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Finally, and importantly, this 
issue marks our 10th anniversary! 
We have a special contribution 
from Preach’s founding editor, 
Jo Swinney, encouraging us to 
persevere as preachers. Jonathan 
Hustler, the Secretary of the 
Conference at the Methodist 
Church and longtime supporter 
and friend of Preach magazine and 
LWPT, joins in the celebrations.

As you read through this issue, I 
pray you will be inspired to think 
about the future of preaching and 
how we can use AI effectively in 
our work.  

Every blessing,

W
e are constantly being told 
that Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) is going to have an ever-
increasing impact on our 

world and on our lives. What does 
this mean for our faith, and our role 
as preachers and leaders?  Would 
our congregations recognise an AI-
generated sermon? Does AI pretend 
to do something that can only be 
done properly by humans, in the 
power of the Holy Spirit? As leaders 
in our churches, how can we ensure 
the tools we use in our ministries 
are beneficial to our mission? In this 
issue of Preach, we delve into the use 
of AI in ministry, featuring insights 
from members of the AI Christian 
Partnership. 

I am also delighted to introduce a 
new regular columnist, the very 
talented Bob Hartman. Following on 
from his recent interview for us, he 
will be offering practical tips on how 
to address congregation members 
across a range of age groups. His 
first article provides advice on how to 
preach in bite-sized pieces. 

We’ve also had the privilege of 
interviewing the Archbishop of York, 
Stephen Cottrell, who challenges 
the constant mantra that nobody 
can concentrate for longer than 
20 seconds. Chris Gillies and Peter 
Crumpler also discuss Chris’ book, 
On the Way to Work, and how 
God wants us to think about the 
workplace, sacred or secular. 

I PRAY YOU WILL BE 
INSPIRED TO THINK ABOUT 
THE FUTURE OF PREACHING 
AND HOW WE CAN USE AI 
EFFECTIVELY IN OUR WORK.  

Bob Bartindale
Officer for Worship and Local Preachers, 
The Methodist Church methodist.org.uk

Dotha Blackwood
Chaplain and tutor at Spurgeon’s 
College spurgeons.ac.uk

Ian Buchanan
Chief Executive Officer at LWPT 
lwpt.org.uk

Tobi Olujinmi
Public speaker and producer 
X @Tobispeaksout

Mark Woods
Head of Communications at Bible Society 
and Baptist minister biblesociety.org.uk

Tanya Stead  
Editor
editor@lwpt.org.uk





32

Worship and 
the digital church:   
Making the ‘faceless’ visible

by Mark Cartledge

DIGITAL DISCIPLESHIP

O
ur faces are important, not 
just to us but to other people as 
well. When I stand in front of a 
congregation to speak or lead 

an act of worship, I am keen to look at 
the faces of people before me. 

I want to know that I am connecting 
with them as people. However, it is 
hard to connect with people online, 
who may be watching the service 
via the Zoom platform. Typically, I 
cannot see their faces and know their 
reactions to what is happening in 
the congregational space. How can 
we pay more attention to them, and 
create a closer sense of connection 
with them?

Mark Cartledge explores the different forms of digital churches, both in-person 
and online congregations, and considers how to include the ‘faceless’ members 
of our churches.  

Including everyone
It could be stated that the church is 
fundamentally a body of believers, 
called out of the world (the ekklēsia) to 
be a people for the praise and worship 
of God. Indeed, the first mark of the 
church is the declaration of the wonders 
of God (Acts 2:11). People who know each 
other, and have fellowship with each 
other, experience the grace and mercy 
of God flowing to them from others 
in the body of Christ. The idea of the 
body is very important, both literally 
and metaphorically. God has given 
each of us bodies and our faces, in a 
sense, ‘present’ ourselves to the world 
through expressions and speech. We 
know people by hearing them, seeing 
them or sensing them. In the interactive 

and hybrid digital 
mediation of worship, I 
believe that we need to 
pay more attention to 
people on the other end 
of the Zoom platform. 
How can we include 
them more into our 
worshipping practices?

There are several ways 
we can do this. We can 
project their faces onto 

screens so that we can see them; and 
they can see us. We can allow their voices 
to be heard as they speak to us via the 
audio function of the software. We can 
include them in our prayers and allow 
them to participate vocally in our times 
of prayer. When we pray for folk to be 
healed and we place our hands on their 
foreheads, we can at least stretch our 
hands towards their images to signal 
that we too are reaching out to them 
physically, not just vocally. And when we 
practise the rite of Holy Communion, we 
can include images of them both eating 
the bread and drinking the wine, so that 
visible expressions of their participation 
become part of our visible expressions of 
Holy Communion. 

