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From the Director 
Officially, according to a 2015 report by the Bureau of Statistics, Australians 
in full-time jobs put in 38 hours per week. But the first detailed survey  
shows that most full-time workers surveyed put in more. The Bureau says  
5 million of Australia’s 7.7 million full-time workers put in more than 40 hours 
per week. Of them, 1.4 million put in more than 50 hours per week. Around 
270,000 put in more than 70 hours per week.

For many of us, we spend more time at work than we do at church, except of 
course for those employed by the church.

So what? I hear you say. Just this, how many of us would say our ministry  
is connected with our local church rather than focused on our workplace.  
The balance needs to be corrected. We need to refocus our missional 
activities in a way that embraces the reality that God is also at work in our 
places of employment.

In this edition of PRAC you will find a collection of articles and a book review 
that focus on this issue of ministry in the workplace.

Of course this is not an either or but rather a both, and...involvement in the 
missional agenda of my local church, as well as recognising my workplace  
as my mission field. 

Keith Jobberns 
Director
Crossover Australia
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 From the Director
Welcome to the latest edition of PRAC. 
Tod Bolsinger in his recent book ‘Leadership for a Time of Pandemic’ begins the first 
chapter with the following statement: “In less than a month literally everything we 
assumed about what a church does changed.” This has certainly been the experience in 
our Australian churches. The methodologies that have been developed in the last decades 
were no longer sustainable. So, what does ministry look like in this changing world? 
In this edition of PRAC you will read the responses of five pastors from around Australia 
about how they have led their churches during this season of uncharted waters. While 
the contexts vary from Tasmania to Western Australia, New South Wales, Victoria and 
Queensland, and the churches from larger congregations to smaller communities, they 
provide some key strategies for local church ministry in this Covid period. 
Marc Chan provides a really insightful article on how the LOTE refugee churches in 
Victoria have coped with the impact of the pandemic. As well, Stan Fetting contributes  
a very helpful overview of how Baptist churches have pivoted in response to the 
pandemic restrictions. 
The book review in this PRAC is “The Distanced Church: Reflections on Doing Church 
Online.” Edited by Heidi A Campbell. This book will prove to be a rich resource of practical 
ideas and thinking about how Covid-19 has opened up new dimensions in which the 
church needs to reinvent itself and it has provided opportunities to radically alter the way 
the church does things in a manner that usual change management wouldn’t allow.
Let me take this opportunity to thank you for your generous partnership with Crossover 
through the 2020 Easter Offering. However, with Easter services restricted to online 
around the nations due to Covid, the appeal was dramatically impacted. To date, we 
have received approximately 40% of the normal offering. There is still an opportunity to 
contribute to the 2020 Appeal. To go directly to our support page, please click here.
We greatly appreciate your support and investment in evangelism and church planting 
through the ministry of Australian Baptist churches.
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Baptist churches as a habit 
don’t make big changes often, 
and they don’t make them 
quickly. As a result, we often 
lag behind developments and 
innovations. That all changed 
this year. Covid-19 forced 
churches into doing things 
they had never imagined and 
learning skills they didn’t have.
2020 is the year that many churches 
got dragged into the digital era and also 
the year we re-engaged.  Churches of all 
sizes and capacities have excelled under 
pressure and have mined the silver linings 
of these unusual times.

Saving the family silver
In the early stages of Covid online 
church, it seemed as if churches were 
scrambling to keep the flock attached 
and giving, as the financial viability of 
churches was in question. Many online 
services were simply filmed versions of 
the usual Sunday service. I found little 
evidence of churches reaching beyond 
their own congregation through content 
aimed at people who aren’t normally a 
part of their congregation.
Some churches opted for an invite only 
church service on Zoom, thus excluding 
people from outside the church who 
may otherwise have tuned in. There 
was also very little engagement during 
broadcasts. This arguably reflected where 
we have got to with our church worship 
services, where often most congregants 
sit in relative darkness, watching 
people elevated on a stage, with little 
interaction and few voices. The sermon 
is a monologue that the congregation 
sit and listen to passively. This lack of 
interaction doesn’t translate well into  
the digital world.

