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Introduction 

 

 Since the dawn of human speech, a key function of leadership has been to 

speak before an audience.  This is a unidirectional form of communication.  For 

the most part, church websites operate on this model.  They provide information 

in a unidirectional format, saying “this is who we are, and if you like what you 

see, come join us.”  However, the introduction of the Internet and the ability to 

have what is called “asynchronous communication” in a multidirectional format 

has revolutionized the way we present the Gospel and how we engage the culture 

in a conversation about spiritual truth.  

  

 Just as the Iron Age introduced a new challenge to God’s people in the 

days of King David, the advent of the Internet presents us with the modern 

equivalent of the Iron Age.  Finding Community: Creating Connectedness in 

the Frontier of Online Ministry is about a different way of viewing how we use 

the internet to facilitate ministry.  This is not about high tech gizmos and gadgets.  

Rather, it is how we organize people to use the power of the Internet to reach 

people for Christ through this medium.  If you are in a position of leadership at 

your church – a pastor, an elder, a key ministry staff person – do not say “Oh, our 

church webmaster should read this!”   

 

 No.  This is for you – the man or woman whom God has called to help 

shape a vision for how your ministry uses the Internet to attract, disciple and train 

people for Christ.  It is NOT about how to revolutionize or “jazz up” your 

website. 

 

 In the pages of this e-book, I will argue that what is needed is a new 

strategy which leverages the power of the Internet.  I believe the key to that 

strategy can be found in the following four precepts: 

1. Church leaders are committed to a “Sage on the Stage” model that views the 

communication of spiritual truths as unidirectional – I talk, you listen.  This 

strategy is embodied in the vast majority of church websites.  Our practice is to 

preach – not facilitate a discussion about - the Gospel. 

2. Church leaders will never be able to truly harness the power of the Internet 

unless they are willing to empower spiritually appraised individuals in the use 

websites to initiate multi-directional communications strategies as a way to 

discuss and act upon spiritual truth.  

3. Church leaders should help identify and train these individuals in how to use 

Internet technology to facilitate online learning through a Socratic-style 

process of group learning in Virtual, Online Communities. While it may be the 

case that members of these communities will meet face to face, this is not 

required.  
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4.  Many churches promote small group ministries led by lay members.  

Finding Community takes this model and applies it to the Internet to 

create small groups in a virtual community setting. 

 At the end of this discussion, I will conclude with a series of concrete 

recommendations on how to use the internet for a radical re-design of how you do 

ministry.  It is a tested proposal – one that is sweeping the world of adult learning 

through such institutions as the University of Phoenix, DeVry University and 

other such online schools of higher education.  Increasingly, theological 

seminaries such as Western Theological Seminary are also embracing online 

learning.   

 

And, while you can spend lots of money on proprietary software and web 

hosting applications, here’s some really good news:  You can use existing 

software applications that are presently made available for free on the Internet. 

 

 I should note that I created this ebook in the mid 2000s.  I was given 

permission to use the Southport Presbyterian Church website images by business 

manager Sam Miller.  The site has been upgraded several times since then.  Also, 

I gained written permission from Lonely Planet to use images from their website 

in creating this booklet. 

 

 Thanks for your time.  Hope you enjoy the read! 
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Part I 

 
The Five Authors You Meet on 

the Internet 
 

 

 

We are about to take a virtual tour of a house.  In this house, we’ll 

meet some interesting people – people who have each written 

books in their areas of expertise.  We’ll see what they, as a 

community of authors, have to say about the Internet, and how to 

reach out and build a sense of community on the World Wide 

Web.   
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 As we enter the Living Room, we notice at once that there is no one here.  

As if on queue, from the hallway a man enters to greet us- a man by the name of 

Robert Putnam.  He is the author of Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival 

of American Community.   

 

 To Putnam, a key problem facing America is the loss of a sense of 

community.  If you’ve ever watched the TV show, Cheers, then you know that in 

the song that introduces each episode, there is this phrase: 

 

“You want to go where everybody knows your name.” 

 

 This is what we all want – this is what we all long for.  Yet, in a room that 

virtually every home in America has – a living room – we find this one key fact:  

It’s empty.  Families spend less time with each other.  This is happening across 

the board, from vacationing together, eating meals together, and just sitting 

around and talking together.  From 1976 top 1997, families with children ages 8 

to 17 went from 53% “just sitting and talking together” to 43%.  Watching TV as 

a family fell from 54% to 41%, and going to church together fell from 38% to 

31%.
1
   Why is the Living Room empty?  Because we are all scattered – pursuing 

our individual interests.   

 

 In his book, Putnam uses the metaphor of “blowing alone” to describe this 

phenomena.  He notes that from 1980 to 1993, while the number of bowlers 

                                                 
1
 Putnam, Robert D.  Bowling Alone:  The Collapse and Revival of American Community, Simon 

& Schuster, 2000, p. 101. 
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nationwide increased 10%, league bowling – where people got together on a 

regular basis to bowl as part of one large community of bowlers – decreased 

40%.
2
  The church is not immune from this phenomenon. 

 

 Churches have traditionally provided both an organizational and 

philosophical basis for community involvement.  In a church environment, people 

learn how to work with others.  They develop leadership skills.  Social researchers 

have especially noted the role the Black church has played in this regard.
3
 

 

 The more involved people are in their churches, the more they are 

involved in the secular community around them.  That is one reason why the 

decline in church involvement should be seen as a bad sign for secular society.  

Putnam reports that based on the General Social Survey, membership in churches 

fell by at least 20 percent between 1974 and 1996.  Another statistic relating to 

this same issue is that:  “The percentage of Americans who identify themselves as 

having ‘no religion’ has risen steadily and sharply from 2 percent in 1960 to 11 

percent in the 1990s.”
4
 

 

 Though not limited to what is happening in the churches of America, 

Putnam sees this trend of lost community within churches as a warning signal for 

the nation.  He writes:   

 

In effect, the classic institutions of American civic life, both 

religious and secular, have been ‘hollowed out.’ Seen from 

without, the institutional edifice appears virtually intact – little 

decline in professions of faith, formal membership down just a bit, 

and so on.  When examined closely, however, it seems clear that 

decay has consumed the load-bearing beams of our civic 

infrastructure.
5
 

 

 Does Putnam see any way to reverse the course of fractured community?  

His 500 plus page book holds many ideas.  For our purposes, one stands out.  In 

Bowling Alone, Putnam observes that while it took 75 years for telephone usage 

to go from 1% to 75% of the American population, Internet usage increased to 

75% in just 7 years.  He concludes from this the following: 

 

The Internet is not about technology, it is not about information, it 

is about communication – people talking with each other, people 

exchanging e-mail … The Internet is mass participation in fully 

bidirectional, uncensored mass communication.  Communication is 

the basis, the foundation, the radical ground and root upon which 

                                                 
2
 Ibid, p. 112. 

3
 Ibid, p. 68. 

4
 Ibid., p. 70. 

5
 Ibid., p. 72. 
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all community stands, grows, and thrives.  The Internet is a 

community of chronic communicators.
6
 

 

 But, while the growth of the Internet is impressive, there is a clear 

generational divide in how it is used.  While older people tend to use the Internet 

for email and research, younger people are increasingly seeing it as integral to 

their lifestyles and forms of communication.  The question for those doing 

ministry is:  How are we seeing the use of the Internet impact the search for 

spiritual truth?  For the answer to that question, we must follow our noses and the 

aroma of coffee emanating from the Kitchen. 

 

 

 

 

To join my Facebook page, click here or the image below: 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
6
 Ibid., p. 171. 
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 As we enter the kitchen, a man turns from the coffee pot to offer us a fresh 

brewed cup of coffee.  His name is George Barna.  Mr. Barna is the founder of 

The Barna Group, a company dedicated to providing strategic information and 

resources that help facilitate spiritual transformation in America. Mr. Barna is the 

author of Growing Your Church from the Outside In.  As he hands us a cup of 

coffee, he begins to tell us about the following three trends: 
7
 

 

 About one-third of the unchurched say that using the Internet has helped 

them to make and maintain friendships.   

 Two-thirds of the unchurched who said this were under the age of 35.   

 One-fifth of the unchurched adults noted that the Internet is a source of 

information they use regarding spirituality and matters of faith.   

 

 Note this last point – that one fifth of unchurched adults use the Internet to 

find information about spiritual matters.   We talk a little more with George Barna 

about the fact that as the Boomer Generation has faded away from church, a new 

generation is growing up that doesn’t have any concept of what “church” is.  

Those still in the church want strong programs, challenging preaching and good 

music.  What the unchurched want when they come to visit is relationship with 

people who are genuine and caring.  They are searching for a grip on reality and 

personal application. 

 

                                                 
7
 Barna, George.  Growing Your Church from the Outside In:  Understanding the Unchurched and 

How to Reach Them, Regal Books, 2002, p. 59. 

There are over 

1 million 
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sites on the 

Internet – the 

second largest 

category on 

the World 

Wide Web.  
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Bass, (2001-FEB). 
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 We ask George Barna what is going on – why are people not going to 

church?  Explaining that half of all unchurched adults were at one time in church, 

he tells us the top three things the unchurched like least are: 

 

1. Hypocrisy of the people. 

2. Strict and inflexible beliefs (this is most true of western, upper income 

people). 

