to print it.  Now people can self-publish or post their content on the web and have just as equal of a presentation as anyone else on the planet. 
   Biblical material is included in this and the challenge for pastors is how to educate their people to evaluate the credibility of each voice.  Practically, this means anyone can create a church website and look just as official as any other site irregardless of how divergent the teaching is from all the other church webpages. The end result of the internet will likely be a continued fragmentation of the church as tiny groups become empowered.  In some cases, like the reformation, this empowerment will be good, and in cases like the enlightenment the same tool will turn against the church.

It was on May 24, 1844 that the next revolution took place in the form of the telegraph.  Before the telegraph communication was slow.  Messages (both orally and written) had to be carried for weeks on end by horse in order to reach their end.  In the case of American history people died fighting wars that were already over because they had not heard the news yet.    The telegraph connected two spots and in an instant a message could be sent from one place to another.  Interestingly, the first message every passed over the telegraph was by Samuel Morse, “What God hast wrought?” (Num 23:23)
  It seems that to Samuel Morse the telegraph was brought about by the hand of God and would be used by Him.   The cell phone today is the sociological extension of the telegraph.  It did not matter where someone went they could be reached as long as one knew the number.  Somewhere however between the telegraph and the cell-phone life has become immediate and “always on”.  With the benefit of always available communication we have raised the expectations of society.  Technology can be disruptive as in when a cell phone goes over in the middle of a service.  The ancient art of retreat, of silence, and of waiting has become more difficult and even our holidays are interrupted by the constant barrage of “the now”.  Likewise putting the church on the Internet will open up new floodgates.  Now the church can be reached in an instant and is “always on”.  The important question to ask is, “Are we ready?”  Once the pastor has email the entire congregation (and the world) can reach him.  The speed of requests will increase and people will demand that they are answered immediately.
  Furthermore, if the church begins to put events and sermons online it will create a new expectation within the congregation who will quickly become frustrated when it is “Monday, and the bulletin is not even online yet!”  Going online will increase the speed and expectations of speed of the church; however, the internet is speeding up the congregation in the rest of their life and they will inevitably expect the same from their church.
Following the telegraph was the telephone which was nothing more than the telegraph with voice.  I have already written about the implications of cell-phones and this whole area of communication but there is one element of the telephone that is pertinent to the church.  When Alexander Graham Bell invented the telephone he was convinced that the primary purpose of this new invention was to deliver news reports and symphonies to the peoples.  It was only later when confronted with the evidence that he agreed that the primary use would be for people to communicate with each other.
   Likewise when people brainstorm on what the Internet can do for their church they dream great ideas of what it could do.  Of course the internet can be used to broadcast the services or conduct surveys of spiritual gifts but quite frankly most people just want to figure out what time the services are at, how to get there and how they can email the church for their basic questions.  Churches can spend thousands of dollars (millions if they really wanted) building a web site that has no realistic relationship to how the people will actually use it. 
Our next category of radio and television are both extensions of the printing press in that they provide a way to communicate with the masses.  They both make the communication more interesting by adding audio but there is one significant difference in that they moved mass communication from atoms to bits.
   By atoms I am referring to paper which is something tangible.  It can only be in one place at one time and for every copy that is made more atoms (physical assets like paper) must be reserved.  Bits are somewhat different in that they are intangible, they do not take up space or time in the same way paper does.  Of course bits are carried on tangible elements like wires and poles and television sets but once the infrastructure is in place the bits can change thousands of times per second.  The only cost is in setting up the infrastructure and keeping the power on so the bits can move, but once the power is running it costs the same to send a million copies or to send a bunch of blanks.  The internet extends this even further and becomes the ultimate place to share bits.  Now the Bible and sermons and the church bulletin can be copied for free, the only limits are the infrastructure that transports it.
Since bits are so cheap it is possible for anyone and anything to write or be written about.  Since it costs nothing to print anything is printed and the world suffers a media-explosion.  It is imperative that a church clearly think through what it puts on its web page and how it is presented or it too will create media-overload and lose its congregation in the vastness of its own cyberspace.   Without quality in content the Church web page will just be another channel passed on by the metaphorical “remote control”.  While sharing the bits costs only to maintain the infrastructure large enough to carry the message we want to send the bulk of the investment needs to go into building a message that is worth sharing.
Like radio and television the Internet will raise the bar of quality people expect.  When radio was first introduced it was a hobby for activists and the church was one of the earliest implementers of the radio.  As the radio developed the quality of the broadcasts increased and as the corporate world became more involved it became more and more important to have corporate advertising and with advertising was a demand for higher ratings.   As this trend moved into television each new season tried to outperform the previous with greater special effects.  Over time budgets for a weekly episode of shows like Star Trek began to exceed past budgets for entire movies.  As the television industry got better the expectations of the people grew higher.  Interestingly, some of those expectations continued into the church and the church began to feel outdated and out of touch if it was not using the latest technology such as powerpoint or did not have a portion of the sound quality experienced in the theatre.  In some cases, believers would be able to watch the latest mega-church service on their television and then compare it to their weekly service in their own small town.  The same will happen with the internet.  Believers have access to thousands of churches online but only the best will appear at the top of the search results.  Over time poorly designed church web pages with spinning graphics of the cross on clashing backgrounds will degrade the image of the church as irrelevant and corny.   If a church is to go online it had better do it well.
How a Web Page can Hurt a Church