Re-engaging the flock
Realising this, many churches began 
putting more thought and effort into 
creating opportunities for engagement. 
Smaller churches simply can’t pull off 
broadcast-standard online church, but 
they do excel at people connection. 
Many churches had designated staff 
and volunteers engaging people in the 
chat function of whatever platform they 
used. Many moved to the Church Online 
platform that allows greater interaction 
as well as enabling people to opt for live 
one-on-one counselling or prayer.
Offline, churches made greater use of 
the humble telephone, calling the entire 
membership list and staying in touch with 
people’s needs. Despite the lockdown, 
the greater levels of engagement helped 
congregations feel engaged and alive to 
each other’s needs.
The poor audio of earlier broadcasts 
improved through better sound 
equipment. Churches no longer had the 
luxury of assuming people would simply 
turn up, and they had to work hard to 
keep their flock engaged and coming  
back next week.
Some churches created youth groups 
inside global online gaming platforms  
such as Minecraft, and did church online 
in virtual churches.
Sermon lengths shortened as churches 
discovered it’s hard to keep people 
engaged for long periods of time through 
a monologue. The time freed up was used 
showing testimonies and interviews and 
creating space for feedback. More voices 
began to be heard and there was a greater 
spread of age, gender and ethnicity.

Engaging the hidden congregation
The next step in how churches evolved 
their online presence was to reach 
beyond their own congregation, and to 

By Stan Fetting

seek to engage people who were just 
looking in. Calls to commitment were 
made, expanding the chat team role from 
pastoral care to evangelism. Churches 
began to realise that digital church 
presents a unique opportunity to engage 
people who are searching for comfort 
and meaning in a world where their 
certainties have been turned  
upside down.
Some churches have now established 
ongoing online congregations of people 
who have never been to church at all, 
many of them new believers. Some 
churches have been able to expand their 
online presence internationally, reaching 
and discipling new believers. Many food 
and clothing outreaches were established, 
and churches began to offer vulnerable 
neighbours services, such as shopping.

No reset button supplied
Many churches thought that they 
would only have to put up with the 
inconveniences for a short period of 
time, before everything could go back 
to normal. We now know that this won’t 
happen. Even if it does, many churches 
have grown so much that they have 
made permanent changes to how they do 
services and to their outreach. It makes 
no sense to make great efforts to engage 
people when doing church online without 
extending that to physical gatherings.
The digital footprint of churches and the 
possibilities of what can be done in that 
space will also remain and continue to be 
built. Covid has made us more engaged 
and our missional impulse has caused 
us to innovate and learn on the spot. 
Churches have reflected the Apostle 
Paul’s maxim of ‘all things to all people 
so that by all possible means I might save 
some’. 1 Corinthians 9:22

The Great Pivot 
How Churches Have  
Evolved During Covid-19



On March 17th the Tasmanian 
Premier, Peter Gutwein, 
declared a public health 
emergency. The Covid-19 era 
had begun and all plans for the 
year were rendered useless.
Five months later, Citywide Baptist 
church reflected on the magnitude of 
what we had been through. We compiled 
a series of videos that showed highlights 
of online Sunday services and the many 
and varied things that had happened 
outside those times. The sheer number  
of stories was overwhelming.

To give some perspective, Citywide is not a 
very big church. Before Covid-19 we liked 
to say that we were “one church, in two 
locations, with three congregations.” On an 
average pre-Covid Sunday we would have 
about 100 people at our Eastern Shore 
campus, 30 at our Western Shore campus 
and 60 at our Nepali service.

We adopted our name in 2008 when 
two Baptist churches merged. We soon 
began supporting a Nepali congregation 
who became more and more part of our 
church. We welcomed 50 of them into 
membership last year, which created 
a Tasmanian Baptist record for new 
members in one month and meant that our 
church meetings now require translation.

Knowing how important it was for us 
to find some way to be one church in 
more than name only, one of the first 
projects we embarked on after I arrived 
at the church three years ago was a video 
link between the campuses. We were 
stretching the technology to its limits, but 

our church family started to adjust,  
and even enjoy watching the screen for 
part of the service. We also found that 
some smaller churches started to use  
our broadcasts.

All the work we had done meant that 
when Covid-19 hit, our initial plan of 
continuing to broadcast the service 
seemed fairly simple.

Before arriving at Citywide in July 2017, 
I had been at St. Albert Alliance church 
in Alberta, Canada for four years. I had 
previously worked for 21 years with the 
international mission organisation, Fusion, 
which was founded by my dad back in  
the 1960’s.

As part of my journey out of Fusion, I 
had written the book 6 Radical Decisions 
in an effort to name what I was still 
committed to. That book was the basis of 
my ministry in Canada, and it also became 
the manifesto for what I saw my job to 
be at Citywide. In it I named the critical 
importance of three things: 1) Jesus being 
the centre of everything, 2) Everyone 
discovering that they have a calling and  
3) Our desperate need for genuine 
fellowship. It was these convictions that 
shaped our initial response to Covid-19.

