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Introduction
Today seven million North Americans will look for religious or spiritual information on the World Wide Web.
   Among those requests 700,000 searches will be performed for the word “Church”
 indicating that people are looking for a church or looking for information about churches in general.  This offers a huge potential for the Church to offer answers to those in need of them.  In fact, the web is designed to be a primary medium for people to gather information
 and has the potential to be the voice of the church when people cannot or will not go to the building.  Like all tools the web is designed for a purpose and the better a church understands the purpose of the web the more effectively it can be used.
Since the web was created in 1991 there has been substantial hype over its potential.   In 1997 the Canadian government established an advisory council to study the web and propose action steps the government needed to take.   This council determined that as a result of the internet a social, economic and cultural revolution was transforming the world.
   In the past two centuries Canadian society was based on the exchange of goods but a shift has taken place where their society is at least in part based on intangible ideas, information, knowledge, and intelligence.  They predicted, 
Just as roads, railroads and airports formed the infrastructure for the industrial society, so communications, computers and a range of other new technologies will constitute the infrastructure for the 21st century’s knowledge society and economy.

It was the proposal of the committee that the Canadian government had to build the infrastructure to make Canada Internet enabled and provide Internet access for all of its citizens in libraries, schools, and homes.
   In summary, the committee determined that society had shifted and Canada needed to shift its infrastructural framework in order to keep in step with the new medium.
Likewise, several people in the church have felt that society is shifting and the global church needs to keep up.  In 2000, Walt Wilson titled his book, “The Internet Church: the local church can’t be local anymore.” In this book he points out how the web is a new phenomenon that gives the church an opportunity to reach the entire world.  He goes so far as to say, “What we do with the Internet is as important as what we do in the pulpit.”
   While this may be an overstatement, Wilson has realized that the web (like the pulpit) is a communication platform in the same category as scrolls, the printing press, radio, and television.  Since both evangelism and discipleship (Mt 28:19-20) rely heavily on communication these tools offer a great advantage to the church.
The danger is that all the above communication media are just tools.  Tools like the printing press can be used to publish the writings of Martin Luther and fuel the reformation or they can be used to publish others writings that fuel the enlightenment and eventually humanism and the secularization of society.  The power of a tool is in the hands of its master.  The more the church understands its tools the better it can use them. The written word allowed the sacred words of God to be recorded and passed down.  The printing press allowed the clear teachings of the reformation to be delivered to the people.  The first radios added human voice and emotion and allowed churches to broadcast their services.  Television added motion and visuals and churches have used it to educate and evangelize.  Each new medium has opened new doors (and new challenges) for the church to bring God to the people.  The question that remains is, “What will the web add to this picture?”
  One answer would be to just build a web page and see what happens.  This haphazard approach is akin to a church loading up a van and getting on the highway with no idea where they are heading. 
   Likewise, the church can just haphazardly get on the web and have some moderate success but it will do far better if it understands what the web is for and knows where it wants to go with it.
For instance, to write one must first understand the pen.  Imagine the folly if one used the pen to carve, or the printing press to die fabric, or the television to play music.  All of these things could be done but they are not the most effective use of the tool.  Each tool was designed for a purpose and in understanding the purpose of the tool one unlocks the power to use it.  When Alexander Graham Bell first invented the telephone he thought that its primary application would be to deliver symphonies to the people.
  While it is possible for the telephone to do this it may not be the best use of the tool.  Take a church for example; the telephone is far better used by a pastor to phone a parishioner to arrange a meeting than to transmit the worship service to those who are bedridden.  Some might get excited about the possibility of using the phone to transmit the service but other technologies such as television could do this far better.  Likewise the web can be used for many things from booking a meeting to transmitting the worship service but the question that must be answered is, “What is the purpose of the web?”  Only then do we have a foundation to determine how to build an effective church website.

Therefore the focus of my research is, “How does the primary purpose of the World Wide Web reveal how it can most effectively be used for the website of an evangelical church?"  This paper, like the question, is broken down into two major parts.   The first part will explore what has already been said about the purpose of the web.   One of the most valuable sources to this question is Tim Bernes-Lee who invented the web in 1991 and continues to provide direction through the World Wide Web Consortium.  His original proposals are still available online and he has continued to write about the web since its inception.  Other key figures are J.C.R Licklider who in 1960 pioneered the idea of a global network to store information and create a man-computer symbiosis and Ted Nelson who founded the idea of hypertext in 1963.  Ted Nelson’s vision for hypertext lays the foundation for how the web works.
After analyzing the original purposes for why the web was created the reader will be left with a strong impression that the web is about information (thus the nickname “Information Highway”).  To balance this, I will bring in the findings of David Weinberger, Howard Rheingold, and the Internet Evangelism Coalition who will give a broader vision of the web beyond information.  These writers advocate that the web includes the social interaction of people.  In the case of the Internet Evangelism Coalition the web has to do with the social interaction of people who are seeking spiritual answers.  While the web started as a place to share documents the web has more to do with the researchers who wrote and who read the documents than the content shared between them.

This section will conclude with what has been called “Web 2.0”.   What are key proponents like Tim O'Reilly suggesting the web is becoming?   Is the web, as O’Reilly suggests, no longer just a bunch of pages but a platform and each page a computer application?  Is data the driving force?  Along these lines, groups like “Information Commons” will argue that the web as it was originally designed is fatally flawed and needs to be rewritten.  Other groups like those proposing the “Symantec Web” argue that it needs to be revised.   What can be learnt from these new visions about the purpose of the web and what it is becoming?

By the World Wide Web (web for short) I am referring only to the part of the Internet that consists of documents connected to each other through hyperlinks.  Although the words “Internet” and “World Wide Web” can be used interchangeable in popular language, the Internet is actually the infrastructure and the World Wide Web is one of the tools that runs upon it (along with Gopher, FTP, email, and others)
.  Internet is short for “Inter-Network” which is a vast system of computers connected to each other by wires, cables, and wireless signals spanning the globe.  Although it would be interesting to explore the possibilities for churches that come from being inter-connected yet,for the sake of focus, this paper is strictly on the topic of the web.

The reason the research question goes on to ask “how can it most effectively be used in the local church” is that the answer “What is the primary purpose of the World Wide Web”  has little use unless it can be applied in a practical setting.  The goal of this paper is not for mere intellectual trivia but to empower churches to use the web as effectively as possible.  For this reason I will demonstrate how a local church can apply the findings from this paper in a practical way as they create their web site.   It is impossible however to be exhaustive in the application for a paper of this length; rather, I will seek basic principles and provide a sample application and then leave the reader to extend those principles for his or her own context.  

Review of the Issue to this Point
Section I: The Founders and Their Vision

Tim Bernes Lee – The Creator’s Vision for the Web

The best place to start looking for the purpose of the web is to ask its creator.  In this case it is Tim Bernes-Lee who developed the web as a project of CERN, the famous European Particle Physics Laboratory in Geneva.  At first the project was called “Enquire” which was short for “Enquire within upon everything” and took its name from a childhood book of Victorian advice that dealt with everyday issues from removing stains to investing money.  Like his childhood book Bernes-Lee hoped to create a tool that people could use to find answers but he also wanted to add the feature that others could add their answer to it.  In its simplest form then, the purpose of the web is to share information on everything.
CERN (where Bernes-Lee worked) was a large scientific center that attracted thousands of scientists from around the world to use its massive equipment.   As part of the computer team Bernes-Lee had a hard time keeping track of who was in charge of which project and what technological needs each person had.  With a sense of humor he writes that he created Enquire “for no loftier reason than to help me remember the connections among the various people, computers, and projects at the lab.”
  Enquire would keep tract of who had written which program, which program ran on which machine and who was on each team.
The most important word in the quote above is the word “connections” because this word reveals the essential focus and nature of what would become the web.  The uniqueness of the web is not the information that is on it but the manner in which that information is connected to each other.  Unlike books which are bound from page one to page two hundred the web would allow a person to start on one page and then jump from page to page of inter-related books.  The web blows the binding off books.  So a phone book no longer had to contain just a list of names and numbers but a name could lead to a list of projects and each project could lead to a list of other names and resources and related projects.  The magic of the web was how it allowed an ever increasing resource of data to be inter-connected to each other.
One of the problems at CERN was that scientists were allowed to bring their own computer.  Today that may not be an issue but back then a file written on one type of computer would rarely work on any other type of computer.  This created a problem where information was being stored but could no longer be read by future teams.   Several people came to CERN and proposed a system to solve the problem but these systems never took off because they required the scientist to rewrite all his or her work into a special format.
  The community was just not willing to be bound by such limitations and restructure their work to fit that mold.
So Bernes-Lee watched these proposals come and go and knew that in order for his system to work it had to allow anyone to add anything they wanted.  He did not consider his role to change the data but to make a way to connect the data.  
Suppose all the information stored on computers everywhere were linked,  I thought. Suppose I could program my computer to create a space in which anything could be linked to anything.  All the bits of information in every computer at CERN, and on the planet, would be available to me and to anyone else.  There would be a single, global information space.

But how would this data be connected?  To answer this Bernes-Lee turns to a speech his father worked on while he was a kid that describes how the brain can connect ideas together in a random fashion.  As soon as someone says “Coffee” the brain takes that person back to a memory.  This memory might be a coffee shop she used to visit or the friend she used to visit with.  The amazing element about the brain is that the connections can appear random such as a cold day with a warm cup in her hand.  The connection, coffee = cold, does not make sense to a computer but the human brain has the incredibly ability to connect two seemingly random thoughts together.  In order to illustrate these relationship humans often draw circles and squares and arrows between the two.   Over time such charts grow and show associations between coffee and chairs and cold and more importantly between friends and how they know each other and what interests they share.  In the end the chart would not be a neat diagram of tightly organized hierarchical boxes but a spider web of ideas all somehow connected to each other.  It is this spider web of humanly identified inter-related ideas that Bernes-Lee tried to capture with the links that form the World Wide Web.
Since it was the humans who were able to make these “random” associations, the connections needed to be made by humans and then stored on the computer.  For this reason Bernes-Lee has strived from the beginning to include a web editor in his software in order to invite people to form new connections.  The purpose of the web was not to just view information but to contribute to that corpus of knowledge.  As more people add connections that illustrate how one piece of information is related to the other pieces that already exist the richer the project would become.   Furthermore, because anyone could add new connections by creating a new web page the project was decentralized and did not depend on an approval committee for each new piece to be added.  As a result, as the web grew it did not get bogged down and was able to spread around the world in a matter of only a few short years.
In summary Bernes-Lee created the web to solve a problem of how to organize the mass amounts of information at CERN so people can find it when they have a question.   On the surface the primary purpose of the web appears to be to find answers and over time the web was nicknamed the “Information Highway”.   However this designation may be misleading for the web is also about a place to put information and not just a place to find information.  The original design and goal of the web was that people would be able to contribute to the corpus of knowledge by adding new information and describing how it is connected to the information that already exists.   Based strictly on its original design the purpose of the web appears to be in providing a place to search for and to share knowledge.
Licklider – Man and Computer Working Together
The web was in a small way the realization of J.C.R Licklider dream for man-computer symbiosis (unfortunately however Licklider died a year before the web was released).   He was a visionary who saw that computers had more potential than serving as large calculators but could be tools of incredible potential to aid human life.  Along with being known as the father of “artificial intelligence” he played a critical role in the vision, plan, and development of the Internet.  In 1960 he wrote his famous paper, “Man Computer Symbiosis”
 where he envisioned that man and computers would work together in a simple manner that would allow the computer to perform the routine procedures to prepare the way for humans to make insights and decisions.  
The hope is that, in not too many years, human brains and computing machines will be coupled together very tightly, and that the resulting partnership will think as no human brain has ever thought and process data in a way not approached by the information-handling machines we know today.

