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In early March, when COVID-19 forced churches to close for corporate worship, our church, St. 
Andrew Lutheran in New Bern, North Carolina, like many others started recording our weekly 
worship service, posting it on YouTube.  While the first attempt was with a live-streamed service, 
we quickly ran afoul of an internet service that dropped unexpectedly, leaving our viewing 
audience wondering what happened.  The next week, we moved to filming the service on Saturday 
evening, thus giving sufficient time for our engineer to package the recording and post it on 
YouTube for viewing on Sunday morning. 
 
After six weeks, it became evident from the viewing statistics supplied by YouTube that many 
more people were viewing the service than could be accounted for in our membership alone.   
Since the numbers grew and then remained consistent up through the 15th week of broadcasts, it 
became apparent that a fledgling “digital community” had come to us, and provided St. Andrew 
with an opportunity to try to convert “viewers” to “participants”, becoming members of the greater 
community.   
 
Of course, the first question was how to build that relationship.  By late June, several online church 
resources were carrying articles about the importance of maintaining these online worship 
services past the time when the churches would resume in-person worship.  However, those 
articles were not accompanied by the “how to do it” directions or even comments on why make 
the effort to convert any one-time viewers to full-fledged members of a worshiping community.  At 
about two months into our quarantine, St. Andrew’s pastor and Church Council made the 
commitment to continue the online worship as a new ministry of the church.  But the “so what?” 
question remained. Aside from the obvious reason of providing a service for those that either 
cannot travel to a church, or will not step foot inside a church for their own private reasons but still 
need to have even a tenuous connection with a worshiping community, what is the benefit of this 
one-way relationship?   The answer was that the desired outcome was not a “one-way 
relationship”, but rather an online community that is not only refreshed by hearing the Word of 
God but one that also participates in a two-way relationship.  But how do you move someone from 
being just a viewer or visual-consumer to a participant?  Clearly, that needed much thought and 
development. 
 
Obviously, the most easily identified potential “actions to avoid” were those things that would 
propel them to “change the channel”!   While our members are always thanked for continuing to 
make their donations, we specifically did not ask our viewers to help us out financially.  The 
“Donate” button on our website is quite close to the access link to the broadcast, so if anyone 
feels so inclined, they can use the online donations service, without prompting.  
 
Because the very nature of the online world gives the impression of anonymity, we also decided 
to approach self-identification very carefully, always giving the option of letting them remain 
anonymous. For instance, one of the first services that we provided this online community was to 
enable them to submit prayer requests that would immediately go to our Prayer Agents, with a 
copy to Pastor Rust so that the petition could be included in our corporate prayers the following 
Sunday.  While they were required to enter their email address (which could always be spoofed), 
we made the inclusion of their name optional.  
 
When we finally got to the point of identifying what positive things or services we could provide, 
we came up with three characteristics or tests of any new service.  They had to be: 

• non-intimidating, such as not asking them to do or participate in something that made 
them uncomfortable  

• non-threatening to their sense of anonymity 

• easy to respond or to engage in 
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The next step was to ask the question “what do they need”, as both individuals and as a 
community?   Of course, to get that answer, the community would have to feel comfortable enough 
to respond.  So, the question morphed into “what do we have to give that will draw them closer to 
the church, this new community and to God”? 
 
As mentioned above, we added the prayer request capability to our website early in this 
“discovery” process.  That was the easy, “low hanging fruit”.  Coming up with more services or 
opportunities to participate was the tough part.   In coaching discussions, we came up with the 
following which will be implemented over the rest of the summer, as our community’s comfort 
level with responding grows (moving from passive viewers to participants). 

• Add a downloadable copy of Pastor’s sermon to our website (The current practice was to 
hand out printed copies to those that either came to Sunday morning drive-in 
communion, or picked them up from the church office during the week) 

• Suggest that they pass along a copy of the sermon to a friend so that they can discuss it 
with someone.  (Taking it to a nursing home resident was also suggested.)  This 
addresses additional outreach opportunities via the community. 

• At the start of the service, provide a link to online Bible resources (e.g., 
www.biblegateway.com)  for those that do not have a Bible in their homes, but want to 
read the lessons and Gospel for themselves at a later time. 

• Ask them to submit their favorite hymn in the YouTube Comments posts;  Pastor will 
include those hymns in subsequent services. 

• Request their location (City/State)  which will be turned into a Google-Map and shown 
the following week (giving them a visual sense of the community) 

• Offer them the opportunity to submit an online comment about what one thing in the 
sermon made the biggest impact on them (Feedback to be given to Pastor, also 
supplying additional topics for future sermons) 

• Ask them to send in 20 second video clip, identifying themselves just with first names, 
and adding a comment about why they come to our online service.  These can be edited 
by the recording engineer and attached to the end of the service. 

• Ask them what they need (need to learn/see/hear/discuss)   NOTE: This may result in 
additional online ministries, apart from the worship service, so the question should not 
be asked unless the church is ready to respond in unanticipated ways. 

  
This is just the beginning of a journey into the new realm of digital community development. While 
many of the ideas listed above are not novel and have been used in other in-person settings, 
there is much fertile ground in this new arena to see what works and what does not. Rarely does 
one have the opportunity to build a new ministry from scratch, but we’ve been handed just that 
opportunity, and we’re determined to see what can be accomplished for the good of the Kingdom. 
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