On March 20, I outlined what our 
approach to managing the crisis would 
be. I challenged people to take seriously 
their personal relationship with Jesus, 
to intentionally step into fellowship 
in whatever way possible, and to step 
up to serve. I was grateful how people 
responded to the call, and surprised how 
many people watched the video.

Within that first week, our elders, finance 

No More Normal 
By Matt Garvin, Senior Pastor of Citywide Baptist Church

team and newly expanded pastoral care 
team each moved to weekly meetings via 
Zoom. We organised a system for regular 
phone calls with everyone and a little team 
began preparing and freezing meals. Our 
small groups moved online, as did our 
Youth Group and Kids Church.

Within the first week, we realised that an 
online service was a very different thing to 
an in-person service. Our first attempt at 
reproducing a “normal” Sunday morning 
was too long and would need to change. 
People had a shorter attention span, 
would have a very different engagement 
with the music, and would need a lot of 
encouragement to do more than watch.

We ended up opting for a hybrid approach 
to our services. YouTube was a great 
platform for anyone from outside the 
church to watch, but Zoom allowed for 
relationship. Each Sunday we would gather 
on Zoom and watch the service that was 
being broadcast live to YouTube.

It also became clear that many churches 
were not going to have the equipment or 
technical expertise that we had developed, 
so we partnered with many of them to 
morph our service into a statewide Baptist 
service. Local congregations could gather 
on their own Zoom community and watch 
the service.

We moved away from long (30-40 minute) 
messages from a platform, to shorter 
messages (two 10-minute talks) recorded 
outdoors, the first of which led into a time 
of discussion. We moved from a bracket 
of three songs at the start to having songs 
interspersed throughout the service. We 
sought to utilise feedback mechanisms 

How a pandemic has 
permanently changed a church
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embedded in Zoom and YouTube to 
encourage engagement with the service, 
and we were intentional in encouraging 
people to record their own videos from 
home (check out www.citywidehobart.org.
au/myvideo).

In addition to regular phone calls and 
online small groups, we started morning 
and evening reflections via social media, 
and a mid-week more traditional service 
via Zoom. We also subscribed everyone 
who wanted it to a streaming service 
(RightNow Media) in an effort to give 
resources to entertain kids and encourage 
bible study. By providing a range of inputs 
and opportunities for service through the 
week we created options for people to 
take responsibility as custodians of their 
own walk with Jesus. One benefit of Covid 
has been dispelling any illusion that the 
pastor is the only source of teaching for 
members of a church.

While our English-speaking  
congregations were adjusting to the 
changes, our Nepali congregation  
were already reaching out. Because of 
the influx of refugees and students in 
Hobart over the last decade, Nepalese 
is now the third most spoken language 
here. The mainly Hindu community has 
been growing exponentially and our 
congregation is the only recognised 
Christian church serving them.

Because so many students from Nepal had 
lost their jobs and were stranded with no 
government support, our Pastors - Paul 
and Suraj - had immediately responded 
to the need they were seeing, and started 
organising food parcels from their own 
funds. As they began doing this very 

simple thing, it became clear that the need 
was massive. Paul and I recorded a brief 
conversation on Facebook to alert our 
whole church family to the need, and the 
bags of rice started flooding in.

One of the people that saw our 
conversation was a friend who works for 
Samaritans Purse. They provided $30,000 
which we were able to turn into vouchers 
at the local Nepalese store for the students 
and families. All this has meant that the 
little Nepali congregation, led by former 
refugees, has moved to a significant 
position of leadership in the broader 
Nepalese speaking community, and several 
families have started attending the church 
as a result of the care they received in their 
time of need.

While many of us have discovered the 
reality of Zoom-fatigue, the platforms 
that became the core infrastructure of 
our church for months are opening new 
global opportunities. Our Nepali pastors 
are preaching in Nepal from the comfort 
of their Hobart lounge-rooms. We ran 
the Alpha marriage course online and it 
was such a success, and so easy to do, we 
wouldn’t do it any other way.  Similarly, 
we are now running a global version of the 
discipleship and leadership development 
course I brought with me from Fusion to 
the church (Foundations) with 80 leaders 
from across the Asia-pacific region. 

I loved being part of a bigger church in 
Canada, however the real strength of 
Citywide was its small size. There was no 
illusion that paid staff could do all that was 
necessary. Lots of different people took 
responsibility and stepped into roles and 
responsibilities that hadn’t existed before 

Covid-19. It was a glimpse of the kind  
of church we want to be.