One of the most common mistakes for a church web site is to build the website simply because they have to.  While I am a firm believer that the internet is an incredible tool to reach the ends of the earth I do not believe that is the online role of the local church.  Realistically, the little church web page will rarely ever be found by the global community and the information found on that page will have little relevance to the global audience (or if a church tries to be global then it will retain little relevance to the local audience).   Indeed the Internet can be used to reach the world but it is not through millions of small churches trying to be the best but by working together on bigger solutions for the global Church.   Still churches are told they need to go online they think it means they need the “full meal deal” because someone told them that “if they build it, they will come”.  Quite frankly, they build it and no one knows what to do with it.   After a few months their top-notch system is full of out-of-date content, empty pages and a church generally unaware it exists.  
Despite all the hype churches are one of the areas people least expect to be affected by the Internet.  In one survey over 1000 experts in the Internet where asked, “On a scale of 1-10 with 1 representing no change and 10 representing radical change, please indicate how much change you think the internet will bring to the following institutions or activities in the next decade.”
  Religion scored only a mean of 4.69 which is the lowest of all categories asked.  News publications scored 8.46 and both education and the workplace scored about 7.9.  For instance, the news industry is being greatly challenged by the growing trend of self-writing bloggers.  Furthermore, the usefulness of a printed classifieds section is being lost in the ability of an online searchable one.  Even the stacks of daily papers that are read then disposed of are tempting to be replaced by an online version.  In the workplace it is becoming required to be proficient in computer skills.   Meetings are now booked online and some conducted completely online.  Documents are drafted, emailed to colleagues, edited then merged back into the original.  Global markets are opening in new ways and people can telecommunute from anywhere in the world with just a laptop and an internet connection.  Education also will experience radical changes (mostly because it has failed to change quickly enough in the last ten years).  Courses will move to a mixed module form where elements are taken in class and the rest done online.    Learning will become more self-paced for those under 18 and more life-long through competency based training for those over 18.
  The above groups will experience radical change because the very thing that it exists to do will be altered.   In the case of education and news the very medium they use is changing so the entire structure must change with it.  In regards to religion, mission agencies whose primary tool is with communication technology (ex. radio, tv and books) will be radically changed as they incorporate this new medium.  While the local church will experience some changes as members bring tools they use in the workplace into the board meeting the overall system of worship, fellowship and loving one’s neighbor for Christ will remain unchanged.  There is encouragement in the fact that new mediums supplement but do not destroy the old mediums so the church can go on with its current tools if they work.  People still use hand-writing, books, radio and television, we just no longer write many books by hand or tell many stories over the radio anymore.   When John Jewell wrote his excellent critique of technology he wrote, “the only real measure of success of technology is its ability to enhance the quality of community.”
  As a result, technology is merely a tool and not the focus of the church.   The important factor is not for a church to have every tool available to it but that it has tools that it can use effectively.
Another mistake churches can make when they go online is they try to become both an online church and an offline church.  In order to do this a church has to replicate everything they do offline and put it online.   According to Reiss, the author of “11 immutable laws of internet branding” this is a terrible mistake because it breaks the law of “either/or”
   In his book he gives countless examples of companies who tried to be both offline and online.  Why did Amazon.com beat barnesandnobles.com?  One reason was Amazon was undivided and single in its category.  People knew Amazon was where to go online to get  books.  Barnes and Nobles was a place to go physically into a store.  Likewise with the church.  Let churches rise up that are only online and let them reach out to those who would only come online.  The goal of the local church should be to enhance its offline services with its online tools not to reproduce them online.  
Here are two examples of how a church can support its offline ministry instead of moving ministry online.   First, the goal of putting the sermons online should be to have an archive for lasting enrichment.  Second, putting a churches mission, vision and core documents online just makes sense because those things should be exposed every avenue they can get.  Third, chat on the other hand, just does not make sense for the local church.  Why would a church that meets face to face want to simulate a face to face encounter online?  The goal of the web is not to reproduce our offline experience but to add new tools to make our offline experience stronger.
 This leads us into the next point: ministry comes first, then technology.  In my workplace we have a group of people called “gadget geeks”.  These are the people who always show up to work with the latest technological toy.  It might be a new iPod or flat screen monitor or ultra bright flashlight keychain but these people are always adding new stuff to their collection even though their old stuff works just fine.  I suspect they do it because it is cool and they find it fun or maybe it’s a deep rooted covetousness to always have the next greatest thing.  When these people are put in charge of the church webpage they are constantly throwing away old parts of the site and replacing them with new parts.  The most common example of this is changing the look of the webpage every month or two.  This is very dangerous to the church because most people struggle with change and are slow to embrace technology.  Once they have learnt how to use a system they will be very confused when it is changed, even if the change is for the better.  John Jewell adds another insight to the printing press revolution, “it was the message that fueled the Reformation, not the printing press in and of itself.  The Reformation was a message in search of a tool.  Technology is too often a tool in search of a message.”  If technology is going to work in the church it has to be more than the latest fad but a well-thought through plan.
Outside Dangers that can Hurt the Church