The basis for this theory came from an experiment where Licklider discovered that he spent about 85% of his "thinking" time getting into a position to think.  Once he finally had enough ground work done then he would be able to make a decision or learn something he needed to know.   Thus, his time was spent finding information instead of digesting it.  For example, most of his time would go into creating charts instead of seeing the results given by the chart, or finding where the data he needs is instead of using it.  Licklider concluded that both humans and computers have traits that allow them to do certain tasks well: computers should be assigned to finding, organizing and the basic evaluation of the data, and humans to asking the questions and forming decisions based on the data.  Thus, a computer can be asked to find an article on a general topic written shortly after the war and it would find it thereby giving the human more time to draw conclusions from it. 
In order to make this dream reality there would have to be significant improvements in technology.  Licklider foresaw that by 1975 there would be a “thinking center” that would incorporate the functions of modern day libraries and allow for this symbiotic relationship.  Over time he proposed this center would expand itself into a network of similar centers over wide-band communication lines.   It was this last vision that earned him a strong place as the visionary for what would become the Internet.  Moreover, his dream of mankind and computers working together has been partly realized in the web.  The web has increased the speed by which a person can obtain the information that the user needs but at this point the web falls short of adequately co-relating, prioritizing, and summarizing the information for the user.
In 1962, Doug Engelbart added to Licklider’s vision by writing the foundational work, “Augmenting Human Intellect: A Conceptual Framework.”
  The major thrust of the paper was to describing how to use computers to increase the capability of man to approach a complex situation and solve it.  In 1963, he set up his own research lab called the “Augmentation Research Center” and developed an elaborate hypertext system (the web is also a hypertext system) that would facilitate the storage and retrieval of electronic documents.  To make his system work Engelbart had to be ahead of his time and develop technology that did not exist.  Among his inventions were the first mouse, a graphical user interface, and on-screen video conferencing.  When the Internet was released as the military project ARPANET, Engelbart’s hypertext system became the second node of the Internet and his system became the online clearing house for all ARPANET resources.  History records his unvailing of the project as the “Mother of all demos”
 when he connected two computers together and graphically looked up content and performed video broadcasting.  Previously unaware of his system, Bernes-Lee finally saw it and described Engelbart’s work in amazement as the closest system to the web.
  The point however is that Engelbart’s (like Licklider’s) goal was to augment human intelligence by using the computer to enhance the human ability to make decisions.
But has the web achieved this goal?  Great advances have been achieved; for instance when a pastor writes a sermon he no longer has to spend 85% of his time looking up Greek words and cross-referencing between a lexicon, Strong’s concordance and an interlinear Bible.  Now all he has to do is click on the word in question and extensive research will appear on the screen.  Where this falls short of Licklider’s vision is that he does not have all the research available and the computer never had to “think” (using Artificial Intelligence).  Even now all the links where made by humans and the computer is only saving him the time of flipping the pages and not prioritizing the data for him.  This is not symbiotic where both parties benefit for the pastor never added any new gain to the computer.  Still to come is a day when the computer will receive his request for the Greek word and it will search the entire web for all data on that word in the context of the passage he is researching in light of the audience he will be speaking to and show him the most relevant data.  Upon such a day the computer will be learning its own connections and expand its own abilities to help in further searches.
The reason the web cannot adequately fulfill Licklider vision is that it is too disorganized for the computer to make sense of the data.  Based on the web’s original design any piece of content can be linked to another.  It does not matter if one is a web page and another is a Word Document or movie -- if a URL (Universal Resource Locator) was passed to the browser it could find it and bring it up.  The reason behind this disorganization was the web had to solve the problems of the scientists not having to reorganize their reports to fit a standard.  The web grew because it was easy to add content.  However by not having a standard it is nearly impossible for a computer to know what is what in a document.  Currently all a computer can say about a web page is how it should look.  It can say, “This is a title” but it can’t say, “This is a church in Toronto Ontario”   A web search on Google can tell an information seeker how relevant a page might be because the word he wanted appears in a title but Google really has no way of being sure that the title is the name of the church and the subheading is the town it resides in.  It certainly can’t figure out that services start at 10:30am. 
Ted Nelson – Hypertext, the Glue that Holds the Web together
The basic idea of the web is that one web page links to another web page.  The technical term for that is “hypertext” and it was coined by Ted Nelson in 1965.  The concept is the same as the cross-references that appear in the middle of some Bibles, except when one clicks on the cross-reference the page actually turns to that reference.  The value of this is not only the speed (see Licklider above) in which one can find resources but the ability to harness the global power of known connections (see Barnes-Less above).  In order for hypertext to work two technologies must be present:

1. The data must be broken down into smaller parts.  In the case of the web people publish “pages” instead of entire “books”.  Each page is actually a fragment of a greater work and represents a single idea. (At times pages can have more than one idea on them but then they should contain smaller “anchor” <a name=’idea’> tags to set each idea apart).
2. There has to be an indexing system so one knows where to find those parts.  For the web, Bernes-Lee invented the URL system (Universal Resource Locator).  Thus http://www.mybibletools.com/bible/word-study.html came to mean use the format “Hyper-Text Transfer Protocol” as opposed to ftp “File Transfer Protocol” on the site “mybibletools” found in the directory “bible” with the file “word-study” and the type of file is HTML (Hyper-Text Markup Language – a basic web page) instead of a Word Document (.DOC) or movie (.MOV).  
Once broken down and linked, the document allows readers to depart from the fixed linear sequence of page one to two hundred.  The movement through hypertext documents does not depend on the original order of ideas but on the interests and goals of the readers.  Thus the essential nature of the web is interactive unlike books and movies which are, for the most part, linear.
A few people made attempts at such a system before Ted Nelson (although by different names and without computers).  Paul Otlet, the father of documentation and the Universal Decimal Classification system invented a system of 3x5 inch cards to be used in libraries to find books.  Unlike the Dewey Decimal and British Museum System which only guided the reader to the book, Otlet wanted to penetrate the books themselves and classify the facts inside them.  He envisioned a great network of knowledge where the entire world’s knowledge should be interlinked and made available remotely to anyone.  He even established a massive system reported at over 15 million entries
 on standardized paper and index cards filed into rows of filing cabinets that drew on information taken from around the world.  People could write in and request information which would be drawn from these index cards.   In addition Otlet aimed to remove the "substance" from books and then cross-reference this substance with other content from other books.  To make this work Otlet had to break a book (or other resource) up into its smallest parts, assign each part a Universal Decimal Classification, and then make a list of how this part is linked to other parts.  This project became similar to what would one day be Ted Nelson’s electronic hypertext system called Xanadu.
  Otlet also imagined that one day users could call into a large database from great distances and through cameras and micro-readers the information at question would be brought up on the newly invented television.  Sadly much of Otlet’s work was lost in the German occupation of Belgium during WWII and forgotten in his death in 1944.

In 1945, Vannevar Bush wrote an article entitled, “As we May Think”
 in which he proposed a futuristic device called a Memex.   He was worried over the increase in knowledge that important concepts would be lost and not reach those who need to read them
There is a growing mountain of research. But there is increased evidence that we are being bogged down today as specialization extends. The investigator is staggered by the findings and conclusions of thousands of other workers—conclusions which he cannot find time to grasp, much less to remember, as they appear. Yet specialization becomes increasingly necessary for progress, and the effort to bridge between disciplines is correspondingly superficial.

Bush’s imaginary Memex would be like a mechanical desk linked to a vast archive of microfilms and could automatically follow the reference from any given page to the source on another.  "A memex is a device in which an individual stores all his books, record, and communications, and which is mechanized so that it may be consulted with exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an enlarged intimate supplement to his memory"

Both Bush and Octet struggled with the limitations of physical material.  Wilson in his book on “The Internet Church” described two realities: atoms and bits.  Things that are made up of atoms take up physical space and have to remain in one place at a time.  For Octet that means that all his index cards are stuck in one spot.  Bush dreamt that one day a camera could take a picture of his microfilm catalogue and present it on a television screen for people who wanted the information.  This dream is moving away from atoms and towards representing those atoms with bits.  Bits are just electronic impulses they can be copied freely, do not take up space (rather the hardware they are carried on take up the space but the same space is taken up whether the bits are on or off), and are reusable in an instant.  Bits can be copied at ease and are not limited to stay in one place in the world as Octet’s library cards were.  It is only when the dreams of Octet and Bush are converted to bits and placed on the Internet that the dream of organizing information begins to become a reality.
It was Nelson who began to envision how a computerized hypertext system might work and has devoted decades to seeing his vision become reality.   In 1960 (30 years before Bernes-Lee’s web) he founded Project Xanadu in the hope to facilitate non-sequential writing (that is a person could take a few key paragraphs from one document and a few paragraphs from another and join them together to form a new document).  This process he has named “transclusion”.  The benefit is that if someone was writing on the history of the web and found an article with an excellent diagram or quote on this topic, he would not have to copy, paste, and reference it.  Instead this person would just include a hypertext link to the original and it will appear in the new electronic document.  There is only one copy of the original and it is never lost.  Every time a person’s work is used in another work a small micropayment can be made to the first author.   Unlike Bernes-Lee’s adaption of Nelson’s ideas, true hypertext would link in both directions (Bernes-Lee abandoned dual direction to decentralize his system so anyone can link without asking permission), showing a side by side comparison of the two documents and forcing documents and their different versions to be kept in storage to prevent global amnesia and the endless “File not found” that the web produces.
While Tim Bernes’ HTML (Hyper Text Markup Language – the language used to make web pages) allows for some transclusion (one can show an image from another webpage) and provides one-direction links it falls short of Nelson’s vision.  Nelson writes, 
The Web is a special effects race,  FANFARES ON SPREADSHEETS!  JUST WHAT WE NEED!.  (Instead of dealing with the important structure issues-- structure, continuity, persistence of material, side-by-side intercomparison, showing what things are the same.)  This is cosmetics instead of medicine…. The Xanadu® project did not "fail to invent HTML".  HTML is precisely what we were trying to PREVENT-- ever-breaking links, links going outward only, quotes you can't follow to their origins, no version management, no rights management.