Online church services are also here  
to stay. A survey we did indicated that  
about 20% of our regular viewers were  
not associated with any other church and 
that having church services online have 
been beneficial for three distinct groups  
of people:

1)   Those who would normally turn  
up but couldn’t

2)   Those who live too far from a  
local church or

3)   Those who are interested but fearful 
and want to watch while they 
determine whether they will trust. 

Because our goal is to move all three 
groups of people towards fellowship 
(from YouTube to Zoom and from Zoom to 
eventually being in the room), we place a 
high priority on services being live. To help 
facilitate this, we are currently trialing the 
continuation of a number of the features 
that people were most positive about 
when our service was only online, including 
two shorter messages rather than one 
longer one, space for discussion, and  
more storytelling.

Unsurprisingly, Jesus has been busy 
building his church in the midst of the 
pandemic. I am still convinced that the 
three most important questions for us are 
what it means for people to hold on to 
Him, find their calling, and step into real 
fellowship. Covid-19 has brought those 
questions sharply into focus and given us 
some new tools and understandings.  
Going “back to normal” is not an option.

http://www.citywidehobart.org.au/myvideo/
http://www.citywidehobart.org.au/myvideo/
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In June 2018, I was locally ordained to 
start my pastoral role in the church. Since 
then, the journey has had its ups and 
downs. But with encouragement and 
support from God, the pastoral team, 
Elders and the Arabic brothers and sisters, 
God has established the ministry rapidly 
with joy and success.
Due to the closure of the rented facility 
at Craigieburn, God opened the door to 
move the Arabic Ministry to Mill Park 
Baptist Church (MPBC). With this move, 
our ministry expanded beyond north of 
Melbourne to north east of Melbourne. 
On 1st March 2020, just a couple of 
weeks before the Covid-19 pandemic hit 
us here in Victoria, the Arabic Ministries 
started at MPBC.
Through God and the support and prayers 
from the MPBC pastoral team, elders and 
Senior Pastor Geoff Shepherd, we have 
expanded our Arabic Ministry online and 
are reaching more people than before 
the pandemic hit. Our Facebook and 
YouTube online Sunday Arabic service 
reaches between 2000 to 3000 people 

Some years ago, when I felt the Lord was calling 
me to pastor in our Arabic community, it took me 
years to seek God for His confirmation to my calling. 
Sometime in mid-2017, through Pastor Gayle 
Hill, I was introduced to North Baptist Church in 
Craigieburn. My wife, Martha and I, started attending 
the church and seeking God’s confirmation to His 
calling to start the Arabic ministries at the church.

One of the ladies recently requested that 
we keep the bible study meeting online 
as she cannot attend it on Fridays in the 
church - but she can attend it via zoom. 
She has never missed a zoom meeting and 
I am sure others are in similar positions. I 
pray that once we are back to normal, we 
are able to run both the bible study at the 
church, and continue the zoom meeting at 
the same time so anyone can join us.
We all see the positives of what God has 
allowed all of us to go through during this 
pandemic and are sure it will pass in His 
great timing - All praises to our Almighty 
God. We are praying for God to grow us 
more to know and serve Him until He 
comes again.

weekly with almost 1,500 
regularly watching the 
service, from Victoria, Australia, and other 
parts of the world.
Our ministry extends out from the main 
service on Sundays, through to prayer 
meetings every day. The ladies meet twice 
a week; Sunday school runs once a week; 
youth and young adults meet twice a 
week, and a bible study group meet  
once a week. These are currently all  
being run online. 
My wife Martha puts in huge efforts, 
praying, preparing for the ladies meeting, 
Sunday school and pastoral care for 
women. She resigned from her work a 
year ago to support me in our Arabic 
Ministries. The Lord has also appointed 
a lot of brothers and sisters in the Arabic 
congregation to get deeply involved in all 
these services.
Because of the forced move to online 
services due to Covid-19, we have seen a 
positive aspect of the pandemic, as it has 
allowed the Arabic Ministries at MPBC 
to grow beyond what we can imagine. 

A growing 
ministry during 
the Pandemic By Samy Kaldas, Associate  

Pastor (Arabic Ministries)  
Mill Park Baptist Church
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A substantial number of our 
BUV LOTE Churches consist of 
mostly refugees. Bear in mind 
that relationship and community 
are the main factors that glue 
these churches together; add to 
that the very limited resources 
and technical knowledge of 
how to live stream services,  
and you have a challenge on 
your hands. However, despite 
these difficulties, there have 
been some very positive results 
and even some churches who 
are thriving.
One issue that many of the LOTE 
churches have faced is generational 
tension – where the perception is that 
the first generation is still in full control 
of the church with the second generation 
sidelined. Recently, while talking to a 
Pastor from one of our churches from 
the Chin community, this situation has 
changed. The knowledge and technical 
abilities of the second generation have 
made them very useful for the church. 
In order to transition the church service 
to an online service, the first generation 
(basically, the whole leadership of the 
church) has handed over the organisation 
to the second generation. This has 
been successful and the leadership are 

very happy with the way the second 
generation is leading the online service.