Twice I have had it happen to me that a hacker broke into my web site and tried to change every one of my home pages to “You have been hacked”.  Despite all our security measures (which were a lot) everything can be broken into with enough effort.  This is true for banks, government agencies and even churches.  When we tracked down who was responsible it was a team of teenagers from Brazil who form a club and compete against other teams to see how many sites they can take down.   In our case this cost us substantial money since we had to format the entire computer the web page was stored on, rebuild it and go through all our data and make sure nothing else was tampered with.  Fortunately it was only a case of vandalism but they could have just as easily subtly changed key pages on what we believe, who we are and even stolen our entire list of members.
Even if the church site is not hacked it can still be vandalized.  It is common for sites to allow users to leave comments or enter into discussion on key questions.  On my personal blog where I write about my missionary journeys
 I was allowing people to post prayers for us in the comments field.   A few months after I started this a “robot” (a computer that searches the internet for information) found my site and started posting advertisements for less than reputable products in my comments field.  I then added “word verification” where anyone who wants to post a comment must type in the somewhat hidden word they see above (easy enough for humans but hard enough for machines).  This eliminated all my vandalism problems but if someone really wanted to they could still add their comments manually or “screen-scrape” the image and show it on their site for users to answer in order to get their next page of porn.
  
At times a church may indivertibly invite others to vandalism their page.  Many groups such as geocities offer free web hosting but show advertisements on the page.  The church has little control over those ads so it could be exposing its members to mixed messages.  It would be better for them to pay the five to ten dollars a month and get their page ad free.
The last danger is internet stalkers and predators.  Sadly there are people who try to build relationships with children and teens, often posing as a child or teen themselves, only to build a relationship in the hope of one day meeting in person and exploiting that child.  Due to the anonymity of the internet it is easier to do then if someone were to come in and offer to help with Sunday School.  Although a child can be exploited on pages other than the church web page it would be a great burden to the church if it was their facilities that made such an exploit possible.  A church can begin to combat this exploitation by training families to keep their computers in highly visible areas, to check the log files of what pages have been visited, to setup parental controls, to discuss with their children the dangers and what the child has seen, and to encourage their children to never reveal personal information online.   
A Strategy for Developing a Healthy Site