3. Don’t believe in organized religion. 

 

 While these are not the only reasons for not attending church, they are the 

top reasons. Reflecting on these reasons, Barna makes two comments.  First, he 

says: 

 

Notice that three of the four most commonly cited reasons for 

remaining unchurched (different beliefs, doctrinal rigidity and 

don’t believe in organized religion) were more likely to be offered 

in 2000 than in 1990.  The thread that ties those three items 

together is that they all relate to the penchant for personal 

expression, independent thinking and the adoption of diversity and 

tolerance as a philosophical mantra.
8
 

 

 Barna highlights a second interesting trend - the change in the percentage 

of people who simply say “don’t know” when asked why they don’t attend 

church.  In 1990, people had just decided to tune out.  They saw no reason to 

consider spiritual things.  “Today, however, with the moral chaos, loss of personal 

vision, search for meaning and pop culture fascination with spirituality, the 

church is not as easily dismissed as a viable alternative.”
9
  In other words, while 

they may come to church, they are not sure exactly why – they just know they 

need something – and will leave if they find it someplace else. 

 

 Just as Putnam wrote about a decline in community in his book, Bowling 

Alone, Barna sees the loss of community occurring as well.  Specifically, 

however, he focuses on the divide between churched and unchurched.  While he 

recognizes that many of the unchurched – especially those under the age of 35 – 

use the Internet to learn about spiritual truth, he would argue that churches 

generally do a poor job of using the Internet to reach out to them.  Barna writes:  

“The Internet is essentially an untapped tool; most of the churches have a website, 

but nothing specifically geared to help or reach an unchurched person.”
10

 

 

 In sum, what we learn from Mr. Barna is that the unchurched are growing 

increasingly unwilling to accept church teachings – that they have a “penchant for 

personal expression;” when they do come to visit a church.  Furthermore, they are 

looking to find a sense of community, and that – in part because they can’t find 

                                                 
8
 Ibid., p. 35. 

9
 Ibid., p. 35. 

10
 Ibid., p. 157. 
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what they want at church - they go online.  The problem is that churches do not 

gear their websites for this type of “cyber-seeker.”   

 

 Just as we ask Mr. Barna “What do we do,” we hear a voice calling to us 

from the den.  The voice says “Come in here, let me show you something.” 
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 Walking into the Study, we see a man in his early thirties sitting at a 

computer.  This is Andrew Careaga, author of E-Vangelism:  Sharing the 

Gospel Online.  As he surfs the Internet, Careaga talks about how ministers and 

key church staff people use the Internet.  For them, it has two principle uses:  

Send email and do research.   

 

 In the case of sending email, it is, for the most part, communication with 

one person at a time.  And, it is mostly one way – the content of emails revolve 

around “who, what, when, where, how” types of topics.  In other words, factual 

information – very little about how one is feeling, questions about the meaning of 

life, or other deep probing thoughts. 

 

 With regard to doing research, this is a highly individualistic use of the 

Internet.  While God may certainly be a part of the process, from the perspective 

of the person doing the research, it’s all about their thoughts, their wants, their 

desires.   

 

 Careaga says:  “Most ministers don't see the Net as a space into which 

they can enter for community and relationship.”  He tells us that instead of 

viewing a website in a mechanical sense, as nothing but a bunch of “e-tools,” we 

should see it as a place to build relationships.  Having found the website he was 

looking for, Careaga turns to us and says:  

 

“We continue to 

ask the wrong 

questions about 

the Net. Instead 

of asking, ‘How 

can I make my 

page cool?’ … 

why don't we try 

asking, ‘How 

can we engage 

Internet culture 

by joining in on 

the conversa-

tions that are 

happening all 

over the Net’?" 
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 “Instead of talking about static billboards (websites) as "online 

ministry," why don't we talk about the dynamic conversations 

springing up all over the Net -- on blogs, in chat rooms, over 

instant messaging, on the various forums and Usenet 

newsgroups?”
11

     

 

 As an example of what he’s talking about, he points to the site that has 

now appeared on his computer screen:  Southport Presbyterian Church, in 

Indianapolis, Indiana.
12

 

 

Southport Presbyterian Website 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  www.southportpc.org 

 

 The Southport Presbyterian Church website is like that of most churches.  

While some are more fancy, and others less so, this is for the most part how many 

look.  From this site, we can learn about such things as service times, small 

groups, pastors/staff contacts, different ministries offered, and what the church 

believes, among others.  In a nutshell, the website is saying “This is who we are.  

If you like what you see, come join us.”  Further, we note these two observations:  

 

1. Communication is unidirectional.  It comes from the pastors and senior 

staff.  They talk, everyone else listens. 

2. There is no interaction through the website.   

 

                                                 
11

 Careaga, Andrew.  “The Church-Internet (dis)connection,” Next Wave Magazine, May-

June 2002.  Accessed 11/8/06 at http://www.next-wave.org/jun02/disconnection.htm   
12

 Used with permission. 
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 At this point, Robert Putnam reminds us that because the Internet is filled 

with “Chronic Communicators,” and it occurs to him that a website should 

facilitate communication.  George Barna agrees, noting that because the 

unchurched have a “penchant for personal expression;” they are less likely to be 

drawn to a church that may appear to focus on a “sit and soak” method of 

unidirectional communication. 

 

 Your interest aroused, you speak for the first time.  You say to the 

assembled authors:   

 

 “So, what I’m hearing you say is that we need to somehow create a 

community of people online for them to interact with one another.  How do we do 

that?” 

 

 In response to your question, two voices answer, saying:  “We thought 

you’d never ask.  Come into the Library.  We know the answer to your question.” 
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 We are welcomed into the Library by two gentlemen, John Hagel III and 

Arthur Armstrong.  They are the co-authors of Net Gain:  Expanding Markets 

Through Virtual Communities.  They invite us to take a seat and serve us some 

coffee cake.  Once we are comfortably situated, they begin to explain their 

concepts about building virtual communities online. 

 

 They begin by noting that the issues facing the church today with regard to 

attracting, evangelizing and equipping souls for Christ are the same ones that the 

business community faced in the 1990s as the Internet began to grow.  As they 

studied the online bulletin boards that began to appear in the late 1980s (back 

when a 2400 baud rate modem was considered SMOKING fast!), they began to 

notice some consistent trends about people on the net.  They distilled these into 

the following five observations: 

 

First, people on the Net were motivated by passion, not profit.  

Take a look at websites devoted to spreading the Gospel 

today, and you’ll see that the same is true of the vast 

majority of those who do so.   

 

Second, Hagel and Armstrong sensed that this network of 

computer junkies seeking to communicate in this new 

environment contained the genesis of a new business 

model.  They sensed that there was a way to combine 

content with a commercially viable business opportunity. 

 

Third, although high speed broadband networks didn’t become 

widely available until around 2002, Hagel and Armstrong 

were already aware of new multimedia technologies that 

Imagine a 

website 

where you 

like to go 

and “hang 

out” 

because 

everybody 

knows your 

name. 

The Library 
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would transform electronic networks.  Thus, a third key 

factor was the need to prepare for how to use these 

technologies in a commercially viable business plan.  The 

explosion of video and audio streaming since 2004 has 

proven them correct.   

 

Fourth, as businesses found a way to make money from the 

Internet, Hagel and Armstrong envisioned the emergence of 

virtual communities that would be built on a sense of trust 

and commitment to each other. 

 

Fifth, as a consequence of the preceding four trends, they saw the 

emergence of virtual communities as a force that would 

“unalterably transform the business landscape – and benefit 

only those who confront it head on.”
13

 

 

 To summarize their conclusions, Hagel and Armstrong stated: 

 

The rise of virtual communities in on-line networks has set 

in motion an unprecedented shift in power from vendors of goods 

and services to the customers who buy them.  Vendors who 

understand this transfer of power and choose to capitalize on it by 

organizing virtual communities will be richly rewarded with both 

peerless customer loyalty and impressive economic returns
14

. 

 

Based on these five forces, Hagel and Armstrong developed the following 

recommendations for applications in a commercially viable web-business 

model:
15

 

 

1. Have a Distinctive Focus 

2. Integrate Content and Communication 

3. Facilitate Member-Generated Content 

4. Allow Access to Competing Publishers and Vendors 

5. Have a Commercial Orientation 

 

So how might one put these recommendations into action to do ministry 

on the Internet?  To see how, click here to order my e-book. 

                                                 
13

 Hagel, John III and Arthur G. Armstrong.  Net Gain:  Expanding Markets Through Virtual 

Communities.  (Harvard Business School Press: Boston, MA) C 1997 by McKinsey & Company, 

Inc. p. 1. 
14

 Ibid., p. xiii. 
15

 Ibid.  These five recommendations are covered in detail by Hagel and Armstrong in Chapter 

One of Net Gain.  
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Part II 

 
Leading On the Internet 

 

 

 

 

 

A church website is not about using fancy technology.  It is about 

communicating a message.  If you haven’t thought about what 

your message is, to whom you are speaking, and the best way to 

communicate with them – then you are wasting a lot of time and 

money building a fancy site that says very little. 
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 In “The Five Authors You Meet On the Internet,” we find a concept that 

many sense “in their bones” is the key to God’s people using the internet – the 

creation of online virtual communities.  At its foundation, this concept of virtual 

communities is predicated on the idea that people want to interact.  They want to 

communicate.  While the applications are virtually endless, I believe the power of 

this concept can be captured by the following story. 