A similar development in the relationship 
between leadership and the next 
generation is happening in other 
churches. One Senior Pastor, traditionally 
considered to be one who would not 
be able to learn any new tricks, is 
delivering his weekly sermon through 
videoconferencing. A younger member 
of the church successfully trained their 
Pastor to use technology to deliver his 
sermons online from his home. I am sure 
this church’s leaders are appreciating 
input from the younger generation.

We heard from another church that is 
relatively small in terms of numbers, that 
has seen more than a five-fold increase 
in the number of people joining their 
online service – not only here in Australia, 
but worldwide! Relatives and friends in 
Myanmar heard about this church having 
an online service and due to restrictions 
in Myanmar also causing quite an impact 
on churches, many are joining their 
services online. Since the language is not 
a problem, it has attracted a significant 
audience from overseas.

How about the financial situation in 
some of these churches? Online giving 
is on the increase but there is still a 
substantial number of attendees who 
cannot do this. Just prior to being unable 
to meet on church premises, one Pastor 
thought about the best way to collect the 

offering. He decided to make a container 
/box for each household, with a slot at 
the top. During the online service, there 
is an offering time when the attendees 
are invited to place their offering in the 
box, which will be collected once the 
restrictions are lifted.

Some churches have seen their offering 
more than doubled. In one particular case, 
church attendees were encouraged to 
give through online bank transfer and if 
they needed assistance the church leaders 
were able to provide help. Many members 
of the church are now set up and are 
regularly giving online, and to the church’s 
surprise, the attendees are being more 
generous online.

Another church is encouraging their 
members to join their online Sunday 
Service an hour before it starts so that they 
can have a chat with each other. The online 
meeting is left open for another hour after 
the service so they can continue their 
connection with each other.

So, while it has been very difficult for LOTE 
churches to adapt to the current situation, 
it’s been good to hear the success stories. 
Many are doing just fine and some, even 
thriving. They are being very creative and 
are getting more and more familiar with 
using a variety of technical tools, while 
at the same time breaking down age old 
generational barriers.

LOTE refugee 
churches rise  
to the challenge
By Rev Marc Chan 
BUV Multicultural Consultant 
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In the church I am currently working with, 
connecting with our local community has 
become a renewed priority. It is still a 
work in progress. But we have made some 
headway, despite the limited resources 
that we have. These are some of the 
things that God has graciously enabled us 
to do prior to and during Covid-19:

A Digital Presence
Realising that we were not well known in 
the local community, we set out to change 
that. We set up a new website (using Wix) 
and commenced using Facebook ads. 
That resulted in a steady stream of emails, 
phone calls/counselling and first-time 
guests at the church. We also commenced 
regular emails to contacts in the 
community as well as those in the church. 
Increasing our use of social media has 
also been important in engaging, and both 
communication channels have helped us 
to stay in touch during social distancing.

A Physical Presence
Getting out into the community in 
greater ways to listen and to serve has 
been invaluable. We have done that 
in three ways. Firstly, prayer-walking 
the local streets, as well as specific 
times of corporate prayer (twelve hours 

of prayer, prayer and pizza after the 
service, a weekly Zoom prayer meeting 
during Covid-19 restrictions). Secondly, 
carrying out a door-to-door survey. This 
has helped us hear the needs of those 
in our area as well as their attitudes to, 
and experiences of church (some were 
de-churched). It has also resulted in some 
good conversations and contacts, and 
greater confidence for those surveying. 
Thirdly, in collaboration with two other 
churches, to serve the poor with a 
meal and some food supplies – this has 
continued in a modified form during 
Covid-19 constraints. 

A Pathway for Mission
We examined our pathway into the 
church. While we recognised that there 
were some good activities to invite not-
yet-Christian neighbours and friends 
to, there was an opportunity to create 
a sense of belonging, and for people to 
get to know other Christians (other than 
the ones they usually connect with) in 
a friendly environment. So ‘Tuesdays 
at Moorebank’ commenced and it was 
simply an opportunity to have a meal 
together and build relationships. This 
group has continued over Zoom (BYO 
meal) during Covid-19 restrictions. In 

time, those attending could be invited 
to explore faith in another group. Three 
people have undertaken Christianity 
Explained in recent weeks, two of them 
primarily over Zoom.