It is safe to say that Nelson is not a big fan of the web’s implementation of hypertext.  Instead, since 1974 (17 years before the web) Nelson had been working on a centralized source of information called a “docuverse” (a sort of electronic version of Otlet’s dream).  Through the years the project had nearly gone bankrupt, had been picked up and dropped by several large companies and, in 1998, it finally released an incomplete version of its software. Despite the bold words, “We fight on.” written at the bottom of the Xanadu web page,
 the hypertext dream of Xanadu has not taken off.
Octet, Bush, and Nelson all dreamt of creating a system to organize the world’s information.  The core concept behind their theories was to break information down into its smallest parts and then give it an address so that it can be cross-referenced with other works.   As long as this system was limited to paper the information was stuck in one location.  Once the information was converted to bits it could be made available from anywhere in the world.  The core idea of hypertext was used in the web: break every piece of information down into smaller parts (web pages) then assign each part an address (URL – Universal Resource Locator) so that it can be cross-referenced from other works. 
Summary and Conclusions
Tim Bernes-Lee created the web so that people could share their knowledge with each other.   The web has empowered people with the ability to add their unique data and show how it is connected to the data that has already been added.  At first the contributions consisted of who was working at CERN but grew to include the research findings of the different scientists at CERN.  Since the web was decentralized as soon as it was given to the world it quickly grew to include the Bible and any other resource a person wanted to add.
  This pool of resources served as a place where people could “Enquire within” and find answers to what they were looking for.  Licklider’s dream of man and computer working together was beginning to take shape.  The essential task of the web was to have a place where people could create links between two pieces of information and then allow computers to analyze these links and provide answers to human questions.  Thus human intelligence could now be augmented by the power of computers.  However the very freeform nature of the web that made it easy to add content also allowed that content to be unstructured and unclear.  Instead of being clearly broken down into logical well-labeled parts as Octet and Nelson envisioned, the web became a tangled mess full of unstructured answers and pages not found.
Section II: The Changes and Growth of the Web

David Weinberger - Small Pieces Loosely Joined

Despite its weaknesses the web brings a revolution to how data is organized.  Before the web information (except for that of Octet, Bush and others) was tightly organized in a linear fashion and bound within a book.  With the onset of the web the books have been ripped apart and separated into smaller pieces each loosely joined to another by a myriad of links allowing the reader to follow their interests in the direction he chooses.  That is the essence of hypertext as explored above.  However, with all this emphasis on adding and searching for information it is possible to lose sight of the deeper purpose of the web.  Ultimately the web is not about information but about the people who write it and who read it.  The first application of the web was Tim Bernes-Lee’s phone book of who was at CERN.  Symbolically the web is about people and the inter-connected relationships they have with each other.  For example, the web was used by some scientists to post their notes on her atomic tests at CERN.  Was the goal to simply put the notes online so CERN can boast of how many megabits of data they have or was it so another scientist can read those notes and pick up the research?   Theoretically, every posting and every page view on the web represents an interaction of one human with another.  In reality, the degree of interaction  varies from almost none with the sharing of raw data like the weather or stocks prices to deeply intense with political debates on a discussion board.
The purpose of the web cannot be strictly defined in information alone but has to include a social dimension of the interaction of the people sharing that information.  Some theorists like David Weinberger go so far as to say that the web is actually changing us socially,
And, most important, the Web is binding not just pages but us human beings in new ways.  We are the true ‘small pieces’ of the Web, and we are loosely joining ourselves in ways that we’re still inventing. 

In the old world of books if someone was going to write a book he would have to be an expert in that field; in the new world of the web a person only needs to contribute one small piece of data and it will be linked within the greater community of knowledge.  As a result the web allows individuals to have a voice who previously had little opportunity to have such a voice.  People are being redefined as small pieces loosely joined to a greater array of other pieces. 
Weinberger goes on to suggest that hyperlinks have become the new geography of the web.
   By this he is referring to how people’s social space used to consist of going to work or church and interacting with people in a world of bricks and mortar.  Now a new dimension exists where people can experience something they could never have experienced in the real world: places without space.  Of course this space does not provide the same interaction as physical space, but something unique where people are loosely joined by their interests and the small contributions they can make.   Weinberger explains, “In the real world, masses become more faceless the farther away they are.  On the Web, each person is present only insofar as she has presented herself in an individual expression of her interests.”
  The little bits of data placed on the web are not just small packets of information but they are the self-expression and social interaction of an individual interacting with a greater community of shared interests.   
To refer to the web as “the information highway” is misleading because it is just as much about the people who left the information and who are finding the information than the information itself.  The web is an expression of how humans see information inter-related.  Each piece of information, as small as it might be, is an expression of a person and each time the information is read it is the interaction of one person with another.  Any definition that defines the purpose of the web as simply to hold data strips it of its human purpose.
Howard Rheingold - Community Instead of Just Content

As a further case that demonstrates that the web is not simply about information but about human interaction is the influence USENETs had upon the web.  Before the Internet became popular computer users used to call into central locations called Bulletin Board Systems and interact with each other.  Typical activities would include the not very social file sharing, the heated debates on email newsgroups, and community networking in fantasy role playing games.  When the Internet grew in popularity these BBS’ could move their discussion to a system called USENET.  This system was essentially an email discussion list and was divided into different topics like religion, science, or politics and each topic was broken down into smaller groups.  Individuals could email the group and ask a question and it would be forwarded to everyone else in the group.  Over time relationships would form between those engaged in discussion in the same topics.  With the advent of the web many of these USENETs automatically copied their discussions online so people could read them for future reference.
One of the oldest online communities is “The WELL” (Whole Earth ‘Lectronic Link).  Founded in 1985 (6 years prior to the web) by Steward Brand and Larry Brilliant as a BBS which later migrated into a web site.  The home page reads,

For twenty years, The WELL has been a literate watering hole for thinkers from all walks of life. The remarkable people who frequent this place include all kinds of artists, programmers, journalists, educators, activists and others who make a point of returning frequently to engage in discussion, swap information, express their convictions and greet their friends
 

One prominent member, Howard Rheingold, wrote a book entitled, “The Virtual Community” based on his experiences in this movement.  
Like others who fell into the WELL, I soon discovered that I was audience, performer, and scriptwriter, along with my companions, in an ongoing improvisation. A full-scale subculture was growing on the other side of my telephone jack, and they invited me to help create something new.

Books, movies, and radio have thus far being one directional and non-interactive.  The only role a user has is to tune in and follow the program from point A to point B (this is called “push” technology).  The web, in its simplest form, has added a new level of interactivity where the user can at least choose the path by which he travels through the information (thus a “pull” instead of a “push” medium).   On a higher level the web allows a user to ask questions, provide feedback, and interact.  When this interactivity is left out then the web becomes just another broadcast medium like books, television and radio.  This incomplete purpose will cause web pages to be created in the same manner as books, television and radio (void of interaction) and will miss the greater “networking-effect” that comes from the essential nature of the web.   Interestingly the word community is derived from the word “commons” 
  As a commons it is a place where people can gather and exchange ideas.  Like the interaction that happens within a coffee shop, or on the phone, or in a worship service the interaction on the web is between people and relationships are deepened.  To do this the web page must move beyond simply communicating information and to embrace the webs ability to interact in community.
For example I am personally involved in creating two projects that develop community over the web.  The first is an online community system for Trinity Western University that allows students to post pictures and stories of their lives.
  Currently we have over 27,000 photos and almost 3,000 stories on our web site but this does not mean we have community.  Just having content is not community because community happens when people engage that content; that is, when they can see a photo and say, “I remember that person now”.  Community happens when people engage the stories that are written and append prayer requests to the end of them, when they email others and tell them to read the same, when people discuss the content and not just let it sit there.  The web is not about just putting content online but in getting people who are online to interact with it.
The other web project that I am involved in is called clubpenguin and it allows kids from the age of 8 to 12 to log in as a penguin, waddle around and make new friends.  It has many cool features like being able to dress up one’s penguin, decorate one’s igloo, and play multi-player games.  But just letting kids express themselves in the same room as other kids is not community but data sitting on a server.  Community happens when the penguins begin to interact.  For example, when 4 kids all dress up in red and face off against all the penguins dressed in blue and chant their color: “Red, red, red…” then they begin to identify with each other.  Likewise when several kids run around and say, “Tag” or try to get enough penguins on one side of iceberg to tip it over then they feel part of a greater activity then their own world.  During those moments the data becomes invisible and the web represents the soul behind it as it interacts with the souls around it.
According to Ed Krol, author of the classic internet resource, “Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Internet”, the internet was originally used as a collaborative information tool among a few universities and military researchers 
   These people used the internet to share files and to collaborate on research in their unique fields.  When the web came in 1991 it turned the Internet into a place where people can quickly look up the cure for their colds or the latest price on stocks.   By 1999 Krol felt the Internet was primarily about gathering information from databases.
  It had become an “information superhighway”.  While this reflects Bernes-Lee’s vision of “Enquire Within About Anything” it minimalizes the web to be a dictionary and neglects the human aspect of a communication medium.  Of course, in 1999 GeoCities dominated the popular web and the height of social interaction included an online guest book to leave comments, some rough discussion boards and a few java chat windows: this was before the popularity of PHP, flash and other technologies and the web was mostly static web pages that others had written.
However, in the same year that Ed Krol was complaining about the web becoming too information orientated, some universities (which are given the task of communicating great wealth of information) advocated the need for social interaction in their courses.
[The] need for social connection is a goal that almost supersedes the content-oriented goals for the course.  Students need to gather in cyberspace, just as they do on the campus of a university.  To accomplish this, they need to establish a sense of presence online; that allows their personality to come through to others in the group.  This may create a sense of freedom, allowing otherwise unexplored parts of their personality to emerge.