 

 I once listened to a professor of religious studies deliver a lecture on the 

rise of neo-paganism as portrayed in science fiction literature.  This professor – a 

PhD and noted author - had spent six months or so studying the issue, and as a 

consequence had had a paper published on the topic.  After he spoke, I 

approached him and asked what he thought of Isaac Asimov’s Foundation 

Trilogy, and how Asimov had melded that story line with several other of his 

books, such as The Caves of Steel and I, Robot.  For those that don’t know, 

Asimov develops the idea of Galactic Gaia – the Mother Earth goddess of Greek 

mythology, which lay at the core of this professor’s thesis. 

 

 To make a long story short, the professor had no clue – he had never read 

them, let alone any of the works of the great science fiction writers, with the 

exception of Arthur C. Clarke.  And, I was not the only person attending that 

lecture to ask him this.  Not ten minutes after I’d concluded my conversation, 

another gentleman came and asked about the same set of works by Asimov. 

 

 The point is that this “expert” had not read science fiction like many 

teenagers in my age group did while growing up.  While I never entered into a 

formal study of the genre, as a High School Sophomore I was asked by my high 

school English department to help put together a reading list for a Science Fiction 

English elective.  In other words, in my teen years I had become an expert in the 

 

Who is an “Expert”? 
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genre of Science Fiction, not because I had “studied” the topic in a formal 

academic sense – but because I had experienced it.   

 

 And in today’s “post modern” culture, experience talks, knowledge 

walks. 

 

 Now, ask yourself a question:  Are you an expert?  Do you know someone 

who is an expert?  How does one get to be an expert?  In this post modern world, 

many people feel that until someone has shared similar life experiences, they are 

not qualified to speak to an issue that others HAVE experienced.  Consider, who 

you will most likely listen to under the following circumstances: 

 

1. A pastor who counsels you on alcohol addiction or someone who has been 

an alcoholic and now ministers to others? 

2. A pastor who counsels you on dealing with marital problems, or someone 

who has worked through problems in a marriage? 

3. A fifty year old pastor talking to you about issues facing teens, or a person 

in their early twenties who still remembers what the teen years are all 

about? 

 

 If you’re honest with yourself – and especially if you are a pastor – you’ll 

see that the best person to share in such circumstances is the one whom God has 

refined in the fire and prepared to be a Witness for His glory.  And this is not a 

slam against people with formal training – it is merely a reality of the world in 

which we live. 

 

 That is why spiritual movements such as the Great Banquet/Walk to 

Emmaus/Chrysalis are so powerful.  They provide ordinary people, moved by the 

Holy Spirit, a way to share their common experience of the Lord Jesus Christ in a 

way few ministers can match.  By sharing one another’s testimonies – being lifted 

up through prayers by the Body of Christ – by seeing how God has worked to 

mend the broken lives of others and realize He can do it in my life too – the 

Ministry of All Believers has a powerful impact. 

 

 This is the key to understanding the power of the Internet – how it can 

help build a sense of community online.  Especially among people who, as we 

have seen, are becoming increasingly disconnected from one another. 

 

 In other words, they don’t want to hear from “experts.”  They want to hear 

– and be heard by – people like them. 

 

 What about having a sound understanding of theological doctrine?  There 

are some denominations that frown on letting anyone who has not had “formal” 

ministerial training teach about the Bible.  At a minimum, they would want to 

make sure that such individuals had been properly “vetted” by going through a 

series of approved courses or some sort of credentialing process. 
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movements 

are 

increasingly 

seeking to 

share 

personal 

testimonies.  

In other 

words, they 

don’t want to 

hear from 

experts only – 

they want to 

hear from – 

and be heard 

by – people 

like them.   

http://www.wisejargon.com/


www.wisejargon.com  

 21 

 

 Certainly, it is imperative that those who teach the Word of God be 

spiritually apprised.  Certainly, James 3:1 warns:  “Let not many of you become 

teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we shall incur a stricter judgment.”  

Make no mistake, what I am going to suggest in the pages that follow is that we 

need to raise up a core of people who are spiritually appraised and who 

understand how to use the medium of the Internet. 

 

 But, we also need to heed the meaning of God’s word in I Chronicles 

12:32, where, in speaking of the Sons of Issachar, Scripture says they were “men 

who understood the times, and knew what Israel should do.” 

 

 In his book, Postmodern Youth Ministry, author Tony Jones writes these 

words: 

 

In the last few centuries, evangelism was considered mainly a 

cognitive process (i.e., Christianity is a set of propositions an 

individual must intellectually agree with and accept as true.)  But 

more recently, the understanding of conversion has been shifting 

toward the transformation of the whole person.  In fact, in the 

postmodern context, it could be said that we ought to first 

evangelize experientially and teach the content of the faith later!  

After all, Jesus says to his disciples, “Follow me!” – not “Do you 

accept me as your personal Lord and Savior?”
16

 

 

 George Barna has observed that as Boomers have faded away from 

church, a new generation is growing up that doesn’t have any concept of what 

“church” is.  Those still in the church want strong programs, challenging 

preaching & good music.  What the unchurched who come to visit want is a 

relationship with people who are genuine and caring.  They are searching for a 

grip on reality and personal application.  If they sense that is the case with your 

congregation when they surf in and experience the fellowship of a virtual 

community, they may wish to physically come to your church to experience that 

same fellowship face to face. 

 

 In order to see how one might go about doing something, it is often 

helpful to see how similar concepts have been developed for application in other 

industries so that we can get rid of our pre-conceived notions of what “should” 

happen so we can more clearly see what “could” happen.  This is called 

“benchmarking.” To see how we might create a “virtual community,” we’ll take a 

look at the travel industry and a website run by a company called Lonely Planet.   

                                                 
16

Jones, Tony.  Postmodern Youth Ministry:  Exploring Cultural Shift, Creating Holistic 

Connections, Cultivating Authentic Community, Zondervan Publishing House, 2001,p. 111. 

The 

unchurched 

who come to 

visit are 

looking for 

relationships 

with people 

who are 

genuine and 

caring.  When 

they surf into 

your church 

webpage, 

does your site 

communicate 

this sense of a 

caring, loving 

community?  

Want to help 

your lay 

leaders pursue 

their mission 

from God?  

Preview my 

course on that 

by CLICKING 

HERE or on  

the image 

below: 
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Let’s spend a few moments to review the recommendations for a viable 

web-business identified by Hagel and Armstrong that we left off with at the end 

of “The Five Authors You Meet on the Internet.”   

 

 

Hagel & Armstrong’s Web-Business 

Recommendations 
 

1.  Have a Distinctive Focus 

2.  Integrate Content and Communication 

3.  Facilitate Member-Generated Content 

4.  Allow Access to Competing Publishers and Vendors 

5.  Have a Commercial Orientation 

 

 

 

In the last chapter, we ended our conversation by talking about 

“benchmarking.”  I want to take a moment to see how these five 

recommendations have been applied in an industry most every one of us has used 

at one time or another:  The travel industry. 

 

The travel industry is essentially made up of a community of businesses.  

Some people like to travel on cruises, some like to go mountain climbing, while 

others like to backpack through Europe staying at hostels and B&Bs.  Each one is 

a community all to itself, but share a common need to provide their customers 

with air flight bookings, car rentals, hotel accommodations and other services.  

These core services lie at the hub of a wheel, with the various travel communities 

forming spokes on that wheel, sort of like the following image: 

 

 

 

 

Creating a Virtual 

Community 

http://www.wisejargon.com/


www.wisejargon.com  

 23 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Traditional website design is concerned with web page layout, placement 

of images and text, how quickly graphics load, integration of multimedia 

technologies, etc.  E-commerce considerations enter in by asking such questions 

as how to drive traffic to the site, get customers to purchase products, build 

loyalty to the site, and capture value from the page hits that our site (hopefully) 

attracts.  Hagel and Armstrong took this concept a step further, however.  First, 

based on their study of the bulletin boards that first appeared when the Internet 

was new, they discovered that what members really liked was the fact that they 

got to take advantage of member generated content.  They could ask a question, 

and someone else who had already experienced a similar situation could share 

their experience and offer insights as to how to deal with that situation.  This was 

HUGE.  Here, on the bulletin board, inside a virtual community of like-minded 

Internet surfers, you could ask a question and get it answered.  Not only that, you 

also had the opportunity to share your experiences and have a chance to help 

someone else out.  All of a sudden, your experiences had value not just to 

yourself, but to other people as well! 

 

Hagel and Armstrong discovered something else about virtual 

communities that anyone who has ever watched the TV show Cheers would 

understand.  People kept coming back to read and post messages because they 

liked going to a community where “everybody knows your name.”   

 

Imagine a website that applied these concepts.  Such a website is 

www.lonelyplanet.com  

 

When you’re 

on the 

Internet, you 

can share 

your 

experiences.    

 

Now, your 

experiences 

have value 

not just to 

yourself, but 

to other 

people as 

well! 

Core Travel
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Let me encourage you to take a few moments to visit the Lonely Planet’s 

website and see the things we can do for ourselves.  In fact, why don’t you do that 

right now.  While you’re visiting their site, I’m going to go into the Kitchen and 

grab another cup of coffee.  When you come back, we’ll sit down together to see 

what the lessons are that we can learn and apply for doing ministry on the 

Internet. 
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 Website designers face four key issues in designing sites.  They are: 

 

 How Do We Attract Members? 