Collaboration with Other 
Churches in SRE
This year in conjunction with several 
other local churches, we have commenced 
Special Religious Education in two high 
schools that have never had SRE before. 
As an SRE Board, we have employed a 
teacher and we are grateful that after a 
pause for some weeks, SRE classes are 
recommencing this term in these schools.

A Digital Service
Honestly, gearing up for online services 
was difficult and involved some 
experimentation. We finally settled on 
uploading pre-recorded services to YouTube 
to premiere at the usual service time, 
followed by a Zoom Connect afterwards. 
Now that we have recommenced physical 
services, we are using Facebook Live and 
getting good views. Our digital service 
has resulted in some new or renewed 
connections who are engaging in Zoom 
groups or in other ways.

Covid-19 has been an occasion for our 
church to recognise that making disciples 
can happen without a physical church 
service, an opportunity to lean into the 
faithfulness of God, and an opening 
to meet people in our community 
at their point of need. It has been 
an encouragement to move beyond 
overwhelm to do what we can with what 
we have and share the love of God during 
this pandemic.

Rev Dr Ian Duncum is the Consultative 
Interim Pastor at Moorebank Baptist 
Church, NSW. Ian has held denominational 
church health/development and tertiary 
research positions, is the author of The 
Impact of Church Consultancy, and the  
co-founder of the Australian Church Health 
Network. He can be contacted through 
www.ianduncum.com.au or  
duncum@internode.on.net 

Covid 
evangelism in 
a small church
Lockdown. Pull back. Out of action. These are some of the 
words we might use to describe church in a time of Covid. 
Particularly in the mad scramble to get online, to “keep church 
going” during this time. Especially if you are a smaller church. 
Survival is paramount. Failure to endure could be final. 

 Volunteers from three churches 
distributing meals in Liverpool. Please 

note this photo was taken prior to 
social distancing requirements.

http://www.ianduncum.com.au
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By Andrew Binns, Next  
Generations Pastor at Riverton 
Baptist Church in WA

Virtual Reality 
Church  

Early in March this year, 
Covid-19 was in full 
progression in Perth, Western 
Australia. Churches including 
Riverton Baptist Community 
Church were anticipating  
full lockdown and suspension 
of church ministries  
and gatherings. 
In the Next Generation department at 
Riverton Baptist Community Church, 
Pastor Andrew Binns met with his team 
to look at how to engage their high school 
students who would no longer be able to 
gather in the building. Fortunately, pivoting 
ministry to this digitally fluid generation 
can be somewhat easier than older 
generations less familiar with technology. 
However, that brought other challenges 
particularly in what platform to use and 
safety concerns with online ministry.
Rather than try and reinvent the wheel 
yet again, the Next Generation team 
looked at where their students were 
gathering online and what platforms 
they were using. The team developed 
a plan involving an open world game, 
familiar to many parents and students 
called Minecraft. That was the platform 
of choice for many of the students 
connected with Riverton Baptist 
Community Church’s youth ministry. In 
using an incarnational approach to this 
online ministry, the team soon discovered 
that many elements that are a part of 
familiar student ministry existed. The 
Minecraft platform allowed people to be a 

part of an online community, connect with 
each other and adult leaders, play games 
together, solve puzzles, receive devotional 
and gospel content as well as provide a 
relevant, trusted space to invite friends 
who would never step into their church. 
There were still a few questions left to 
answer and many of these involved safety 
concerns and how to keep this platform 
safe. Online ministry was still new to the 
team at Riverton Baptist Community 
Church. The team gathered key principles 
from Safe Church and adapted and 
utilized them to develop a safe space  

that was monitored by adult leaders,  
chat features were recorded, and 
language and spam filters were used 
throughout. The server was online for 
students to connect with three times a 
week: Tuesdays and Wednesdays after 
school and Saturday mornings.
With safety concerns addressed, the team 
worked on building a virtual community, 
and they developed a virtual copy of their 
church’s building within the Minecraft 
game. The idea behind this was students 
could invite their friends to virtual church, 
hangout virtually online at the church and 
its surrounds and be a part of the church 
community online as they gathered in the 
Minecraft server. Students could meet 
in the virtual auditorium, play simple 
games together there and find resources 