The idea of whether community could exist online was hotly debated in those years.  The reality however is that while philosophers were debating if community could exist outside physical space
 people went and created communities not bound by shared space but by shared beliefs, hobbies, and pursuits.  Discussion boards continued to pop up.  Then online chat and entire social applications became popular (see later section on Web 2.0).   As the debate ensued people began to realize that going to a physical space like a church does not guarantee that one will have community but rather it is the depth of interaction and sense of inter-connection that one has with people in the church that creates community.   Heidi Campell in her research on religious online communities discovered that the question is not, ‘Can an online group be a community?’ but ‘What type of community does an online group represent?”
  While it is difficult to email a person a plate of chocolates or help them move people found other ways to relate online.  Pew Cyberfaith found that two of the three most popular religious activities online were social: searching for spiritual text, seeking or offering advice and emailing prayer requests.

The web is not simply about data, but it is also about people who post that data and who interact with it.  When one says the web is made to “find stuff” he is actually saying it is made so “people can find stuff” with the emphasis on people.  Furthermore, since the web is built on “links”, the purpose of the web could be defined as “to connect”.  In the case of data it is to connect one piece of information to another (and thus show a relationship).  Since however data is written by people a better purpose statement is the web connects the ideas and values of one person to another.  It is thus a network not only of data but of social interaction built not only on the fiber of cables but the inner fabric of souls.
Internet Evangelism Coalition – An Open Door for the Gospel.

It is precisely the topic of souls that is critically important to the web.  One online community that I have been involved in is called the Internet Evangelism Coalition Global Forum (IECGF).  For the last few years we have been emailing each other and sharing ideas on how to truly use the web to reach the world for Christ.  One result of this group has been the establishment of an “Internet Evangelism Day”
 to promote the use of the web for evangelism.  This is based on the strong conviction that the web is a powerful tool that can be used by God to reach the lost.  
In New Testament times, the Roman Road system was strategic in God’s plan. It enabled the spread of the Gospel throughout the then-known world. In the same way, the Internet today is a worldwide network which can facilitate effective Gospel communication.

Among the strategies discussed on the IECGF are the effective use of blogs, testimonies, live chat, and community portals.  Blogs would be written about a topic that a person is passionate about and tie into spiritual principles.  Testimonies such as those found on www.powertochange.com help people to relate to another person with similar issues and show how Christ can bring an answer.  Live chat gives people a place to come anonymously and seek answers to questions.  Community portals answer basic questions people have about their community such as what movies are playing, what is happening, weather, and of course what churches are available and stories of lives changed in one’s own town.  Many of these techniques use either the “bridge” technique which starts people off with something they are interested in (their community, or a blog) and take people one step further.  Other strategies involve building relationships with others.  A common thread is that the web is not about data stored on a bunch of servers but about people who are searching for something and connecting them with people who are on the same journey.   As an example my mother-in-law served as a chat leader for www.womentoday.com and every week people came to the site looking for help.   Sometimes people were so desperate that they were suicidal but many times they were just lonely or lost.  It was normal for her to lead someone to Christ every week.
  The larger organization, Truthmedia, receives 430,000 visitors a month and over 3,000 spiritual decisions to receive Christ or rededicate their lives.
  The point is that people are using the web to find answers and the Church has an incredible opportunity to have a voice.
Summary and Conclusions
The web is more than just data.  Rather it is people who are posting that data and it is people who read the data.  For Weinberger the web has created a new kind of space where people are linked to each other.  The web is no more about bits and links any more than a coffee shop is about bricks and beans.  The essence of the web is the interaction that happens, the self-expression of an individual interlinked with the thoughts and dreams of the rest of the world.  For Rheingold, a virtual community has been formed, a genuine place with real tears and real people behind a blinking curser asking them to engage.   These are people with questions and who are seeking.  The next word they put on the screen is the sum of their desires to find the answer which perhaps only the church has.  The web is an evangelistic tool then, a link from one soul to another, a painter of a path that invites the two to walk together and find the healing Christ.   The purpose of the web is still to be a place to share but now it has the richer element of people, some who seek answers, and some who have answers to give.
Section III: The Future and Changing Purpose of the Web

Tim O’Reilly - Web 2.0 and the Radical Refocusing of the Web
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 it has grown.
  Soon it became expected that every company (and every church) should have a web page or they would be considered “out of touch.”  Web based companies were the focus of many stock investors attention.  Investors were paying millions for companies or even just domain names based on the expectation that the web was the future and these companies would do well.  The first example was Netscape Navigate which released one of the first major web browser in 1994 for free without any tangible plan on how it would make back all its investments.
  On March 10, 2000 the stock prices for internet companies had reached an all time high and then all of a sudden everything collapsed.
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 Until 2000, internet stocks had been purchased on speculation, but after years of speculation the cost of the shares could not support the results they were producing.  Stocks plummeted and companies went bankrupt.  It seemed that the web had failed.
A few years later Tim O’Reilly from O’Reilly books noticed that there were some [image: image4.png]Reference 2.0; Wikipedia Soars as Encarta Dwindles

.

P e
10,08

.08

/

2o

0%

6ok

A /
o S AL

A RN AR

T i
R
25 05 19 30 1 o2 w15 oW o o0 1o

Al Gr W BB fo A A Sl B B B3 B S fB M R B M
UM HIKIPEDIR.ORG 8 M ENCARTRL CON
CHERT OF THE WEEKLY ALL GITES MARKET GHARE IN "EOUCATION - REFERENCE’, BRSED ON VISITS.
TINE PERIONE KEPKECENTED WITH BROKEN LINE INDICATE: INSUFF ICIENT DATH.
GENERATED ON:  §5/25,/2006. COPYRIGNT 2006, (C) "RITUISE PTY LTD".



websites still around like Amazon, Wikipedia, and Google and they were doing well.
  It was as if the crash in the stocks had cleared out the dross and the sites that worked were the ones that remained. 
   To O’Reilly the web had changed and only a certain type of site was going to move forward into the future.  At a conference he called these new sites, “Web 2.0” and identified the key traits of these sites. 
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Previously the web was all about information written on pages like Encylopedia Britanica.   Now the web is an application (like a word processor).   Specifically it is an application which exists on the internet, deriving its power from the human connections that make it possible.  The more the application derives its existence from the web the higher level of a Web 2.0 application it is. Thus the more people who use the application, the more useful it becomes.  Encyclopedia Britanica is not Web 2.0, the only advantage it gains from being online is it can be looked up quicker but it could just as easily be distributed by CD and it would be no better or worse.  Wikipedia, on the other hand, has to be online.  That encyclopedia allows people to freely change it so everytime someone reads it they can change it and make it better.  That could never be distributed quick enough over CD because it is always changing, it must be online.  Both eBay and Amazon are also Web 2.0 for they grow only as users submit feedback and comments.  For eBay it means this person is a reputable seller, for Amazon it means others who bought this book also bought the following.  In all these cases the content is not static but it is growing stronger as each new user comes along. 
Another contribution of the Web 2.0 discussion is that data is key.  Essentially whoever holds the data rules that part of the web.  People will use the resource where the data is the most useful.  The power of Google is not in the web page people see but in the data they have access to.  Google would be nothing if not for its unique formula that determines the value of a web page based on how many people link to a site.   Google owns that data and as long as its data is not replaced by a better source then it will continue to be used.  Moreover, Google continues to expand its collection of data by acquiring maps of the entire world.  In the old paradigm if you want someone’s data then you have to come to that person’s page and get it.  The revolution of Web 2.0 is companies like Google are opening the doors to data and saying, “Here’s what I have, how do you want to use it?”  People are no longer bound to going to maps.google.com and looking up addresses.  Google, and others, have opened their back door and people can take any of their data and mix it with Google’s (this technique is called a mash-up).  So if one has a list of churches he can access Google’s backdoor and show a map with thumb-taks on each of the locations.  Or if he has missionaries he can have a global tracker of where they are.  Or the church library can show the houses of small groups who have read which book and cross reference that with similar books from Amazon and who else is reading those books.  The point is that when an organization knows what unique data they have and then makes it available for others to use then unlimited possibilities can be produced.
The key to remember is that it is not about putting one’s information online but it is about how putting a piece of information online makes sense and is better than just putting it on paper.  It is finding ways to maximize the network effect of others interacting with that information so it not just a web page but a growing application.  But the opposition to this would ask, “But will people engage the application?”  The general rule of thumb is that 1 person will write, 10 will interact and 90 will just use it.
   The more people that use a web site the greater Web 2.0 works but who wants to do social networking when there is no-one to network with.  Realistically in a church of 200 only 2 people will add content, 20 will interact with those adding and 180 will read what has been added.  Quite frankly, with only 2 people adding content the 20 will have little to interact upon and the 180 will have nothing to read.  Web 2.0 depends on an economy of scale and on the web there can only be one leader in each field.
  While the church can make its own playing field (that is to be the primary source of everything about that church) the audience may be too small to sustain an application of any usefulness.  As a result the church will need to focus on determining what unique and useful data it has and ensure that this data is added to the Web 2.0 applications that will dominate the future of the web.  For example it needs to make sure that its calendar is available to the larger centralized calendar systems that the congregation is using so they can download the churches information along with their kids soccer games and others. 
The Symantec Web – Making Sense out of the Mess

Tim O’Reilly is not the only person who thinks the web needs to change.  Tim Bernes-Lee (the founder of the web) has also been doing some serious thinking about the web.  After he was finished with CERN Bernes-Lee eventually found himself forming an international consortium that would help guide the direction of the web (W3C).  While the web has been successful in publishing mass amounts of information it has failed to organize the data in a substantial way.  Bernes-Lee’s HTML (Hyper Text Markup Language) can take a string like “<h1>World Wide Web</h1><h2>Aug 6, 1991</h2>” and tell us that the page has a header called “World Wide Web” and a secondary heading called “Aug 6, 1991” but it cannot tell us that the first is actually what the page is about and the second is the date.  To solve this problem Bernes-Lee suggests we use XML (Extensible Markup Language) and write something along the lines of:
<document rdf=”http://www.w3.org/basic_definition”>