 How Do We Promote Participation? 

 How Do We Build Loyalty? 

 How Do We Capture Value?  

 

The company, Lonely Planet, has learned how to leverage the power of 

virtual communities.  Their business model is to publish the world’s best 

guidebooks for independent travelers, and their home page provides an entrance 

to a virtually limitless list of travel destinations.  They publish theme guides for 

those who know what they want to do, but aren’t sure about how to do it where 

they are going.   

 

Lonely Planet Home Page 
17
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 All webshots from Lonely Planet used with permission. 

 

Learning from Lonely Planet 

 

 

Lonely Planet 

has learned 

how to 

leverage the 

power of 

virtual 

communities.  
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Source: http://www.lonelyplanet.com/ 

 

A special feature on their site is Thorn Tree, an online forum where you 

can exchange ideas and “lessons learned” with fellow adventurers.  Note that in 

the upper left hand corner of the screen shot of the Thorn Tree page, we see that 

the moderator for this forum is “RomanB”.  I’ll have more to say about this later 

on. 

  

Thorn Tree Thread Lonely Planet  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://thorntree.lonelyplanet.com/ 

 

 To make your travel dreams come true, Lonely Planet has partnered with 

companies that provide any travel service you desire.  As Hagel and Armstrong 

conceived it, Lonely Planet’s affiliation network forms a hub of core travel 

services, and even offers you the ability to build your own personal travel website 

where you can record a travel log, and even share videos of your journeys.  To 

learn more, go to http://www.lonelyplanet.tv/register.aspx  The best of these 

testimonials are combined into what are called “Blue Lists” – stories about 

traveling the world as told by Lonely Planet’s very own customers.   

 

 These blue lists can be downloaded and stored on PDAs for easy access 

while you’re seeing the sites.  Just think, you are about to go look for a nice place 

 

Lonely 

Planet’s 

affiliation 

network forms 

a hub of core 

travel services, 

and even 

offers you the 

ability to build 

your own 

personal travel 

website where 

you can record 

a travel log, 

and even share 

videos of your 

journeys.    
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to eat in Paris – but you have a thing about clean bathrooms with fresh toilet 

paper.  Imagine having a Blue List report on exactly that kind of travel advise 

written by people who have experienced the very thing you’re interested in 

learning about.  And notice:  They invite their members to submit stories that will 

be included in these publications. 

 

Example of Lonely Planet Blue List  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://www.lonelyplanet.com/bluelist/ 

 

 How do we find out about everything going on at Lonely Planet, 

especially if we don’t have time to log in on a daily basis?  We can get their 

monthly newsletter, COMET.  You log on through a secure internet connection, 

and then Lonely Planet sends it out to their list of subscribers world-wide.  

Imagine being able to stay in touch with people and let them know of what is 

going on. 

 

 

Lonely 

Planet’s 

members are 

invited to 

submit stories 

that will be 

included in 

these 

publications.  
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Example of Lonely Planet COMET  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: http://www.lonelyplanet.com/comet/ 

 

Lessons from Lonely Planet 

 

Now that you’ve had a chance to surf the site, did you have fun?  Did you 

see something that beckons to you and has called you to a get-away vacation?  I 

hope you did – and that you also learned a couple of things at the same time.  

Let’s take a few moments to review what we’ve learned by visiting the site: 

 

What We Learned on Lonely Planet 
 

1.  There are ways to acquire information travel guides 

 - E-newsletters are sent to interested subscribers  

   who wish to receive regular updates. 

2.  We can listen to recordings/view video of places we  

     want to see. 

3.  We can purchase core services 

 - Book flights, hotels, etc. 

4.  We can interact with other travelers 

 - They can learn from us, we can learn from them. 

 - Member generated content is used to publish Blue  

   Lists 

5.  We can chat with fellow travelers through Forums 

 - Thorn Tree forums have experienced moderators  

    to keep the conversation flowing. 

 

Lonely Planet 

creates virtual 

communities, 

leveraging the 

power of 

Asynchronous 

Communication –

where multiple 

people 

communicate 

with each other 

throughout the 

day or week but 

don’t have to all 

be on line at the 

same.   
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Take a close look at items 4 and 5 above.  Specifically, the fact that we 

can purchase member written travel guides called blue lists and that we 

participate in forums led by a discussion moderator.  These two items are 

HUGE.  What it means is that Lonely Planet has learned how to create multi-

directional communications channels for its members.   

 

How Lonely Planet Answers the Four Key Web Design Issues 

 

Let’s take another look at those four key questions to see how Lonely 

Planet answers them: 

 

 How Do We Attract Members? 

  

Lonely planet attracts members by helping them become a part of a 

“virtual community.”  There are other bells and whistles, such as creating your 

own webpage to serve as a travel log of your journeys.  They have an extensive 

number of other websites with whom they share links and create collaborative 

partnerships.  Finally, they also have a monthly newsletter, COMET, that helps 

get the word out. 

 

 How Do We Promote Participation? 

 

 Lonely planet’s core business is the production and sale of travel guides.  

To promote participation, they run contests for people to submit stories about 

their travel experiences.  They then sell these travel guides, and if you’re story 

appears in it, you will likely tell your friends and neighbors all about it.  Thus, we 

see that Lonely Planet relies on its community of customers to be the collective 

experts on travel – and not their hired employees 

 

 How Do We Build Loyalty? 

 

 Through Thorn Tree, they create a virtual community where people can 

share stories and feel comfortable in a place where “everybody knows your 

name.”  They also provide you the opportunity to build your own travel website to 

share stories of your adventures with others. 

 

 How Do We Capture Value?  

 

 Lonely Planet is a commercial site.  They want to earn money from their 

customers and affiliated partners.  By giving their clients multiple ways to interact 

with them, Lonely Planet captures important information that can be used again 

and again for selling new products/services and generally spreading the “gospel of 

travel” to a lonely planet.  In fact, it’s important to see what their goal statement 

is, as it guides everything they do: 

 

Your 

Ministry can 

create an opt-

in e-

newsletter 

that will give 

people a 

reason to visit 

your site.  

This e-

newsletter 

can direct 

people to 

various small 

groups and 

ministries in 

your church. 
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Lonely Planet is passionate about bringing people together, about 

understanding our world, and about people sharing experiences 

that enrich everyone’s lives.  We aim to inspire people to explore, 

have fun, and travel often. And we strive to provide travelers 

everywhere with reliable, comprehensive and independent travel 

information.
18

 

 

 You’re probably thinking “This is all well and good, but how do we apply 

all of this to doing ministry for Jesus Christ through the Internet?”  Glad you 

asked that question.  Because, now that we’ve gone through our benchmarking 

exercise to see how a successful commercial website is applying this idea of 

building virtual communities, it’s time to turn our attention to doing so with a 

church website.  

 

 For us, answering the question “How do we use the Internet” for the 

following four questions will be key: 

 

 To Attract the Unchurched Online? 

 Promote Participation & Learning Online? 

 Retain People To Build Relationships Online? 

 Train People to Do Ministry Online?  

 

 We’ll start to answer these questions in the next chapter. 

                                                 
18

 Lonely Planet Today.  Referenced from Lonely Planet “About Us” page at 

http://www.lonelyplanet.com/about/ accessed 11/25/06. 

As you 
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to integrate 
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“back office” 

functions of 

your web 

page, 

consider how 

you can 

integrate it 
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accounting, 

calendaring 

and 

membership 

software 

applications.  

One company 
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integration is  

ACS 

Technologies.  

To learn 

more, visit 

http://www.ac

stechnologies.

com/  

http://www.wisejargon.com/
http://www.lonelyplanet.com/about/
http://www.acstechnologies.com/
http://www.acstechnologies.com/
http://www.acstechnologies.com/


www.wisejargon.com  

 31 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 I believe that the number one problem facing churches in how to use the 

Internet to reach people for Christ is a failure to develop a strategy – and then 

execute the strategy.  Isaiah 32:8 says: 

 

But the noble man devises noble plans, and by noble plans, he 

stands. 

 

One way that a church can approach this issue is to establish a set of goal 

statements.  Some years ago, when I served as an elder for my church, the session 

went through a very involved process to identify the values of the congregation 

and to establish a set of goal statements.  The top 3 goal statements were as 

follows: 

 

Basic Faith Formation 

 

We the body of Christ at SPC will seek to promote basic faith 

formation of each member of our congregation.  In so doing, it 

is our desire to help each individual recognize that they are 

accountable to God to develop a personal saving faith in Jesus 

Christ, to mature in their personal faith, and to grow closer in 

their personal relationship with Jesus 

 

Reaching the Unchurched 

 

We the body of Christ at SPC will seek to use our strategically 

located, multi-campus facilities to provide a hospitable 

atmosphere to people seeking a saving relationship with Jesus 

How Churches Use the 

Internet to Build Community 

To lead in 

ministry, we 

need to Think 

Like Jesus and 

Lead Like 

Moses: 
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Christ through multiple options for worship, growth, fellowship 

and recreation. 