for playing other aspects of the game. 
The team was able to develop the virtual 
church building as a central hub and 
meeting point for anyone entering the 
game. This covered two important aspects 
of online ministry for the Next Generation 
Team. Firstly, the server could become 
a community, and secondly, the server 
acted like a front door for the church, 
much like a Church website or Facebook 
page may lead someone of a different 
generation to visit in person.
While lockdown remained a large part of 
the community in Perth, Minecraft proved 

to be a valuable space where students 
could gather and have community 
together. The team soon discovered 
that after lockdown and the return to 
in-person gatherings, weekend sports 
and other social activities meant a sharp 
decline in engagement with the Minecraft 
space. It became apparent Riverton’s 
students were overly engaged online and 
wanted a break from online connections 
and interactions. 
We plan to relaunch the server that hosts 
our virtual church in 2021. We also plan 
to develop other online discipleship tools 
such as online zoom bible studies with 
youth. In addition we hope to strike a 
better balance between online and in-
person ministry.

How a church shifted from 
lockdown into an online gaming 
space to connect with youth

While lockdown remained a large part of the community 
in Perth, Minecraft proved to be a valuable space where 
students could gather and have community together.
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The tiny church idea 
We had heard that in Italy and other 
places gatherings were being restricted 
to smaller groups of about ten people, 
so in preparation, we split our church 
contact database of 300 ‘regular Sunday 
attendees’ into 30 groups of around ten 
adults. Some were existing small groups, 
but many were simply created on a 
spreadsheet along regional or existing 
friendship group lines. One member 
of our team had been looking into the 
growing ‘tiny house’ movement recently 
and simply said at our meeting, “these are 
like tiny churches!” 

The tiny church pastors
Next, we recruited 60 leaders (two 
leaders each) to lead these groups and  
the atmosphere of ‘crisis’ helped us have 
an unprecedented number of people  
who immediately said they would be 
happy to help. 
We wanted to give these groups more 
legitimacy than regular small groups, 
and also wanted our leaders to feel the 
significant privilege and responsibility 
of being perhaps the only people who 
could closely lead and love their group, 
so we decided to call them Tiny Church 
Pastors. We gave each Tiny Church Pastor 
their list of people and asked them to 
personally invite them into their very 
own Tiny Church experience. Their role 
description was fairly simple and involved 
three responsibilities: Meet (where 
possible), Care (stay in touch with people, 

Tiny Churches
By Dan Sweetman, 
Senior Pastor Life Point 
Christian Church

In early March 2020 at Lifepoint we had an emergency 
team meeting about how to care for, disciple, and lead 
our church community in what we then considered 
the unlikely event that our normal activities could be 
hindered due to what people were calling a ‘coronavirus’. 

coming to faith in an Alpha course and 
being discipled in their Tiny Church. It 
brought me so much joy as a Pastor to 
see people being discipled and baptised 
without me having to do a thing!

The future of tiny churches
As restrictions eased and people had 
more weekend activities to choose from, 
we did find that Tiny Church engagement 
dropped slowly. We have also found that 
not every leader could sustain a weekly 
meeting, so a few groups have become 
more care groups than groups that meet 
regularly. Many Tiny Churches are still 
going strong, however, and even growing 
to the point that they need to split. Like 
any ministry or activity, it all comes down 
to the leader’s passion and our ability to 
support them each week. 
We see Tiny Churches as a big part of 
our future and are currently considering 
giving them a permanent placement 
on Sundays once a month. We want to 
elevate the importance of small group 
community, especially as our church 
makes the transition from ‘small family 
church’ to ‘medium-sized teams church’. 
This experience has highlighted to us that 
the great problem with modern church is 
the ability for people to ‘attend’ without 
being ‘known’. Stay tuned! 

even those who were not 
engaging well), and Report 
(pass on difficult situations 
and problems to the pastoral 
team). God obviously prepared the way 
because within two weeks our little idea 
had become the only way our people 
could meet, and for a long while these 
Tiny Churches only functioned over 
internet conferencing (Zoom). 

The fruit of tiny churches
We very quickly realised our emergency 
idea was bearing fruit in ways we had 
not expected. The basic idea was to 
help our people survive a difficult time, 
but for many the experience of every 
Sunday putting aside time to share, pray 
and discuss the message became more 
engaging than ‘normal’ church. We found 
that over 80% of people were engaging 
in their groups, and the leaders were 
growing and stepping up too. One person 
commented, “this is the best experience 
of Church I’ve ever had”, and another 
group quickly grew too big because new 
people kept being invited in. One lady 
said to me, “this is the first time I’ve been 
to church every week for two whole 
months, I love it!” 
Tiny Churches also made pastoral care 
and connection much easier, as every 
person in our church had someone 
looking out for them at least every couple 
of weeks. 
The best part of all was when two adult 
ladies decided to get baptised after 

