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Fifty years after the
opening of the
Second Vatican
Council, the church faces new
challenges. In this final installment of a
three-part series, Rev. Verity A Jones
explains how social media can throw
relationships and communities into high
relief, including communities of faith.
Read more scholars on today's signs of the
times.
Social media may be new, but social relationships certainly are not, especially among
church people. Ever since Jesus sent out the 70 to carry his message of peace into
homes before he arrived (Luke 10:1), Christians have been spreading the word of God by
word of mouth. We tell our friends, neighbors, relatives, and co-workers about Jesus. We
show them the love of God through our actions. Building Christian community through
social relationships has been at the heart of Christian thought and practice for millennia.
Social media are much newer, of course, but still social in character. Social media are
interactive forms of digital communication between and among people who have some
relationship to each other. As opposed to broadcast media that blast created objects out
to unknown consumers, social media usually have a known target, or at least an
identifiable target. It’s friends talking to friends.
The increasing use of social media throws communities into high relief. Social media can
make relationships and communities more visible. They can reveal details and
connections that were once more obscure. Like a relief sculpture that shows the contours
and depth of an image, social media can make visible new dimensions of life. Areas that
were once in shadow are now exposed for a much fuller viewing.
For example, when a pastor posts on Facebook that she’ll be preaching on John 3:16 the
next week, a slew of church members respond to her, some positively, some negatively.
There on the screen for all to see is the diversity of thought and culture in one
congregation.
That friends of friends are a part of our networks is not new. Visibly mapping those
relationships in a digital medium that can penetrate to multiple levels is new. Chatting in
shorthand with buddies is not new. Doing so on Twitter with thousands of people at once
is new. Awareness of the diversity of people around the world is not new. Building real
relationships with them in real time across thousands of miles is new.
Why should Christians bother to consider how social media throw their communities into
high relief? Why should we care to interpret the dynamics of social media upon the
formation and shaping of Christian communities?
First, the body of Christ—the community of followers of Jesus Christ—bears the word of
God to the world. Jesus served, formed, and commissioned his followers to carry forth and
enact the gospel message of God’s incarnate love for the world. Social forces that impact
the ways in which Christian communities are shaped and function are therefore
particularly ripe for theological reflection and scrutiny.
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Furthermore, in 2011, through my work with the New Media Project at Union Theological
Seminary, we conducted six case studies of congregations, institutions, and networks that
use new media in innovative ways. In every case study the community we encountered
contends with the dynamics of building, maintaining, loving, shaping, and healing, and
sometimes even with the harm that can be done to community.
For example, Abilene Christian University’s mobile learning initiative is focused on
reforming education, but it is also attentive to the ways in which the students are affected.
Since 2010 the school has measured an increase in student gatherings as a result of the
effort, which leaders view as positive. However, Scott Hamm, the director of mobile
learning research, is also “worried that perhaps the mobile learning initiative is
educationally beneficial but might not be an effective tool for spiritual growth and
formation.”
The pastors at Seattle’s Quest Church use social media only if it arises “organically” from
the practices and needs of the community; its primary benefit is for their community. The
leadership at Community of Hope AME Church near Washington on the other hand
explicitly uses new media for evangelism—to increase and transform the community. They
reach out to neighborhood youth through video storytelling and to others through live
streaming worship services.
High relief, however, may also be stark relief. Making more visible the intricate details of
human relationships may also uncover the sin and brokenness of life and amplify the
messiness inherent in communities. It certainly has enabled the proliferation of soulcrushing and exploitative activities like pornography and human trafficking.
Susie Schaefer, an Episcopal youth minister, sees value in the honesty that teenagers
exhibit online. She says, “They are just who they are online. They’re still learning bits and
pieces about themselves.” The challenge, Schaefer explains, is that they may mature and
change as they age, but their honest teenage selves will still exist online. “God’s grace
does not extend to your future employers. Avatars aren’t as effective as baptism.”
We cannot yet fully understand the consequences of our “honest teenage selves” existing
online forever because social media hasn’t been around that long yet. It will take several
generations for us to appreciate the impact. Could a minor infraction on the road of life do
irreparable damage?

dialogue · 9 hours ago
Christopher Parker
If St. Malachy's
prophecy were to
continue true, whoever
is elected will fulfill the
moniker of...
Decrying situation of
Chinese Catholics,
cardinal calls for
dialogue · 9 hours ago
Allegra Fiorino
That really helped my
understanding of Oscar
Romero, thanks. :)
Oscar Romero: Bishop
of the Poor · 12 hours
ago
Jim
"I wish our American
bishops had the spine
to speak up for
American Catholics and
tell Rome that...
Words fail us:
Parishioners respond to
the new Missal a year
later · 13 hours ago

Christians, however, believe in the God of second chances; we are never outside the
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reach of God’s grace. Through Christ God has declared us loved, blessed, forgiven, and
reconciled. We are freed from a deterministic worldview that has us traveling down paths
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from which we cannot veer.

many that are so very
thankful for our Church

What would it mean to tell the story of God’s grace in a time when relationships are visible
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in high relief and nothing digital can be fully wiped clean? Perhaps the fact that our
humanity is more fully on display is a gift. Perhaps it will humble us. Perhaps we will come

Words fail us:

to appreciate anew how circuitous and complicated most of our lives really are. After all,
grace means that a life is not assessed for its faults but for the love of God that
overwhelms those faults.
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The Rev. Verity A. Jones is the executive director of the Center for Pastoral Excellence at
the Christian Theological Seminary in Indianapolis and the director of the New Media
Project (newmediaprojectatunion.org). She is an ordained minister of the Christian Church
(Disciples of Christ). his article appeared as part of a series celebrating the 50th
anniversary of the opening of the Second Vatican Council. To read more of today's
scholars on the signs of the times, click here. The final installment of the three-part series
appeared in the December 2012 issue of U.S. Catholic (Vol. 77, no. 12, pages 22-26).
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Archbishop?). Actually it'd be good to have one @ the USCCB also and yes,
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"Pastoral Excellence" I don't think this concept will leave my reflective moments
for a long, long time. Now this is a ecclesial direction that really could spark
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something. What do we RCC's have? The "New Evangelization." Read the 58
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media on church and faith. She and others at the New Media Project have been
treasured, reliable supporters of the weekly church social media (#ChSocM) chat
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on Twitter (Tuesdays, 9PM ET). Grateful for that and all the fine theoretical
work scholars are doing to help observers understand the value of social media.
2 weeks ago

Like

Reply

It's amazing..the church
can un-do a marriage, it
can un-do an ordination,
it can un-do a...

M Subscribe by email S RSS

Vatican II elevates laity
from passive spectators
to involved members

U.S. Catholic insists on a civil and respectful dialogue on our website, following our
Comment policy. Comments should be charitable, on topic, and brief. U.S. Catholic
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reserves the right to delete comments deemed inappropriate. Links are not allowed and
comments with them will be moderated or deleted. We encourage you to choose your
words wisely.
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