 

Developing Godly Leaders 

 

We the body of Christ at SPC will seek to develop spiritual 

leaders who will go into the world to share the Gospel, caring 

for those in their sphere of influence and in so doing, mentor 

and prepare future leaders who will in turn expand the outreach 

of the Gospel. 

 

 When these goal statements were written back in 2001, no one – including 

me – had any specific thoughts on how we might use the Internet as a tool to 

accomplish these or any other goals.  In fact, one challenge facing my church is to 

do exactly what I’m talking about – use the church website as a tool in 

accomplishing any or all of these goals.  Let’s revisit the Southport Presbyterian 

Church Website:   

 

Southport Presbyterian Website 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:  www.southportpc.org 
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Like many church websites, ours provides such basic information as: 

 

1. When the church holds services  5. Sermons by the pastors 

2. Who the pastors are   6. Staff 

3. Key ministries – youth, seniors, etc. 7. Statement of beliefs 

4. Information about the church  8. Pictures 

 

For the most part, they resemble a brochure.  To be sure, it’s a fancier 

brochure than the traditional printed variety.  They offer hyper-links to things like 

sermons – you couldn’t get those into a church bulletin!  As broadband 

connectivity becomes increasingly available, streaming video of the pastor’s 

sermon is also becoming available. 

 

But notice:  The communication, for the most part, is one way.  The pastor 

and his staff talk/write.  The congregation and those who surf into visit the 

website listen/read.  In effect, the typical church website is communicating this 

message:  “This is who we are and what we have to offer.  If you like what you 

see, please come join us.”   

 

There is one area of ministry, however, where our congregation does make 

an attempt to use the power of the Internet to do ministry as a community.  It is 

through a lay driven ministry known as the Great Banquet Community. 

 

The Great Banquet Community Site 

 

The Great Banquet is an orderly, structured weekend designed to 

strengthen and renew the faith of Christians. Through a combined effort of laity 

and clergy, the Great Banquet focuses on the renewal of the church. The image of 

the Great Banquet comes from Luke 14:15-24, where Jesus tells of a master who 

prepared a great banquet and invited many guests, saying "Come, for everything 

is now ready."  While Presbyterians call it the Great Banquet, it is also known as 

The Walk to Emmaus in the Methodist denomination and as Christio in the 

Catholic Church.  This 72 hour retreat for prayer, reflection, worship and study is 

held on separate weekends for men and women. 

 

The Great Banquet Community at Southport Presbyterian Church started 

back in 1999.  One man who went through the Banquet saw a vision for using the 

Internet to create a page for community use and involvement.  With that vision in 

mind, Jay Lynn set about creating a site with the use of Internets.com.  A few 

years ago, Internets.com (and now known as WebEx).  Using the file sharing, 

calendaring and email tools from that site, Jay and the Southport Great Banquet 

Community have created a way to post prayer request discussion boards, prayer 

charts for people to sign up and pray for the Great Banquet weekend retreats, set 

up and track “reunion groups” – small groups that get together (usually once a 

week) for mutual support and prayer. 

 

A problem 

facing 

churches 

seeking to 

reach people 

for Christ is 

that church 

leaders fail to 

develop a 

strategy that 

answers three 

questions:  

 

1. Who is our 

audience? 

2. What are 

they looking 

for? 

3. What is our 

communica-

tions goal?  

http://www.wisejargon.com/


www.wisejargon.com  

 34 

The following screen shots show several features of this site, which is at 

http://greatbanquet.webexone.com/login.asp?loc=1033.  Notice that you must be a 

member of the site in order to access the subpages I’m about to mention.  This is 

important, as one thing that a ministry may wish is to limit access to its members 

only. 

 

 

 

Announcements of News and Events 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 In the screen shot above, we see there are a number of functions we can 

access on the site – scheduling events via the calendar function, see who the 

members of our community are, take opinion polls, and much more.  In this 

screen shot, we can see a number of announcements about upcoming events – and 

how to download forms where we can volunteer to do stuff. Let’s take a look at a 

couple of the specific functions provided:  The ability to view documents, and the 

ability to schedule specific meetings on our calendar.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The 

Southport 

Great 

Banquet 

Community 

uses the 

services of a 

company 

called 

WebEx.  To 

learn more 

about their 

services, visit 

their online 

tutorial at  

 
www.weboffice.com 
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Sharing of Documents and Files 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Calendaring of Meetings and Events 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here’s just a 

couple of the 

specific 

functions 

provided - the 

ability to view 

documents, 

and the ability 

to schedule 

specific 

meetings on 

our calendar. 

 

Imagine 

sending 

emails to pre-

arranged 

groups to let 

them know 

about a new 

document or 

a new event 

that’s been 

scheduled.  

 

With this site, 

we can do 

that too. 
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 The neat thing is that anyone can upload documents or schedule events.  

The Web Ex software, known as Web Office, allows you to set permission levels 

and decide who gets to be the administrator.   

 

 Another important ability of the site is that we can have discussion forums 

on a variety of topics – and we can even set up BLOGS where key members can 

post articles and the community can carry on a conversation about the spiritual 

and relationship topics that concern them.  Here’s an example of the discussion 

forum: 

 

 

Discussion Forums Where People Share Community 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Through this site, not only members of our church, but also those of other 

churches who have gone through the Great Banquet are able to build community.  

We have community meetings monthly to share meals, prayer and fellowship.  

This website tool – and the group emailing function it has – helps facilitate our 

physical community life.  There are many great things about the above site and 

the features that it offers.  But, as much as it is used, closer inspection will reveal 

there is much more that could be done with the existing site.  For example, there’s 

very little use of the discussion forums – and that the majority of posting of 

documents and other information is made by one man – Jay Lynn.   

 

 In writing this section, I spoke with Jay about his thoughts on why the 

Great Banquet site is not used more effectively.  Here’s what he said: 

 

The limiting 

factor when it 

comes to 

using the 

Internet to do 

ministry is 

our ability to 

think big, 

organize 

people, and 

turn them 

loose in this 

new frontier 

of online 

ministry.  

 

Think about 

the Internet 

as 

introducing a 

new “Iron 

Age.”  We 

need to learn 

how to 

Master the 

Iron of the 

Culture. 
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We started our website over six years ago.  In that time the 

Southport Great Banquet Community has grown to over 1,300 

people.  However, despite attempts to garner greater support by 

including ever more relevant content and capability, widespread 

use has not occurred.  I believe a key reason for this is that people 

are just not aware of how they might use the website.   What is 

needed is a vision for how the technology can be embraced for 

ministry purposes.  Perhaps, if that were to happen, we could make 

it into something even greater than it is.
19

 

 

 I believe a key to using the Internet is that we must recognize that the 

limiting factor is not technology based.  The limiting factor is our ability and 

willingness to think big, organize people, and turn them loose in the new frontier 

of the 21
st
 Century.  That’s an area that the Southport Presbyterian Church 

recognizes and is taking steps to address.  What about your church?  We’ll come 

back to this topic in our next chapter.  For now, let’s recap what we’ve learned. 

 

 

What We Learned About Many Church  

Web Sites 
 

1.  That there are ways to acquire information about 

 – Sermons 

 – Ministries to check out 

2.  We can listen to recordings/view video of sermons 

 - Communication is mostly unidirectional.  Ministers and  

    key staff talk.  Everyone else listens. 

3.  We can purchase books and tapes,  

 - Almost all made by the ministers/key staff. 

4.  We can interact with others 

 - This is not a primary focus of ministry. 

 - Without intentional leadership, use of the Internet to  

    create “virtual community” is unlikely to succeed. 

5.  Forums don’t have moderators – relatively few people post. 

 - Training is required to help people learn how to use the  

    power of discussion forums to their fullest. 

6. Goals need to be set, and senior church leadership needs to be  

       involved in visioning how to use the Internet for ministry. 
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It is important, too, that people at all levels of the Church use the 

Internet creatively to meet their responsibilities and help fulfill the 

Church's mission. Hanging back timidly from fear of technology or 

for some other reason is not acceptable, in view of the very many 

positive possibilities of the Internet. Methods of facilitating 

communication and dialogue among her own members can 

strengthen the bonds of unity between them. Immediate access to 

information makes it possible for [the Church] to deepen her 

dialogue with the contemporary world
20

... 

 

 Church leaders know instinctively that the Internet holds an important key 

to reaching people for Christ.  What is lacking is a clear vision for how to do it.  

Up until now, church leaders have looked at the proliferation of web technology 

as being the domain of specialists, but have not considered how to create a 

strategy to utilize it effectively.  This is a direct result of church leaders “hanging 

back timidly from fear of technology.”  Church leaders need to intentionally plan 

for how to use the Internet in their ministry.  They have abdicated this task to well 

intentioned “webmaster” technicians who may have an understanding of 

technology, but do not have a vision for spreading the Gospel. 

 

 What is needed is a strategy.  I believe the key to that strategy can be 

found in the following three precepts: 
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 Pontifical Council for Social Communications.  The Church and the Internet,  Accessed 

12/21/06 at 

http://www.vatican.va/roman_curia/pontifical_councils/pccs/documents/rc_pc_pccs_doc_2002022

8_church-internet_en.html 

Creating a Vision for Using 

the Internet to do Ministry 

Church 

leaders need 

to 

intentionally 

plan for how 

to use the 

Internet in 

their 

ministry.    

Want to learn 

how to teach 

online?  