A concept at Lifepoint Church 
Rothwell, Queensland
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Heidi Campbell is a researcher who has spent 
her career studying religious communities’ 
use and negotiation of digital media. Covid-19 
has been a wonderful laboratory for her of 
analysing the dominant digital strategies used 
by religious leaders.
The idea behind the book stems from what she describes a 
“crazy” idea. Why not bring people together who are struggling 
with and studying what it means to do church online into some 
sort of organised conversation?
The result is a book about a church (plural) where members are 
physically separated from one another due to specific health 
concerns and safety regulations. Yet the church is still called to 
be a social institution, where people engage, support, and care 
for one another. The concept of The Distanced Church suggests 
church leaders need to find alternatives to physical gatherings 
and spaces and are engaging technological options to do this.
The e-book project is an experiment in trying to create an 
accessible international dialogue on how religious practitioners, 
church leaders, theologians, and media scholars are reflecting on 
how the global Covid-19 pandemic has forced churches to close 
their doors and move online.
The first section of the book ‘Lessons from the Online Trenches: 
Church Leaders Stories of Going Online’ features a rich collection 
of stories from church leaders across the world who were 
forced online as a result of Covid-19. There are sixteen stories 
from church contexts from a wide variety of denominational 
perspectives as well as countries.
Some of these leaders are experimenting for the first time with 
doing church online, while others have an established track 
record in using digital media and incorporating digital media into 
their church settings.
The second section of the book entitled ‘Wisdom from Scholars 
of Digital Religion and Theology: Research Reflections on Doing 
Religion Online’, takes a deep dive into necessary theological 
reflections about the changed nature of church and the vexed 
debate of whether online church is a disembodied entity, or if 
it is still one that is based on social interaction and relational 
desires. The Distanced Church is one where people are physically 
separated from one another but still spiritually interconnected 
and in need of some modified forms of technologically facilitated 
social interaction. This and other related ideas are explored in the 
essays that follow in this section.
In it, a diverse group of international theologians and media 
scholars working in the areas of Digital Religion studies and 

Digital Theology, have been invited to reflect on what insights 
their research has to offer those negotiating their use of digital 
media and platforms in this new context. All of these scholars 
had been writing about the practical and theological implications 
of doing church online long before the pandemic began.
Both groups were asked to tailor their essays to respond to one 
or more of the following set of questions:
•   What are the biggest challenges for churches/religious leaders 

going online, and why?
•   What has your experience/research taught you about the 

important issues religious communities and church leaders 
must consider when making the move to doing church online?

•   How has the current situation influenced how you do or see 
the church in a digital age?

One of the most pertinent quotes that illustrates the experience 
of many fledgling digital churches comes from Pastor Steve Evoy 
from the Free Methodist Church in Wolverine, Michigan (quoting 
a fellow pastor): “I’m thinking about the people in my congregation. 
They were anxious before they learned that our schools are closing. 
When they hear that we’ve agreed to cancel our church services, 
they’ll be even more frightened and upset. They’ll be disappointed 
that they can’t gather in the place where they experience God’s 
loving presence together. I don’t believe that their primary need will 
be the highest quality online production we can offer. They won’t 
need our most talented musicians or engaging speakers. They won’t 
need HD resolution or professional editing. I believe that they will 
be longing for something familiar, something that feels as normal as 
possible. I believe that my people will need to see myself and a few 
other familiar faces speaking to them from within our own building. 
It’s the closest thing we can offer to the experience they’re going to 
miss so deeply.”
This book is fresh. It was brought together recently and it speaks 
into the ongoing and developing situation that churches find 
themselves in. Covid-19 has opened up new dimensions in 
which the church needs to reinvent itself and it has provided 
opportunities to radically alter the way things are done in 
churches. It is critical for churches to respond quickly to the  
rapid developments around them, particularly with their digital 
reach. This book will prove to be a rich resource of practical  
ideas and thinking.
Download your free copy here: tinyurl.com/thedistancedchurch 
Google ‘Heidi A Campbell’ for more info on her books such 
as ‘Networked Theology: Negotiating Faith in Digital Culture’, 
‘Digital Religion: Understanding Religious Practice in New 
Media World’ and ‘Playing with Religion in Video Games’. 
Reviewed by Stan Fetting, Crossover Operations Manager  
and passionate digital immigrant.

The Distanced 
Church

Edited by Heidi A Campbell

Reflections on Doing 
Church Online
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