<title>World Wide Web</title>

<date>Aug 6, 1992</date>
</document>
Now we know that “World Wide Web” is the title of the page and if we looked at the rdf we can see exactly what kind of title this is and how it is to be used.  Different rdf files can be created for different types of data such as: events, business cards, churches, and addresses.  In addition new types of documents can be created.  Of course the above document would look ugly by itself but another document can tell how a title is supposed to look and where it is to be positioned and it can even give a different look if someone is reading from a computer or if they are on their cell phone with a much smaller screen.
Using this method we can move towards what is being called “The Semantic Web”.  Now Licklider’s dream of having computers crawl the network looking for relevant data is closer to reality.  We can ask questions like “Where is a church that has been within 20km of a revival that took place over 100 years ago and is currently experiencing an increase in prayer?”  As long as some document somewhere has a list of church locations and another a list of revivals and enough of those churches have a list of prayer requests the computer can find that answer.  Like Web 2.0 the key to the Semantic Web’s success is the data and making it available in an organized fashion.
The largest complaint against the Semantic Web is that it adds too many layers of complexity.
  If one church publishes their address in one form and another in another form then the computer needs another document that explains what each form means and how they match each other.  Sometimes the documents explaining how to make the two work together is longer than the data itself.  Ideally churches would use the current standards to present their data such as RSS to display their news and iCAL for their events.  However there is still a great need to create a system to represent the data that is unique to a church such as mission statement, theology, list of ministries.  Once these pieces of data become standardized then elaborate research programs can be written to compare and find churches.  

Another solution other than the Symantec Web has been proposed by the Information Commons Project.
 This group claims that the web is fatally flawed in its original design and the Semantic Web is an attempt to fix it with a band-aid.
  The true solution would be to abandon the web and force every piece of data to be in a “u-form”.  Like XML it would declare the components of a churches address but when it came to the clubs listed in the church each club would be represented by a number to a new u-form which would express that individual club.  Like Otlet’s and Nelson’s vision data would be broken up into its smaller parts and then could be mixed and reassembled into larger wholes.  Currently over $50 million is US government funding has been invested and the project has found some applications in places like the Iraq war and some community systems.  It is yet to be seen if this technology will have the ability to take over the web.
Summary and Conclusions
In this section I have explored the creation of the web and the vision behind it.  Prior to the web Octet and Bush wanted to create a system where all the information in the world could be organized and cross-referenced.  In the digital world, Nelson proposed a system called hypertext where information would be broken down into its smallest parts and assigned an address and cross-referenced back to other information.  Licklider believed that when information was organized in such a fashion that computers could analyze it and assist humans in answering complex questions.   Appropriately the web was first called “Enquire” for “Enquire within about anything”.  However the task of inputting all the world’s answers was too great for one man.   As a result the very nature of the web was a decentralized call for everyone to add the knowledge they had and show how it relates to that which has already been added.  The ultimate purpose of the web is in this sharing of knowledge.  This consists of three parts:  information broken into its smallest parts, people reading and writing the information, and links showing the connection between each of the parts.  As a result the task of building a web site is to determine what unique information one has and to represent it in a way that it is connected back into the greater whole.  Unlike books this new medium has the power to be interactive and by engaging in this tool one is choosing to interact with people who are seeking answers.  
The problem with the current web is that its open-structure has allowed it to become bogged down in obscurity, filled with billions of bits but few road-signs to say what these bits truly are.  While making it easier to find data we have been swamped with data overload with much of it being irrelevant.  The web is in need of a great re-writing where each piece of information is clearly defined for what it is.   The Symantec Web and the Information Commons Project have proposed methods of restructuring the data on the web so it is clearly labeled.  At the same time Web 2.0 is taking this more structured data and is creating applications that harness the power of being online.  The more people that engage these applications the more useful they become.   As a result the web is increasingly moving towards easier ways for people to share (ie. blogs, calendars, photos, wikis, social networking).   As more people share the greater the web becomes.  Providing this new information is added in a manner that makes sense to computers, computers will be able to analyze the data and help humans find answers.  The question for the church will be how to plug into this movement?
A Fresh Approach to the Issue

Re-Evaluating the Purpose of the Web

The Web as a Place to Put Information

In the 1989 movie, “Field of Dreams”, Ray Kinsella is inspired by the words, “If you built it, they will come” to turn part of his Iowa cornfield into a baseball field.  The same words echo like a mantra through the early part of the web as countless organizations tried to “go online”.  As evidence of this the following chart shows a 500- 1000% annual growth in web sites every year for the first 5 years of the web’s existence.  The web has continued to grow and is now estimated to have 11.5 billion pages.
  While the dot com crash of 2000 slowed the growth of the web for 2 years the chart on page 30 shows that the momentum of the web has picked up again.  In addition a Pew Internet study in 2004 revealed 64% of Internet users have done things online that relate to religious or spiritual matters.
    The study goes on to indicate that more people have found religious or spiritual information than those that have gambled online, bought stocks online, used Web auctions, or even done online banking.  The conclusion is that people are using the web for spiritual pursuits and there will be continued pressure for a church to feel that if “they build it, people will come.” (Although the reality of if people will come may be another question)
For the local church this opens a great deal of opportunities, but how does a church determine what it should put online?  Without such a criterion the church has decided that the web is nothing more than an online hard-drive used to store church data.  
Imagine the following situation.  The pastor of the imaginary first Baptist of Netherville receives a call asking why the church does not have a web page yet?   The pastor is not quite sure but it seems to him that several people have been asking this question.  Moreover the Alliance church and the Reform church down the road have both put up a web page this year.  The pastor is started to feel like he might be missing something so he calls the “computer kid” from the youth group to help him make a basic page.   The pastor opens up his filing cabinet and pulls out a big folder labeled, “Welcome to First Baptist”.  From this folder he hands the youth a copy of “What we believe”, “Our Ministries”, and “The Four Spiritual Laws”.  The youth suggests it may be nice to put the list of weekly activities online.  Finding the bulletin from last weeks service the pastor hands it to the youth.  The youth goes home, scans all the documents into his computer and makes a simple website that links to those documents.  Unlike the others churches down the street who built their sites and then left them, First Baptist works hard every week to keep their site up to date by scanning in the bulletin each week.  After one year the pastor and the young person meet at the church to discuss how the site went.  They found that a few people in the church used it to download the bulletin and that they no longer have to print as many copies of “What we believe” since people were going online to find those answers.   They were happy about this success but they were not very impressed about the power of the web or its overall impact on the church.  To them, all it could do was replace the information folder and a few calls to the church.  It was exchanging one tool for another and not making very good use of the new tool.  The church never stopped and thought about why it was putting content online.  In the above scenario the pastor built the web page simply because he did not want to be left out of the latest trend.  He did not address questions like:
· What is the purpose of the web?

· How will that purpose allow us to better accomplish the mission of this church?
· By using those elements of the web how will that impact the church?

· How does the medium of the web change the way our message is presented?
To this pastor the web is simply another form of paper.  If he was asked, “What is the purpose of the web?” his answer would be, “To write stuff on it”.  The only advantage he has gained from the web is that it is cheaper to distribute his “Welcome to our Church” package.  Is this wrong?  No more than using a screwdriver to pry open a lid.  It will work but it certainly falls short of the potential of what the screwdriver could do and many tools would have worked just as well.  While some people may be content to have web sites that merely replace their paper welcome package the goal of this paper is to determine the purpose of the web and then use it most effectively in the context of a church.
A second consideration is that it is important for the church to think through how the web will affect the church.
  One concern is called “the digital divide” which recognizes that not everyone has equal access or ability with the web.  For instance, it is often easier for a young person in the church to use the web than a middle-aged person.  If the church decides to only put certain announcements in the bulletin and all the details online then not everyone will have equal access to that information.  Likewise if the web is the only place to register for some events, to participate in policy discussion, listen to past sermons, or to discover what ministries are available in the church, then some people will be disadvantaged.  In some cases this could cause a power-shift as those who either cannot understand or cannot afford web access are left out of important decisions.
The last concern that the pastor failed to recognize is that the web is different from paper.  In the story the pastor just handed paper documents to the youth and expected them to translate exactly the same online.  There are a few factors that make the online environment very different.  First of all, the online environment is only available online.  This seems obvious but can cause real problems if a person is away from her source to the web and needs that information.   Second, the web is organized differently than paper.  The web is not confined to an 8x11 sheet, instead it is broken up into small pieces, each containing a key thought.  It has headings, site navigation and links.  It does not have to be read top to bottom but can form a web and narrative “Choose your own adventure”.  Third, the web is dynamic meaning that each page can be custom built for the user pulling data out of many sources.  Fourth, the web is highly visual and lends itself more to pictures and movies than just plain words.  Finally, the web is accessible to the world and so any content that is added to the web could potentially be picked up by anyone.  This is okay for an item like the address of the church but it becomes a problem for items like email addresses of individuals.
If the purpose of the web is to put information online the proper question for a church should be, “What will we put online?”  While it is possible for a church to just reach into its filing cabinet and pull a few documents, such methodology will not maximize the full potential of the web.  Important questions that reflect on the mission of the particular church and the impact the use of this technology will have are essential.
The Web as a Place to Find Information

To define the purpose of the web as a place to put information would be incomplete.  When Bernes-Lee first created the web his goal was to find information, not just store it.  He named the first web system ENQUIRE because he wanted people to use it to “Enquire within about anything”.  That does not mean the web is not used to put information online but the goal is not as much in the putting but the finding.  The reason one puts is so others may find.  This perspective changes the focus of the web for as long as one is focused on putting stuff on the web the audience is oneself.  However the moment one grasps that the web is primarily used to find then the audience becomes someone else.
This shift in focus helps answer the question, “What should a church put online?”  The simple answer would be to think about the type of visitors a church web page would like to attract and then determine the kind of questions they want answered.     One study conducted in 2001 found that the religious surfers they surveyed are looking for the following.  
	Activities of online Religion Surfers