Review my 

course on that 

by CLICKING 

HERE or on  

the image 

below: 
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1. Church leaders are committed to a “Sage on the Stage” mentality that 

views the communication of spiritual truths as unidirectional – I talk, you 

listen.  This strategy is embodied in the vast majority of church websites.  

The simple reason for this is that pastors are trained to preach – not 

facilitate a discussion about - the Gospel. 

 

2. Church leaders will never be able to truly harness the power of the Internet 

unless they are willing to empower spiritually appraised individuals to use 

church websites to initiate multi-directional communications strategies as 

a way to discuss and act upon spiritual truth.     

 

3. Church leaders should help identify and train these individuals in how to 

use Internet technology to facilitate online learning through a Socratic-

style process of group learning.  Using this method, a teacher does not 

give information directly, but instead asks a series of questions intended to 

lead the student to the desired knowledge/deeper awareness by answering 

the questions. If you are unfamiliar with this technique, visit 

http://www.criticalthinking.org/articles/the-role-socratic-questioning-

ttl.cfm  Note that his is a website devoted to developing critical thinkers.  

And, oh yes, they have online courses.   

 

Just as we looked at Lonely Planet’s website as a benchmark for how to 

use the power of virtual communities, we need to find a similar benchmark for 

how to facilitate online learning.  Having taught for several years through the 

University of Phoenix’s online campus, I am very familiar with their processes. I 

believe that school provides a model worth studying for those who wish to do 

ministry and build community on the Internet. 

 

The University of Phoenix 

 

The University of Phoenix (UOP) uses a method of communication called 

“asynchronous communication.”  Simply stated, people do not have to 

communicate at the same time.  As an online faculty member, I post questions 

that all students must respond to by a certain date.  These responses happen at 

various times on various days.  I then provide feedback/follow up.  Additionally, 

different students respond to each other – and in that way, carry on an online 

conversation. 

 

Here’s how UOP describes the experience a student will enjoy by taking 

classes through their online campus:   

 

With easy-to-use Internet access software, you’ll retrieve lectures, 

questions and assignments from your instructor then review them 

off-line. Because the information is all in text form, you’ll never 

miss an important point. You’ll have access to a full range of 

online research libraries and services. You’ll also interact with 

By using the 

magic of 

“asynchronous 

communica-

tion,” we can 

leverage the 

power of the 

Internet to 

carry on a 

conversation 

with many 

people, thus 

creating a 

virtual 

community of 

learners, 

volunteers and 

evangelists.  
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other successful professionals, sharing ideas, debating issues, and 

learning from their experience. This upgrades the quality of your 

work before you conduct a more formal, academic review with the 

instructor. Throughout the class, your instructor will provide 

guidance and feedback on your progress..
21

  

 

In order to have a greater understanding of the experience a student enjoys 

in their online classroom, I encourage you to visit a demo you can access from the 

UOP website at http://www.uopxonline.com/howitworks.asp  

 

Now, becoming a faculty facilitator for UOP required that I go through a 

four week online training course to learn how to facilitate a class.  Class topics 

include – but are not limited to - the following:
 22

 

 

1. Learning how to “maneuver” in the online course news groups.  Each 

class has “news groups” – areas where one goes to access course 

materials from the instructor, post assignments from the students, 

discuss the materials in a main discussion group, and “learning team” 

news groups where the class is broken down into smaller subgroups to 

discuss the material and respond to the team assignments. 

 

2. The use of online “tone” in the discussion groups.  Often, email is cold 

and impersonal.  We’ve all experienced receiving an email that comes 

across as offensive, when in fact the sender had no intention of being 

offensive.  A great deal of time is spent in learning about how to 

convey information in a positive, uplifting tone. 

 

3. Discussion Strategies.  Asking open-ended questions, rather than 

definitional or yes/no questions, can set the pace of the online 

conversations.  Similarly, instead of directly answering a student’s 

question, it is critically important that one ask follow up questions as 

part of the facilitator’s response.  This keeps the conversation flowing. 

 

4. Creating Excellence Through Diligent Follow Through with the duties 

of a Facilitator.  UOP faculty are required to be present and involved 

in the newsgroups a certain number of days each week.  There are 

various other duties that need to be done consistently – everything 

from grading papers, to being engaged with all students, providing 

meaningful feedback, etc.  
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 University of Phoenix Online. “How It Works,” Accessed at 

http://www.uopxonline.com/howitworks.asp on 1/23/07   
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 The University of Phoenix provides online training to its faculty via the Online Faculty 

Development section of its Intranet.  The following is a brief overview of some of the topics 
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University of Phoenix provides its online classrooms via proprietary 

servers and other technologies.  This would be very expensive for a church or 

ministry to duplicate.  There are a growing number of Internet Service Providers 

(ISPs) who will provide similar software – WebOffice used by the Southport 

Great Banquet Community is one example.  The great news is that for small 

groups, there are a variety of free services that will do just fine.  The following 

screenshots are taken from a discussion group I’ve set up as a demo on Yahoo 

Newsgroups at http://groups.yahoo.com/group/brotherhoodscroll/  

 

Main Discussion Board in Yahoo Newsgroup 

 

Notice along the margin that there are other areas where one can go – 

files, calendar, polls, member lists, etc.  These are very similar to what we saw 

through Web Ex and the Great Banquet website of Southport Presbyterian 

Church. Along the top, you can expand a given discussion topic.  Here, we see 

three:  “Welcome and Bio Info,” “How Do I Navigate This Newsgroup,” and 

“Communication in a Newsgroup. 

 

 

Main Discussion Board in Yahoo Newsgroup 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Let’s pick one – the “Communicating in a news group” topic a the end of 

the list.  By looking at this, we’ll see how threading occurs – a function of how 

the responses flow in a cascading sequence of posts and replies: 

 

 

This course 

formed the 

basis of my 

course How to 

Teach Online.  

 

 

I’ve now 

created a 

Home School 

curriculum 

called Clash of 

the 

Superpowers 

using my 

novel. 
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First off, notice that the entire message appears in the top message pain.  

Down below, the start of that same “post” is also shown.  Then, indented slightly 

to the right, is a reply that I made to myself. 

 

 

Communicating in a Newsgroup Discussion Thread 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notice something else about the posts. I made the first one on October 5, 

2006.  However, I did not reply to myself until October 21 – more than two weeks 

later.  Also, notice that my response begins with “Re:  Communicating in a news 

group:  Three areas of focus.”  This response is indented so that one can see the 

posts in a “cascade” format.  If someone were to post a reply to my post, their 

response would be further indented.  It let’s us know that this is a continuation of 

the initial topic – but now, I’ve added to it by indicating a specific focus.  Thus, 

we can change the headings of the subject lines if we feel we need to. 

 

Now, think:  How could you use such newsgroups to: 

 

1. Conduct a Bible study 

2. Have ongoing meetings for a support group of some sort 

3. Discuss the pastors’ sermon 

4. Collaborate on a project 

 

Here’s another important thing to note:  Depending on how you set your 

preferences, every time a new post is made, an email is sent to the members of the 

group to let them know about it. 
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Done right, it will become like that couple in the movie “You’ve Got 

Mail”.  That’s where Tom Hanks and Meg Ryan carry on a conversation via the 

Internet.  Before they ever meet, they get to know one another.  They create a 

sense of community between two people.  Here, through the power of technology 

and an online forum, you can get to know people whom you may never meet – or 

see only once a month, or once a year, at special events.  Whatever your particular 

circumstances, it is a tool of the culture that lets us find community and stay 

connected with each other and the God who made us.  The applications are 

endless.  The only limitation is your imagination, and desire to make it happen.   

 

So, let’s see what we have.  What conclusions might we draw from this 

exercise? 

 

 

What We Learned About Building Community 
 

1.  That use of the Internet for ministry must begin with  

                 intentional church leadership.   

2.  Remembering that the Internet is populated by “chronic 

                 communicators,” church leaders should leverage the 

                 abilities of spiritually appraised people to serve as 

                online facilitators   

3.  These facilitators can help build a sense of community 

      online by facilitating a wide range of discussion groups. 

3.  People do not automatically succeed as online  

                 facilitators.   They require training. 

4.  To begin, leverage existing lay communities that will  

                 see the use of the Internet as an additional tool that will  

                 facilitate what they are already doing. 

5.  We are not limited by technology.  We are limited by 

                 our ability to mobilize, train and support people to do  

                 online ministry. 

6.  There are technology resources we can use, from  

      Web Office to free newsgroups such as those offered by   

     Yahoo.com. To find more, be sure to read the chapter, 

      Sites on the World Wide Web. 
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This morning, as I left my men’s breakfast group and drove to my office, I 

listened to a local Christian radio station.  I honestly don’t know the name of the 

radio program I was listening to, but based on what the Pastor was saying, I could 

tell that he prided himself, and his church, as being well grounded in the study of 

scripture.  I know this because of the following sentence I heard him say, which, 

to the best of my memory, went like this: 

 

“It is especially hard for a church like ours, where we pride 

ourselves on the preaching and studying of the Word, to go out and 

DO what the Word says.  Sometimes, it’s better to know a little 

and do a lot than to know a lot and do nothing with it.” 