The first thing that must change for churches to have web pages that help instead of hurt them is the perception given to the web ministry.   It must be treated as a ministry of the church and in so doing be given all the same emphasis and planning as any other ministry in the church.  Instead of just asking one member to create the site because he happens to know how to use a computer the church should form an online ministry team.  This team must be trained in the mission and vision of the church and before any server space is bought or code is written they must make an integrated plan of how the web ministry will fit into the larger mission and vision of the church.  In order to do this effectively this team must understand both what their church is and what the internet is so they can see how the internet can truly help the church.
  They need to ask difficult questions like, “What problems are we seeking to solve with this technology”, “Are these problems important?”, “Will this actually solve the problem?”, and “What new problems will this create?”

Secondly the team needs to create a plan.  I strongly urge every church I consult to start small.   In most cases the steps would be as follows:  

1. Purchase a domain name
 and pre-built layout.
  Add a map to your church
, service times and contact information (use a web form for your email address or you’ll get lots of junk mail).  Now you essentially have a glorified yellow-pages add.  Send your web address to your denominational headquarters, local ministerial and community web pages so people can find you.  Add the web page to all church printed materials such as business cards and bulletins.
2. Begin posting your bulletin online.
3. Add the first feature that would help the mission and vision of the church.  For instance if your mission and vision puts a strong emphasis on missions then give all your missionaries a space on your webpage to write and ask for prayer. 

4. Wait two months.  Evaluate the effectiveness of the above then roll out another feature based on what has been learnt.
Conclusion

While the Internet is the next great communication change with incredible opportunities it also brings great dangers.  A church that unwittingly ventures online simply because they want to get on the band wagon but fails to carefully integrate their site into their entire ministry plan can cause great harm to their church.  A web page can damage the image of a church by being unattractive and cheaply designed, or being hacked and vandalism to give the wrong message.  As communication technology it improves the efficiency by which people can communicate and like the cell phone can overwhelm the church and increase the pace of just being busy but not getting more done.  
The people in the church are experiencing radical changes in their work and education outside of the church.  In many cases they are using the internet to supplement what they are getting out of church.  Their expectations will go up and continued pressure will be put on the church to implement these new tools and to achieve the same quality of tools.  Any elements involving communication will experience the most demand for change (business meetings, messages to members, sermon illustrations).  It some ways the church may not be able to adequately adapt to this learning curve and its best efforts may still seem out of touch.  
Other churches may fall into the trap of implementing every new online “gadget” that comes along and end up with a system that is under-used and incomprehensible to its people.  The web system may be so vast and demanding that even if designed to meet their needs people may be too overwhelmed to use it. 
In order for a church to be successful online they must carefully think through how the web page will fit into the mission and vision of the church.  They must be fearless to cut away all the features that do not help them.  They need to take the web ministry seriously and appoint an official web team that is treated with all the same importance as the other ministries of the church.  By being strategic in its efforts to go online a Church will avoid many of the pitfalls the Internet can bring.
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� This is developed by Walt Wilson


� http://207.21.232.103/pdfs/PIP_Future_of_Internet.pdf


� Ibid, p 15.


� Jewell, 43


� Reiss, 113ff


� http://www.coryandchris.com


� As another example of vandalism.  Wikipedia allows anyone to edit their webpage.  In so doing they have created an online encyplodedia of over 1.2 million entries and thousands of editors.  The entry on Jesus has suffered significant attack by cults and extremists to the point where it is closed to all but older members.  


� The question, “What is the Internet” is outside the scope of this paper and will be dealt with quite extensively in my grad essay this fall.


� Cybernauts, 49


� Do this first otherwise the church has to re-educate everyone on the new domain name if they switch later.


� The pre-built layout makes it professional.  See � HYPERLINK "http://www.monstertemplates.com" ��www.monstertemplates.com�, best to use wordpress to start.  Or use www.blogger.com


� http://www.google.com/apis/maps/


� If you are using wordpress create a new category for each missionary and assign that missionary as the author.