The percentage of Religion Surfers who have

ever …


	Looked for information about their own faith 
	67%

	Looked for information about another faith 
	50%

	Emailed a prayer request 
	38%

	Downloaded religious music 
	38%

	Given spiritual guidance via email 
	37%

	Bought religious items online 
	34%

	Planned religious activities via email 
	29%

	Gotten idea for religious ceremonies online 
	28%

	Subscribed to a religious listserv 
	27%

	Downloaded sermons 
	25%

	Gotten ideas for ways to celebrate religious holidays 
	22%

	Sought spiritual guidance via email 
	21%

	Gone online to find a new church 
	14%

	Participated in religious chat rooms 
	10%

	Played spiritual computer games 
	5%

	Participated in online worship 
	4%

	Taken an online religious course 
	3%

	Used a faith-oriented matchmaking service 
	3%


It seems that religious surfers are looking for personal resources for self-edification like information about their faith, downloading music and sermons, and finding ideas on how to celebrate holidays.  In addition they seem to want to help others or find personal help through online forms of prayer and spiritual guidance in which email takes a primary role.
In comparison to another study conducted in 2000 Pew Internet surveyed 1400 churches and found that churches are putting the following content online

	Types of Content Churches are putting Online



	Encourage visitors to attend
	83%

	Post mission statements, sermons, or other text concerning their faith
	77%

	Have links to denomination and faith-related sites
	76%

	Have links to scripture studies or devotional material.
	60%

	Post schedules, meeting minutes, and other internal communications.
	56%

	Posts photos of congregational events
	50%

	Posts youth group material
	44%

	Links to sites that assist with congregational administration, such as national associations for the clergy
	40%

	Links to community sites such as local media, government, or Festivals
	33%

	Has material promoting missionary/evangelical work
	31%

	Seeks ushers and volunteers for congregational work
	19%

	Provides space for prayer requests
	18%

	Solicits volunteers for projects outside the congregation such as soup kitchens or shelters
	15%

	Posts material on non-faith related services in the community such as after-school programs
	15%

	Posts information on volunteer needs in the community
	13%

	Has material promoting legislative or social justice action
	9%

	Has a sign-up feature for classes/programs
	8%

	Allows online fundraising
	5%

	Webcasts worship services
	4%

	Provides discussion space for study or prayer groups
	3%


It appears that while people are looking for personal self-edification and mutual support the church is providing a brochure about who they are and using the web as a clearing house for their documents.  However 60% of sites were providing devotionals at the time of this study but only 4% were broadcasting their service compared to the 25% who were downloading sermons.  Only 18% of churches were providing a space for prayer requests in contrast to 38% who used the web to share prayer requests (although by email which may indicate that the church should automatically email the prayer requests received to its prayer warriors).  Unfortunately these two studies are dated and do not take into account the changes that have occurred with the widespread introduction of Content Management Systems, blogs and Web 2.0 which have become popular since.
The Web as a Place to Interact

Is the web really just about information?  According to the findings of Pew Internet’s, “[Users after year 2000] like the internet because it can make them more productive and more connected.”
  This quote holds two elements in tension – both the information and interpersonal connection.  This report shows that 58 million Americans check their email on a given day while only 35 million get news (making inter-personal communication still the most popular task).  Rheingold argues that his experience at the WELL was an experience in virtual community.  Weinberger says the web is redefining people as each person now can make a small contribution and be linked together into a greater global community.  Perhaps the purpose of the web has less to do with the information and more to do with the connections made between those who give and take the information.   
Tools can be set apart by the unique purpose they fulfill.  One item can be a drywall hammer and another a carpentry hammer.  In the general sense the purpose of both is to pound nails but the design and function of each gives them a unique purpose.  To determine the purpose of each is not found in their similarities but in their unique differences.  Likewise, the web has many similarities to other communication mediums so in a general sense the purpose of the web is to communicate.  
The web is unique because it can link from one page to another page.  The web is all about relationships between two objects.  It is about “Connections”.  Since each object was written by a human these connections are really interactions between individuals.  
The implication for a church is that it should consider the web page as its voice into the questions of its people.  Every person that comes to the web page has come to find an answer to a question they have.  The question may be simple like “When do I need to sign up for the youth retreat?” or it may be deeply searching as in, “How do I fit in?”  Whatever answer they find will at one point have been written by a person.  In the moment that people read the answer they are interacting not with a web page but with the person who wrote it.  In some cases this is trivial such as “Sign up by Friday” and in other cases it will engage a longer conversation.  Ideally, the web should provide a way to invite deeper conversation that answers deeper questions.  This could mean that the seeker clicks on a link and engages the writings of yet another member, or the seeker can add his thoughts to the end of the online dialogue, or there is a way for the two to meet offline.  If people are coming to the web page because they have a question, then the web page is an invitation to sit with the church and find answers.
The pastor of Netherville Baptist did not take the church web page seriously and entrusted the voice of his entire church into the hands of someone who did not understand the church well.   This does not mean that teenagers do not have a role on the web but it does mean that that teenager better have a full understanding of what that particular church is called by God to do and how the church is doing it.   Moreover, whoever is put in charge of the web needs to produce a professional enough product that it reflects well on the church.  Animations of spinning crosses, clashing background and poorly sounding midi music files playing on a website all communicate that the church is cheap and unprofessional.
  

A Strategy for Developing a Church Web Site

Determine the Questions that the Users are Asking

The first step a church needs to take when they decide to make a web site is to find out whom they are making the page for and what sort of questions these people are asking.  Typically there are three audiences: people who are looking for a church, people who are new to the church and trying to get orientated, and people who are active in the church.  For the sake of being focused on the topic of the web I am going to assume the church has already determined its mission, values and vision.  During that process the church would have determined the specifics of its audience and even have a caricature representing each group.  Now the church needs to go through those caricatures and list all the questions those people will ask.

Prioritize the Questions in Light of the Mission of the Church

The second step is to prioritize the questions so they match with the mission of the church.  People might ask questions like “How many people go to your church?” but unless that question is integral to the mission of the church it may be a waste of time to answer it and then try to keep that information current.   Every page that is added to the site creates three problems: the site takes longer to create, there is more information that may go out of date and need work to maintain, and the people reading the site may become overwhelmed and not know where to start.  Once all the questions have been numbered in regards to importance to the mission of the church then the church will know where to start (the other questions can always be answered later).
It is critically important that the people in charge of the web page understand the mission and vision of the church.   Since the purpose of the web is to be the voice of the church to people asking questions then the web page represents the identity of the church.  If the church is heading one direction but the web is pointing another direction then the church is saying two things and will confuse people.  When choosing the web team the leaders should consider who they would ask to host a newcomer orientation session.  Typically it would be someone who has a thorough understanding of the church, where it has come from, why it does what it does and where it is going.   When the church does a newcomer orientation they are asking someone to be the voice of the church and represent the attitude and ethos of that particular community of faith.  This is the same kind of voice that the church web page has so the same people who could be entrusted with a new person orientation should be in charge of the web.  


The web page should be managed by a committee (or team, or focus group) that has a thorough understanding of the mission and vision of the church.  This committee should also be in charge of all advertising, signage boards, introductory pamphlets, information booth, newcomer orientation meetings, and membership training.  In the above they will be the voice of the church to answer questions and engage people in further dialogue.  They need to report to the strategic planning team.  Preferably this team should also participate in strategic planning meetings so they have a clear understanding of where the church is going and can speak that message into the community and the congregation.
Determine What Unique Answers only this Church can add to Those Questions?

The third step is for the church to analyze what unique data it has to answer each question.  According to the Web 2.0 advocates data is the most essential element that an organization has to offer.
   If the Semantic Web proves successful then the future of the web will have little to do with layout and everything to do with content. Already people can access the web through their computer, or cell-phone or PDA.  Why should someone be forced to look at web-page that is 10 times the width of their cell phone screen when all they want is the number of the church?  The Semantic Web already has applications
 that can read the data off of a page and co-relate it to data on other sites.  For example, it can “collect” all the addresses of churches in a community and draw their location on a map.  In addition it can grab all the events off of every church and community web page and create a calendar of what is happening this week.  Remember most people are primarily coming to a web page to find answers and not to experience the web page itself.  The future success of a church web page is if it can answer the questions its audience needs it to answer.
There are so many questions that people could ask how will the church know which ones to answer?  It has already been said that every answer must tie into the mission of the church.  Quite frankly if it is not going to help the church do what God has called it to do then it should not bother.  Another filter is that the church should only put information on the web that is unique to that church.  Nelson’s vision for hypertext was that information did not have to be copied from one document to another.  Instead a person would simply link to that piece of information and it could be transcluded into the new project.  Likewise the Information Commons Project proposes that there is only one copy of each piece of data.  This is important because if that one piece ever changes (like an address) then all the other pieces that use it need to change as well.  By simply linking to (or including) that piece of data then people can build a greater wealth of knowledge that stays current instead of reproducing what is already done.  Here are some more examples to illustrate this..
· A church does not need to publish its denominational history and theology on its web page but only what is unique about that church (if any) and link to the data on the denominational page for more info.

· A church does not need to put the entire Bible on its site but it may find helpful to list the latest sermon texts with a link to the text on www.biblegateway.com
· A church does not need to rewrite the four spiritual laws (if it chooses to use that type of presentation) but it can share how the gospel has impacted the lives of its own members and then link to the four spiritual laws for more information.
· A church does not need to include a list of general Christian links.  Why should it have to maintain that?  It might however be interested in transcluding what its members are using right now in a style like http://ma.gnolia.com/
If one were to follow the pattern of the Information Commons or Nelsons transclusion model (importing bits and pieces from other documents to form a new one) then it can be argued that the church should also avoid content that is not uniquely theirs.  For instance, a church might look at its telephone directory and be tempted to put it online.  Furthermore, they could add a testimony and a photo with each entry.  Assuming the church properly handles security and privacy issues there is still a problem with this proposal: while the list of who is in the church is unique only to that church, a persons photo, address and testimony is unique to that person not the church.  If that person ever moves or gets older (new photo and longer testimony) then the data is out of date.  Therefore the church should maintain a list of who is in the church and then each member should maintain their own record.  

<Church>


<Name>First Baptist of …</Name>


<Members>



<Include record for John Smith>



<Include record for Sally Johnson>


</Members>

</Church>

The advantage is that the part that says “Include record for” would really just be a web address pointing to a file that person has made.  This could be in the format of a VCARD (used by many programs like Microsoft Outlook), a FOAF page (Friend of a Friend), mySpace record or any new format that comes along.  Along with the persons record he could attach all his blog pages, photo galleries, event calendars and so on.  As these technologies become more popular the church has an increasingly larger pool of data to use on its web page.  One day the following may be possible (the technology is here but there is not critical enough usage yet)
· Keep a running an ever-changing slideshow of all the latest events members are engaged in.
· Book meetings based on times when people are marked as available on their calendars

· Tie together (through keywords, talkbacks and pings) the theological reflections of members based on their own personal blogs.
· Help newcomers meet new friends by seeing visual representations of who shares similar interests in clubs, topics, sports, neighborhoods.  In addition to be able to see what venues of the church this person recommends and the relationship of others in the same venues.
Thus by focusing strictly on what is unique only to the church and then importing data from related sites the church has a wealth of information to use to answer questions people raise.
How do your Answers relate to other components?