 

WOW!  I don’t know about you, but that statement hit me between the 

eyeballs.  It begs the question of me – it begs the question of you – what am I 

doing with the knowledge I have about God’s word to spread it to others?  In a 

day and age when the church in America is calling this a “post-Christian” nation, 

I think the answer is clear:   

 

Not enough. 

 

Having talked about the Internet and how it might be used, we may be 

tempted to say that “We’re doing all we can with what we’re doing with our web 

ministry.  What you say makes sense, but quite frankly, it would mean making 

some changes that we’re not comfortable doing – at least, not at this time.”   

 

During the reign of King Saul, Israel faced a similar technological hurdle.  

Saul either couldn’t or wouldn’t do anything about it.  Then David came along, 

and things started to change.   

Using the Iron of  

The Culture 
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Iron of the Culture
23

 

 

When the Iron Age first began, the nation of Israel was at the losing end of 

the learning curve.  We know that their enemies, the Philistines, had a monopoly 

on the technology needed to produce Iron.  For example, we read in I Samuel 

13:19-20: 

 

Now no blacksmith could be found in all the land of Israel, for the 

Philistines said, “Otherwise, the Hebrews will make swords or 

spears.”  So all Israel went down to the Philistines, each to sharpen 

his plowshares, his mattock, his axe, and his hoe. 

 

Sometime during the reign of King David, the Israelites acquired the 

technology to produce iron.  Some have speculated that David acquired this 

technology during the time he hid from Saul by living among the Philistines (see, 

for example, I Samuel 27:7:  “The number of days David lived in the country of 

the Philistines was a year and four months.”)  Whatever the exact chronology of 

events, we know the Israelites did in fact have iron during the reign of King 

David.  In I Chronicles 22:3, the Bible records this about David’s preparation for 

Solomon to build the temple: 

 

David prepared large quantities of iron to make the nails for the 

doors of the gates and for the clamps, and more bronze than could 

be weighed. 

 

In our day and age, the Internet is “the iron of the culture.”  As in David’s 

day, the culture around us has been much more adept at using and applying this 

new technological tool.  Many in the church are only now just beginning to come 

to grips with how to use it.  Like iron, the Internet is a technology that can be used 

for good – and for evil.  In closing this book on using the Internet to build 

community while doing ministry, I believe there are some timely lessons we can 

learn and apply from these verses of scripture. 

 

Lessons in Learning to Use the Iron of the Culture 

 

As with any analogy, it is possible to over do it.  Others may see lessons 

different from the ones I’ve drawn.  So, I want to stress that these are what I find 

to be general principles.  If they work for you, great – but if they don’t, search the 

scripture to find a metaphor that works for you.  The key is to see how God 

speaks through his Word to guide us in the use of the Internet to do ministry.  

With these words in mind, I find the following four lessons:    
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Lesson 1:  Acquire the Technology. 

 

Early on in the emergence of the Internet, the church was slow to adopt 

this tool and use it.  Unlike the technology of iron, there were no Philistines trying 

to keep their monopoly and withhold the secrets of its use.  Rather, church leaders 

faced a different challenge, born of demographics:  They are typically older 

people, and older people are not “early adapters” in the use of technology.  Young 

people are much more likely to use the Internet to learn about spiritual truths, and 

as researchers like Barna have demonstrated, are much more likely to do so than 

people over the age of 35.  But, younger people do not typically run their 

congregations.  Older people do. 

 

In 2007, this issue of whether or not to make use of the Internet has been 

resolved with a resounding “YES”.  Just like the Israelites under King Saul, we 

have learned to work with “the iron of the culture.”  We are, however, very much 

still in the stage of going to the Philistines to work on our tools because they have 

all the blacksmiths (i.e., technology gurus and webmasters). 

 

Lesson 2:  Have a Godly plan to use the Internet 

 

As students of the Bible know, David wanted to build a temple to the 

Lord, but God told him that he wasn’t the one to do it.  Because he’d been a man 

of war, God told him that it would be left to his son, Solomon, to build the temple.  

As David speaks of his preparations so that his son could build the temple after 

his death, we read these words addressed to his son in I Chronicles 22:11-12: 

 

Now, my son, the Lord be with you that you may be successful, 

and build the house of the Lord your God just as He has spoken 

concerning you.  Only the Lord give you discretion and 

understanding, and give you charge over Israel, so that you may 

keep the law of the Lord your God. 

 

Certainly, David could have built a temple.  That wasn’t the issue.  The 

issue was that God wanted the temple to be built in the right way with the right 

motives in order to achieve the right results.  It is true that many churches have 

built websites, but it is also true that many churches sense that they have missed 

the mark in building their sites.  As we have seen, a church needs to have goals.  

These goals must form the foundation for how the website is planned and 

designed.  Without such forethought and planning – which must come from the 

spiritual leadership – you may have a fancy website, but it may be just as useful 

as a fancy church building.  Both are useless tools unless the church – which is 

God’s people – are actively engaged by them. 
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Lesson 3:  The Iron of the Culture is to be used by all of God’s People 

 

Before David came along, the only iron weapons the Israelites had were 

the swords used by Saul and Jonathan.  In I Chronicles 13:20 (which we’ve 

already seen) and 22, we read:   

 

Now no blacksmith could be found in all the land of Israel, for the 

Philistines said, “Otherwise, the Hebrews will make swords or 

spears.”  So all Israel went down to the Philistines, each to sharpen 

his plowshares, his mattock, his axe, and his hoe. … So it came 

about on the day of battle that neither sword nor spear was found 

in the hands of any of the people who were with Saul and 

Jonathan, but they were found with Saul and Jonathan. 

 

Notice the Israelites did have some iron.  However, their use of iron was 

very controlled.  In large part, this was due to the fact that their Philistine enemies 

had a monopoly over knowledge about how to make it.  Israel’s king aided this 

monopoly, for Saul and Jonathan were the only ones who had iron swords.  Now, 

if David could gain the technology to make iron, why couldn’t Saul have done the 

same?  After all, the people already possessed at least some iron farming tools.  

Perhaps – and I want to stress this is only conjecture on my part – perhaps King 

Saul didn’t want his people to have iron weapons because if they did, he would no 

longer possess a monopoly over the control of such weapons among the Israelites.  

Therefore, he took no action to gain the technology because to take action meant 

the ultimate loss of his monopoly. 

 

Maybe there was a less self-serving reason.  Perhaps Saul just saw the task 

of acquiring the technology to produce iron as being just too difficult.  After all, 

he was busy doing what he was already doing, and didn’t have the time, 

resources, energy or vision to try to do anything else other than what he was 

already doing. 

 

Do the Pastors of America hold similar fears today concerning the iron of 

our culture?  While there may be many valid reasons to not have others preaching 

on Sunday morning, fear of losing the pastor’s monopoly power to do so 

shouldn’t be one of them.  Remember what Moses said in Numbers 11:29:  

“Would that all the Lord’s people were prophets, that the Lord would put His 

Spirit upon them!”  Moses wasn’t afraid to share his Godly authority.  If people 

learn to effectively share Christ over the Internet, this will result in more people 

doing just that – but it will also result in fewer people relying solely on the 

Pastor’s preaching.  This, in turn will free the Pastor to lead his flock more wisely. 

 

Perhaps it’s not a fear that others will use the Internet to spread God’s 

word at all – it’s just too hard to make the preparations needed so that others can 

share God’s word online.  Perhaps, at the end of the day, this statement is the one 

that will most often be heard after reading a book like this:  “Rather than take the 
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time and make the effort to facilitate virtual online communities, we’ll just keep 

doing what we’re doing.  We just don’t have the time or resources to make such a 

big change at this time.” 

 

Lesson 4:  Count the Cost and Prepare in Advance 

 

This last point of not doing anything because it’s hard work is very real, 

because change is not without cost.  In I Chronicles 22:14-15, we read the 

following regarding David’s preparations so that his son could build the temple: 

 

Now behold, with great pains I have prepared for the house of the 

Lord 100,000 talents of gold and 1,000,000 talents of silver, and 

bronze and iron beyond weight for they are in great quantity; also 

timber and stone I have prepared, and you may add to them.  

Moreover, there are many workmen with you, stonecutters and 

masons of stone and carpenters, and all men who are skillful in 

every kind of work. 

 

I’ve mentioned that I teach college courses online.  One of the classes I 

teach is on E-Commerce.  Each time I teach this class, I have my students do a 

five week project where they must put together a complete business plan on how 

to launch an online business.  When I ask my students what they learned most 

from doing the project, the number one answer is that they are amazed at all the 

research and planning that goes into creating a successful strategy to do business 

on the Internet.  They learn that it’s not just about creating a web page and putting 

it on the Internet – it’s about organizing people, planning budgets, thinking about 

how to market, who to market to, and many other factors. 

 

The important thing to note is that the number one reason for failure – not 

just in creating a strategy to do ministry online, but in any endeavor – isn’t 

coming up with the wrong plan.  The number one reason for failure is to not 

execute the plan you come up with.  Vision without execution just gets peoples’ 

hopes up and makes it that much harder to accomplish anything the next time 

someone comes along and says “Let’s GO!” 

