Becoming Virtually Real
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Computers are a part of how we live in this day and age. Students today in particular live in a state of near perpetual “virtual connection” with all-pervasive gadgets, mobile devices, apps, laptops and various wireless arrays on hand. It is something that is woven into their academic life, work life and social life. Theirs is a “wired world” (even though we’ve replaced many of the wires with wireless technology).

How do you evangelize people with the gospel who are so influenced by such technologies? 
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When missionaries go to a new country to try to bring the gospel to that population, they do certain things as a matter of course. Missionaries do a lot of observing and may imitate and adopt some of the things that they encounter. They invest in learning the language and culture of the various people groups. They try to blend in without losing their distinctiveness. They focus on particular groups of people within the larger population. In my latest phase of work as a cybermissionary I employed all of these attitudes and strategies in order to figure out how to be more effective in integrating the reality of social networking in online ministry. What I came up with was what I call “the digital platform”. 
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As I went back to school for courses, I observed how other students were interacting, online and face to face. I actively sought out opportunities for naturally occurring online engagement as I immersed myself for a while in the students’ world.  I showed short, thought-provoking films in a conversation exercise class. I incorporated entries from my movie blog into assignments. I occasionally carried on instant message conversations with students and kept up a running email correspondence. I contributed to online group discussion boards for class assignments. I did computer-based phone calls for group assignments. I incorporated YouTube videos into practice teaching that I modeled - and much more.
Along the way, as I built relational connections, there were some opportunities to share pieces of my life in Christ and pieces of the good news about Christ. Some of the encounters were face to face and some were through online vehicles.

I learned many things about this mode of ministry. One of the most important things that I learned was how to be present online. As a cybermissionary, it was apparent to me that in order to reach people who live a good chunk of their lives online, you have to be online yourself -all well and good. But I noticed something else as I observed the online behaviour of Christian students and fellow workers. Being online, even being online frequently, was not enough. You had to actually learn how to engage with the people you were trying to reach. Using social networking to talk [image: image4.jpg]


primarily to your Christian friends and acquaintances represents a missed opportunity for gospel engagement with unbelievers. More gadgets, fancier gizmos and slicker ad campaigns don’t really help to solve this essential problem. You can’t really reach out to people who don’t know Jesus through social media if you are not engaged with them regularly.
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I’ve also found that being present online is a qualitative thing and not merely a quantitative aspect. How you choose to be present online makes all the difference. If people can’t find you when they go online, they won’t be finding Jesus on line through you. But if, when they find you, people can’t see Jesus in you through what you say and do online, it’s unlikely that your witness will have much of an effect. You have to become real online in order to really be effective in witness online. In this respect, the children’s story, The Velveteen Rabbit, is instructive. The mystery of becoming real online can be surprisingly simple: you have to be willing to care about people and be available to play with them.
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For now the digital platform remains a seminal idea with the possibility of opening up new horizons in evangelism. It’s an idea that has possibilities in more than just the student world as the information age advances. It might not look like much at this point but your support of this work has enabled groundbreaking research to take place. 
Thank you.

Catherine
Catherine Savard**Power to Change** Dec. 2011** 