The fourth step in launching the church web page is to consider how the unique answers that this church has relate to other parts of the web.  The glue that makes the web work is links.  Weinberger reminds us that the web frees individuals (and as a result groups like churches) from having to be authoritative and exhaustive sources.   The most incredible invention of the web (he goes on to say) is the little anchor tag (<a>) that links one page to another.
   Since the web was designed with only one-directional linking (to Nelson’s shurgrin) that means the church’s web site must be added (at first) to the outside of the web with links pointing back into the web.  For example, the church might link to the denominational page, the Bible text, and gospel presentations.  The goal of the church web page should not be to keep people on that page but to help people find answers to the questions they are looking for.
Although the original design of the web only allowed for one-directional linking that does not mean that over time other sites won’t link to the church site.  In the section on data I argued that a church needs to write what is unique about it.  Just like the church can link in and transclude data from its members so other sites can link in and transclude data from the church.  The determining factor will be if the church has anything to say that others want to include.  One of the key thoughts that Nelson and the other hypertext founders had about transclusion is that people could pull data from several sources and make new works that were not conceived of by the first authors.  Here are some examples of what could happen if the data is set free:
· The church’s address can be included in online phone books, denominational listings of churches, community listings of churches, driving directions, church of the week prayer calendars.
· The church’s events can be syndicated into a person’s personal event planner, community schedule of events, inter-church city event planner.
· The church’s list of ministries can be indexed into a community resource finder, volunteer bank, church finder.
· The church’s sermons can be syndicated onto radio, listed as a resource for a verse on the Bible, and automatically downloaded for the daily commute or jog.
Leverage the Tool to Best Answer the Question
The fifth and final step in planning the church web page is to determine how to best leverage the tool of the web to answer the question.  The Web 2.0 movement has produced a helpful classification that rates a web page based on how effectively it is using the web as a unique medium.
  At the most basic level there is Level 0 applications that would work just as well if they were copied onto a CD and sent to you.  The only real benefit these applications attain by being online is the convenience.  This is the kind of content that First Baptist of Netherville put on: the bulletin, sermons, theological statements, list of ministries, and photos.  The sermons and an information package could have just as easily have been picked up in the foyer instead of downloaded online.  The web has not added anything other than the convenience of not having to go to the church building to pick these items up.   
Level 1 applications are available offline but they gain features by being online.  This means one could go to the store and buy a Bible software program and it would work well but if that same program was put online it would have a slightly better edge to it.   An example would be if by being online the Bible program would allow the pastor to make a list of verses and collaborate with care group leaders on creating study materials for the week.  The main function of the site is still to search the Bible text so it performs that task equally well online or off but it now has a slight benefit for being online.  In the case of the church this requires the church to think beyond just copying and pasting the bulletin and other documents online and considering how the use of those documents could be enhanced by being online.  This could be something simple like using a content management system and giving each ministry a username and password to manage its own ministry description.  In this case the web offers the ability to collaborate online to write the documents.  Another example is to allow members to post comments on the end of news items, photos and sermons.  In both of these cases the focus is still on the main content but now it is possible to write it or discuss it in ways that were previously not available.  
Level 2 applications can operate offline but they gain a significant advantage by being online.  For example a person could go to a store and buy a set of commentaries on CD.  These commentaries would function well just running on a persons computer, however if they were online and allowed for people to add new cross-references, insights and comments on the text then it would have a significant advantage over the offline version.  Unlike the Bible text (which remained unchanged by going online) this commentary begins to have extra usefulness as more people use it.  It is the fact that the primary purpose of the tool is enhanced by the network effect of being online that put this application in level 2.  Another example is Flickr, which is a web page where people upload and share their digital photos.  Those pictures could also have been stored on a persons computer but by being on Flickr other users can add tags (aka “keywords”) and then show the relationship of photos based on their common tag groupings.  In the case of a church it can take something like prayer requests and add a new dimension to them.  Like Flickr members could add tags to the prayer requests and the church can begin to see themes and patterns to how God is moving in the community of faith.  Moreover members can append written prayers after the request so others can come and say their “Amen”.  In addition the church library could incorporate features like Amazon’s “people who bought this book also bought” and “Spotlight Reviews” by inserting a paper bookmark into checked out books inviting the reader to add their comments online.  When the reader goes online the computer can show what others have said about books they have read recently and they can enter into discussion on those books or see what books those people recommend. 
Level 3 applications are the kind that can only exist on the web because they take their power from the network effect of human connections.  If the online commentary where to move to a level 3 application then it would open itself up and allow its primary content (the actual commentary) to be built online and not just adds-on to the commentary.  Examples of sites that could only work online because of their dependence on people are: eBay, craigslist, Wikipedia, del.icio.us, Skype, and dodgeball.  eBay, the online auction system, has two remarkable features that make it work online.  The first is that everytime an item is sold both the buyer and the seller have an opportunity to leave feedback on the other.   This creates a reputation system and essentially gives eBay the ability to have trust.  What makes eBay a level 3 application is that it has to be online to work at all.  eBay does not have an offline version and its success depends on people being able to add and view content online.   Likewise wikipedia, the online encyplodia, is built entirely by people adding and editing its entries.  Although a risky venture its incredible success has shown an incredible power in capitalizing the synergy of its fans.    On the more information side Web 2.0 applications like Craigslist.org would allow for members to build an online classifieds of ministry opportunities and personal items.

The examples I shared earlier where the church transcluded the data of its members would also work as a Level 3 application because they depend on the data posted to the web.  For instance, since online photo sharing applications are very popular (Flickr and Picassa) those images can be imported and mashed together into a new application.  Using keyword tags like “cute contest” or “youth” these pictures can be grouped into collections or pushed into certain applications.  In the case of “cute contest” the church web page can follow the pattern of cute overload where it show two pictures side by side and asks, “Which is cuter?”
 or the many other examples on ning.com
While it is important to think about how the church can leverage the power of the web to answer its questions there are still some serious reservations that it must consider.  Earlier I pointed out there is a digital divide, by making something like an online bulletin richer than the paper version some people will be excluded from those added features and information.  It is essential the church does not depend on one medium to answer its questions but allows people to engage the voice of the church in multiple fashions.  In addition I commented in the section on Web 2.0 that studies reveal that only 1% of people add new content, 10% engage it by adding comments or other and 89% just read it.  If the church moves to a web system that requires people to add or engage content the system may fall flat on its face due to lack of participation.  If a church has 200 people then it must consider if 2 people will be enough to add content and 20 enough to interact with them.  The successful Web 2.0 applications draw an audience from the masses that are not available to the local church web site.  In some cases it would be more profitable for the church to run features of their site (such as photos, event calendars, classifieds) off of the already successful Web 2.0 applications instead of trying to start their own.
Sample Solutions to Core Questions

How do I find this Church?

I have a brother who spent six years developing church web pages for a company called ministrymedia.com.  I asked him, “What is the most important element for a church to put online?”  He knew the answer right away, “A phone number!”   While the web is able to be far more than a yellow pages listing the reality is that one of the functions of the web is for it to be a phone book.
    In these cases a person has a very simple question and all he wants is a simple answer.  These are the basic questions:
· What is your phone number?

· What is the email address of the pastor?

· How do I get to your Church?

· What time are your services at?

If a church does nothing else it should at least create a page that answers these basic questions.
  The next step (considering the future of the Symantec Web) the church should create an XML version of the same so its information can be read by more sources.  As part of the address the church should provide a link to Google maps (or other) which will bring up a visual map of where the church is and allow the user to get directions from their location.
  In addition the church can provide a .kml file which will provide an XML geographic description of where the church is and open up new doors for cell phones and car navigation systems.  This .kml file can be created using Google Earth.
  The email address is the trickiest part because in order for it to be used it has to be added but as soon as it is added spam software finds it and uses it for its own malicious ends.  Typically a church should use a web-form for people to send emails to the church and thereby never expose their address online.

Do you have a copy of....
Another group of questions people will tend to ask are in the category “I forgot.” This is typically information that was mentioned in the church service but they could not remember the details.  The answers to these questions are always changing and so it takes a lot more work to keep this kind of site active.  Here are some examples:
· When was that youth event again?

· What was I supposed to bring to the potluck?

· Who was it that had a baby last week?
Most of these question are already being answered in the church bulletin so the simplest answer is just to post a copy of the bulletin online.  This however does not really utilize the potential of the web but if that is all a church has time to do then it is better to start there and expand latter.
As the church matures in its web usage it will begin to use web features much better.  Yahoo has produced an incredible toolset at groups.yahoo.com that allows organizations like churches to create a group and invite members.  The original goal of the system was to serve as a mailing-list where one person in the church could send an email and it would be sent to everyone else on the list to discuss it.  This is still a very strong feature especially if the church is broken down into smaller groups like the web, youth, and worship team which would allow the church to have very focused discussions.  In addition to this feature the system has grown to include a calendar, opinion polls, file-sharing, and photos.
  Membership can be set so outsiders only have access to certain elements.  The problem with this site is it contains advertising which may send mixed messages in the email discussions. 
Although Yahoo Groups is helpful it runs into the problem that the content added to that page is stuck on that page.  Similar to the complaints of the semantic web Yahoo has not yet added XML feeds of their photos, events, etc.  Therefore, if a church wants to break their groups down into youth, web team, strategic planning they will not be able to put the data together again.  Moreover if other people want to take the churches data and use it for things like showing the church calendar alongside their own they will not be able to.  Likely this will change since Yahoo has been acquiring other tools like Flickr (which does allow such support) and has been pushing to release Web 2.0 tools into the developer community
  
If the church is going to use an online calendar Google recently released a new calendar sharing program that may be helpful.  By going to calendar.google.com a person can create their own calendar for the church (or each ministry in the church if the church is large).  Google has already made it so people can import those dates into their Outlook program or if they also use Google calendar they can subscribe to the church events and see them alongside their own.  By adding a little piece of code to the church web page the same calendar will also show for those viewing the calendar over the web.