In this way, their faces and their 
embodied experience of worship are 
part of our experience of worship. These 
changes to how we worship require 
intentionality, but if we are to grow in 
our inclusion of the ‘faceless’ people 
on Zoom then surely this is one of the 
important things we need to do. I am 
reminded of the text in 2 Corinthians 
4:6, which states that the glory of God 
is revealed in the face of Jesus Christ. 
May we experience something of God’s 
reflected glory in the faces of our 
brothers and sisters in Christ as they join 
us via digital media in our worship.
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For people who are watching a 
worship service at home, there is a 
blurring of the boundary between 
the public space of a church building 
and the private space of their own 
home. Of course, the internet and 
its use within the home means 
there is a public dimension to our 
private spaces, as social media 
intrudes and is intertwined with 
our private spaces. Indeed, many 
of us have accepted it with alacrity. 
Our world is now saturated with 
digital interfaces. However, these 
technological developments raise all 
sorts of issues for the church and its 
worshipping practices.

Church in the 
digital age
Ecclesiology for a Digital Church 
which is edited by Heidi A. 
Campbell and John Dyer considers 
the relationship between digital 
technology and the theology of 
the church. In his discussion, John 
Dyer identifies various types of 
engagement with different types 
of media. 

First, online church tends 
to use a variety of digital 
media (email, text, video 

chat etc.) but only meets online and 
has no physical presence. 

Second, broadcast 
church delivers a service 
through a one-way 

medium, a bit like radio and TV. In 
this mode, worship can be observed 
via platforms such as YouTube and 
Facebook but there is no interaction 
with the service participants in 
the physical setting in which the 
worship is being broadcast. 

Third, there is what 
is called interactive 
church, where two-way 

interaction is used. This interaction 
can be via message boards, chat box 
next to a video stream, while Zoom 
allows for ‘face-to-face’ synchronous 
interactions. 

Fourth, there are 
virtual environments in 
which individuals have 

established church communities. 
These virtual reality platforms 
include Second Life and Roblox and 
the metaverse. The virtual reality 
allows individual to adopt an avatar 
and participate in worship activities. 
This is a somewhat niche mode of 
engagement and requires addition 
equipment, such as headsets to 
participate to the full. 

Fifth and finally, Dyer 
notes the idea of hybrid 
church, which refers to 

a local church congregation that 
uses both digital and in-person 
experiences. It allows people who 
might not be able to attend in 
person to be present and interact 
via Zoom or Facebook. I have found 
these categories useful in beginning 
to find a language to express the 
different types of digital church 
experience.

Online or offline
My own experience of participating 
in worship includes a mixture of 
broadcast and hybrid. I have never 
been involved in a totally online 
church and I have only visited 
Second Life a couple of times to 
explore what it is and what it 
does. During the pandemic, we at 

the London School of Theology 
experimented with the interactive 
model. The service or event was 
broadcast usually via YouTube, but 
the interaction was made possible 
through Zoom. For obvious 
reasons, we needed to restrict who 
came into the Zoom room and only 
allow those folk who genuinely 
belonged to our educational 
community. Since the pandemic, 
our chapel services continue to 
be broadcast for our student and 
staff community, but we no longer 
maintain the level of interaction 
that we once did. We have reverted 
to broadcast mode.

In many ways, this is very similar 
to the church that I attend on a 
Sunday morning. Congregational 
members can watch the service, 
but they rarely interact with 
what is going on in the worship 
service in the building, that 
is until recently. Now we are 
beginning to insert their comments 
and prayers from the chat box 
function of Zoom, and these are 
communicated from the tech team 
to the service leader so that people 
on Zoom can be included. However, 
as yet, we do not have the 
technical capacity to project their 
faces onto screens at the front 
of church building. For obvious 
reasons, they remain ‘faceless’ 
in the worshipping context of 
the physical building. They can 
participate but not fully. Their 
singing, prayers, dancing and 
kneeling are missed by the body of 
believers in the church building. 
So, how do we include people in 
a way that makes sense for them 
and for us? This is a challenge.

DIGITAL DISCIPLESHIP

THE INTERNET AND ITS USE WITHIN THE HOME MEANS THERE 
IS A PUBLIC DIMENSION TO OUR PRIVATE SPACES.

Mark J Cartledge  
Prof Mark J Cartledge is the principal 
of the London School of Theology and 
professor of practical theology. His most 
recent book is entitled, The Holy Spirit 
and Public Life: Empowering Ecclesial 
Praxis (Minneapolis, MN: Lexington 
Books / Fortress Academic, 2022)
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