Another question closely related to “I forgot” questions is questions that ask the Church to give a report.  Examples of this would include highlights from a youth retreat, announcements of new members, etc.  Most of these questions can be answered by providing a blog page like netherville.blogspot.com.  By using blog software instead of just a standard content management system the church enters what is called the “blogsphere”. The blogsphere is the term used to describe all the blogs in the world combined together and how they interact with each other as a social network as each blogger reads, comments, quotes and links to other blogs.  By entering this social network the members of the church can interact with the church site on their own blog and the church site can be more interconnected (see comments above on the anchor tag).  Studies show that 7% of all internet users have created a blog and 27% of internet users read blogs so many in the church will already be familiar with this kind of technology.
  In addition blogs are already designed to use RSS feeds (a widely accepted XML format for blog entries) and so people in the church can subscribe to those feeds and see the latest news of the church appear in their “feed-reader” in a similar way they would read emails.  Although very few people use feed-readers there was also a time when very few people used email or the web and it is wise for the church to be proactive.  The danger in this strategy is that the church has to keep content up-to-date.  One web church specialist writes, “Nothing turns off a potential guest more than having a site that hasn’t been updated for months. It’s like taking out an ad that says ‘This church is irrelevant and doesn’t care!’”

As blogging developed it began to move beyond just writing words and began to experiment with audio blogging and video blogging.  As this technology grew in popularity people began to host “talk-shows” out of their basement and the technology is now gaining wide acceptance.  Part of the success of these blogs has been the release of the Apple iPod which has been the replacement of the traditional walkman and diskman.  The added benefit of the iPod is a person can attach it to their computer at night and it will automatically download all the latest audio and video blogs (aka podcasts) the listener has subscribed to from the web.  Essentially this is the future of the tape ministry of a church.  Now all a church has to do is run a line from the audio booth to a computer and use a little program to put the service online and people can listen to it when they drive or exercise or whenever.

How do I fit into this Church?

Another group of questions that people ask fall under the category, “How do I fit in?”  In some cases it may be because a family is new to the church and needs help making friends and finding their place.  In other cases people have been at the church longer and are looking for ministry opportunities or membership.  Brian McLaren and Leonard Sweet argue that postmodern people want to “belong before they believe”.
  Joseph Myers defines belonging as, “Belonging happens when you identify with another entity – a person or organization, or perhaps a species, culture, or ethnic groups.  Belonging need not be reciprocal.”
  He goes on to suggest that there are four spaces upon which a person experiences a sense of belonging: public, social, personal and intimate.  While the last two are more difficult to develop online since they are progressively deeper to the point where one shares naked feelings, experiences and thoughts the web can help with the first two.  Public space is where people feel connected because of an outward influence.  An example of this would be how at a sports game there can be thousands of fans who do not know each other yet derive a sense of common identity through the team.  When a goal is scored they all stand and cheer together and for a moment each fan feels part of something bigger.  Social space has to deal with people like bank tellers and neighbors, people who we feel comfortable enough to ask for small favors.  On the web these two spaces translate into the need to create a place where a person can identify and say, “Yes, I am one of them” and can have a sense of familiarity with a few people.
In order to make this happen the emphasis of a church web page should not be on listing ministries but on interacting with the stories of the people.  Quentin Schultz writes a strong critique about letting technology overtake spirituality.  He points out that there is a difference between communication and communion.
   He warns that too often we applaud technologies that allow us to exchange information but fail to attend to our deeper needs of intimacy and communion with God and each other.
  His final critique of our modern frenzy for technology is, “Probably no one ever died wishing that he or she had more information.  Instead, one dies usually hoping to journey to a place where hearts are full and souls are at rest.”
  To prevent this a church should write its content not simply as raw information but as social engagement.  For instance when a church wants to present a ministry it should focus on the stories of the people in it. A web page is not as much about information but about the voice of the church speaking to those asking questions.  In regards to design a church web page should consist of a large number of testimonies.  Each testimony would also include a picture of the person (or a slideshow of pictures taken from the persons Flickr or other site) and a list of how that person is involved in the church.  So imagine that Sally was being baptized this week, in this case her story would appear as the featured article on the Church blog.  As part of her story it would list that Sally is involved in the worship service, Sunday School, and Alpha.  As a person reads about Sally he connects with her story and begins to identify with Sally.  Since he has begun to identify with Sally maybe some of the events Sally is involved in would help this person on his spiritual journey as well so he clicks on the Sunday School link.  The Sunday School link gives a brief description of the Sunday School program including where and when it is and what it is intended for.  Following this information the Sunday School page becomes a blog where people are sharing what they have learnt.  Beside each person is a list of other activities that person is involved in so that the person using the web page can browse the church site relationally.  Since it is relational more links can be shown on the page such as more of that person’s blog entries, del.icio.us web page suggestions, utube videos, Flickr photos. This imported data can even be filtered so it only shows entries that match a keyword like “church” allowing the person to choose that which they want to publish to the church webpage.  This would begin to harness the power of the web where data can be brought in from other sources.  The end result is that the page would begin to take on the living voice of the community instead of just being a hand-out at the door.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The original creation of the web was to fulfill a dream that people will be able to find the answers they need.  Back in 1960 both Licklider and Englebart where writing about how man and computers can work together to solve complex problems.  The two can work symbiotically where the computers augment human intelligence by finding answers while the computer grows in its artificially intelligence to find better answers later on.  On the other side of the world a Belgium visionary named Otlet had already built a massive system that broke books and records into basic facts and filled them in a massive system of file folders and index cards.  Although Otlet’s system remained unknown in the west and was mostly lost during the war, others like Bush and Nelson conceived that if they could break information down into its smallest parts then it could be indexed and found.  For Nelson though the solution would be the computer and for decades he tried to establish the Xanadu project to organize the world’s information.  While his project never took off the basic concept of hypertext where one page can link to another page did take off.  It was Tim Bernes-Lee who picked up the vision to organize information so people can find it with the help of computers.  As early as 1980 Bernes-Lee wrote his first hypertext system called “Enquire” for CERN with the hope that people could use it to “Enquire within about anything”.  It was not until 1991 that Bernes-Lee finally wrote the standard and released it to the world that has now become the World Wide Web.
In order for computers to help people find the answers the data need to be organized.  The Semantic Web and Information Commons argue that the greatest weakness of the web is that it is not organized in a fashion that a computer can best help find answers.  If Licklider and Englebart’s vision is to be realized the web has to be restructured in order to make sense.  In the second part of this paper it was proposed that the church needs to design its site to use XML (Extensible Markup Language).  When this happens, computers will be able to recognize which items are events, photos, news, sermons, addresses and be able to interpret what that item is about and then use it to make new systems.  Nelson called this transclusion, which is the ability to take bits and pieces from other works and combine them together to make a new work.  His web allows the church to break its information down into small parts but it does not allow it to be effectively put back together again.  By moving toward a more structured web the new trends like Web 2.0 will allow the mashing up of content from one page with a tool from another.  In addition the church web page is no longer stuck on the churches site but can be mixed into personal calendars, mapping software, feed readers, iPods and accessed from cell-phones, palm computers and whatever new medium is yet to be invented.
Although the above concentrates on how to communicate information, the goal of the web is not only on the information but on the people who read and write that information.  Like other communication media, the web gives people a voice and allows them to interact with others.  Howard Rheingold argues that the web creates virtual communities and the individual postings and responses garnered on the web are actual social interactions.  In light of this every posting on the web is posted by a person and every link on the web represents the link between the sayings of one person and another.  Thus the web is a representation of the interactions of people and not just data.  By extension the church web site is a representation of the collective voice and interaction of the people of God in a local settings and not just raw data about the church.  Considering that Bernes-Lee dream is that the web is a place to “Enquire within” that means that people come to the church web page in order to find answers.  Licklider’s  and Englebart  adds that the primary role of the computer is to augment peoples ability to find their answers.  With all these concepts combined the purpose of the web for the local church is to be the church’s voice to the people who go online to find answers to their questions about the church.

The church does not need to worry about answering every question but only the questions people are asking about it and the questions people will ask online.  Moreover, the church still needs a method to answer questions offline since not everyone has access to the web.  The web is only one voice of the church but it is an important one.  The task for the church is to determine which questions it should answer online and what the best way to answer those questions.  In order to do this the church must follow five steps:
1. Determine the questions that the users are asking

2. Prioritize the questions in light of the mission of the church

3. Determine what unique information this church can add to that question

4. Determine how this information relates to other components

5. Leverage the web’s uniqueness to best answer the question

Although it may be nice to have a cookie-cutter approach to making a web page the reality is that no two church web sites can really be the same.  Each web site is an expression of the voice of all the saints in that church striving to accomplish the mission they believe God has given them.  Since each church is made up of a different combination of saints the voice will look different on the web depending on the people asking and the people answering the questions. 
The church web site however does not stand alone but is part of the greater collection of voices tied together through hyperlink into a tapestry called the web.  The next step for church web pages is to find ways to tie its voice back into the greater web.  This will require the church to not see its page as an end destination but a small piece that contributes its voice into a larger pool of answers.  Practically this means the church will need to start pages like theology statements but then send the user to other sites like the denominational headquarters to attain more pieces to the question that puzzles them.  Likewise when the church writes about news it should send the reader to pages with more information.   The church should also draw information from other sources such as members photo galleries, blogs and profile pages.  This information can be transcluded onto the church web page and take on new forms that advance the mission of the church.  For instance if a the church’s mission includes enhancing fellowship it could blend together the photos its members post on other sites and deliver then as a new compilation on the church site.  Likewise the members and other sites can take the information on the church site and blend it with information from other sites so it appears in their calendars or desktop of their computer.
In closing, the web has been nicknamed the “information highway” but in reality it consists of much more than information.  A church that feels compelled to simple put its information on the web so it can “get on the highway” has misunderstood the purpose of the web and fallen short of its true potential.   The web is essentially about connections.  On the simplest part connections about how one piece of information is connected to another but more importantly how people who write and who read the information are connected.  The web ultimately is a place to share, for one person or group to express their voice into a larger community – and in so doing to link itself to myriads of other people.  These people come with questions and the web page is a chance for the church to have a voice – a voice made not form a central authority but from a collage of links that represent those who make up the church.  In the end the web is different from a highway it is more like the foyer (a commons) where many paths exchange.
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