 

In his article, “The Failure of Strategy,” Eric Beudan writes the following:  

 

Leaders need to balance their involvement in creating strategy with 

the more demanding task of working their way through the 

clarification and engagement process.  They must pay close 

attention not only to the substance of strategy, which they naturally 

tend to do, but to how the bridge between strategy and 

implementation is built.
24
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Conclusion 

 

In this book, we’ve covered a lot of territory.  We began with the Five 

Authors You Meet on the Internet.  We’ve explored how Lonely Planet uses the 

principles learned there to build virtual communities online, and how the 

Southport Great Banquet Community has made some initial attempts to apply that 

model.  We’ve seen how the University of Phoenix creates an online learning 

environment, and we’ve examined some simple tools that one can use to get 

started using their approach. 

 

Finally, we’ve done the most important thing of all:  Looked at Scripture 

to see how God’s people, confronted with a similar technological challenge, 

learned to use the new technology of their day to expand His kingdom.  In Part 

III: Resources from the Internet, I have provided a glossary of key Web 

Technology terminology, as well as some websites I think you’ll find of use as 

you seek to apply these principles to your ministry.  However, I’d like to end this 

book with one last reference to our study of the Iron of the Culture we’ve just 

concluded.   

 

So, if you would, allow me to close with these words of King David from 

I Chronicles 22:16: 

 

 

 

 

Of the gold, the silver and the bronze and the iron there is no limit.  

Arise and work, and may the Lord be with you. 
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The following site is sponsored by Cerulean Studios, which provides a bundled 

software package that puts various internet messaging tools into one consolidated 

platform.  This allows you to place on your website an integrated package of 

instant messaging, chat rooms, emoticons, emotisounds and other software tools.   

  

http://www.ceruleanstudios.com/learn/  

 

 

The following site is sponsored by Cybermissions.  The purpose of their ministry 

is to demonstrate how computers and the Internet can be used for cross-cultural 

ministry.  They focus on using such tools as blogs, chat rooms, email and web 

cafes for cybermissions.  On this site you’ll find their thoughts about various web 

strategies one can use to reach the world for Christ through the Internet. 

http://www.cybermissions.org/articles/webguide.htm 

 

The following site is sponsored by Feedostyle, which produces a software that 

allows you to provide a digest of multiple RSS feeds on your site.  This allows 

you to publicize information about sites when they update their BLOG posts and 

automatically have access to their updated content. 

 

http://www.feedostyle.com/default.aspx  

 

 

The following site is sponsored by the Foundation and Center for Critical 

Thinking, an organization that offers conferences and professional development 

programs, emphasizing assessment, research, and instructional strategies to 

develop critical thinking.  On their site, they offer a booklet titled “The Art of 

Socratic Questioning” by Dr. Richard Paul and Dr. Linda Elder. 

 

http://www.criticalthinking.org/articles/the-role-socratic-questioning-ttl.cfm   

Sites on the World  

Wide Web 
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The following site is sponsored by Goodmanson.com, a site developed by Drew 

Goodmanson, a pastor and technology entrepreneur.  He has created a web 

development company called Monk Development.  On this site you’ll find access 

to numerous blogs, web consultants, articles and ideas about how to use the 

Internet to do ministry.  This link presents a blog post and access to a seminar on 

how to use the internet to do ministry.  

http://www.goodmanson.com/2006-09/25/technology-and-the-mission-

conference-session/  

The following site is sponsored by Hartford Institute for Religious Research.  

It is titled “Designing Congregational Web Sites.”  On this site you’ll find their 

thoughts on what a church should consider when constructing a website.  Rather 

than being about websites themselves, their information talks about the process by 

which a congregation makes decisions regarding the content and character of its 

site. 

 

http://hirr.hartsem.edu/leadership/designing_church_sites.html  

 

 

The following site is sponsored by Internet Evangelism Coalition, and is an 

outgrowth of the Billy Graham Center of Wheaton College.  The purpose of their 

ministry is to promote strategic thinking and facilitate collaboration to stimulate 

Internet Evangelism:  On this site you’ll find their thoughts about a self-taught 

curriculum to become an online evangelist. 

 

http://iec.gospelcom.net/otoe/intro.php 
 

 

The following site is sponsored by Internet Evangelism Day.  The purpose of 

their ministry is to explain the strategies needed to use the web for evangelism.  

This link is titled “Church websites that reach non-Christians.”  On this site you’ll 

find their thoughts on why most sites are written for church members rather than 

the unchurched, and how to focus your site to those outside your congregation.  

One of the tools you’ll find on this site is a self-assessment tool to help your 

congregation get a good understanding of your church culture and how it is 

portrayed on the Internet. 

 

http://ied.gospelcom.net/church.php 

 

 

The following site is also sponsored by Internet Evangelism Day.  This link is 

titled “Your First Two Questions:  Starting the Planning Process.”  This site helps 

a church or ministry organization begin to understand what their web site’s 

purpose is and who it is they are attempting to reach.  Useful links to articles 
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designed to help you think through your web site planning process are also 

provided. 

 

http://guide.gospelcom.net/resources/starting.php  

 

The following site is sponsored by Notepage, Inc., an e-commerce company 

specializing in online communications and related software applications.  On this 

site you’ll learn about Podcasting – what it is, how to do it, and how to use it.  

Podcasts are designed to include talk shows, tutorials, music and other audio 

content 

http://www.podcasting-tools.com/  

 

 

The following site, Christiancourses.com,  is sponsored by RBC Ministries.  The 

purpose of this ministry is to reach learners worldwide with affordable and 

accessible Christian worldview learning opportunities.  ChristianCourses.com was 

initially founded as a division of Christian University GlobalNet (CUGN). CUGN 

was created in February 1998 as a major collaborative partnership among the 

colleges, universities, and seminaries of the Council for Christian Colleges & 

Universities (CCCU). CUGN later was restructured as a separate 501(c)(3) non-

profit corporation, and became a subsidiary of RBC Ministries. 

 

http://cc.christiancourses.com/index.php?redirected=1& 
 

 

The following site is sponsored by Snap Shot, a web tool authoring company that 

has designed modular software for use in church youth ministry.  An outgrowth of 

Simply Youth Ministry, they offer a modular web building/hosting service that 

can also be used to make CD Roms. 

 

http://www.snapshotweb.com/ 

 

 

The following site is the home page of Web Office, Inc., an e-commerce 

company specializing in the provision of intranets for businesses and 

organizations.  It is the company used by the Great Banquet Community at 

Southport Presbyterian Church.   

 

http://www.weboffice.com/  

 

 

The following site is sponsored by Search Engine Watch.  On this site you’ll 

find an article by Danny Sullivan about what an RSS (Really Simple Syndication) 

feed is and how one might use it.  

 

http://searchenginewatch.com/showPage.html?page=2175271  
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The following site is sponsored by Western Theological Seminary.  Using 

online courses, students can study from home to work toward a Masters of 

Divinity Degree.  Students may log on and learn at any convenient time. This 

flexibility must be balanced with regular weekly assignments.  The University 

reports that their students spend an average of between 15-20 hours per week to 

be successful in meeting their educational goals. 

 

http://www.westernsem.edu/explore/programs/dl 

 

http://www.wisejargon.com/
http://www.westernsem.edu/explore/programs/dl


www.wisejargon.com  

 55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blog – “weB LOG”: A blog is a journal of personal posts available on the 

Internet.  People initially used it as a form of online diary.  Now, it is used 

by people to spread news and opinion on a variety of topics.  For an 

example of a blog, visit 

http://brotherhoodscroll.net/culture/index.blog?topic_id=1047931 .  

 

BTW – “By The Way”: It is a shorthand way to comment in an online forum.  

 

CGI – “Common Gateway Interface”: A set of rules telling two or more pieces of 

software how to communicate with each other.  

 

Client - A software program that obtain data from a Server software program on 

another computer.  The client relies on the main program housed on the 

server to complete its operations.  

Cookie A "Cookie" refers to a piece of information sent by a Web Server to a 

Web browser that saved to speed up future communication sessions.  For 

example, a Cookie might contain login or registration information, online 

"shopping cart" information, user preferences, etc.  

CSS – “Cascading Style Sheet”: A standard for specifying the appearance of text 

and other elements. By changing elements of a CSS, a large number of 

documents can be easily changed.  

 

DHCP – “Dynamic Host Configuration Protocol”:    

DHCP is a protocol allowing a computer or similar device to obtain an IP 

number (and other network configuration information) from a server.  

 

DHTML – “Dynamic HyperText Markup Language”:  DHTML is a webpage 

programming language that combines features of HTML, JavaScript, and 

CSS to create features allowing movement, animation and other 

“dynamic” aspects on a webpage.   

GLOSSARY 
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Domain Name – Internet sites are defined by a unique name known as a domain 

name.  that identifies an Internet site.  Registration of domain names is 

coordinated by Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers 

(ICANN).  Typically, one can purchase a domain name outright for a 

period of time.  Also, more and more ISPs will provide Domain Name 

when hosting a site through them.  For example, the domain name of 

brotherhoodscroll.net describes the domain hosted at 

www.brotherhoodscroll.net  

 

Feed Reader - A software package that enables you to easily read the 

programming code in which RSS feeds are written.   
  

Forum - Forums and discussion groups allow users to post messages on an 

asynchronous messaging mode.  Thus, one person can post a message on 

Monday night, and someone else can respond on Tuesday morning.  Users 

do not need to be logged on simultaneously to use the service.  

 

HTML – “HyperText Markup Language”: This is a programming language used 

to link text – either in the same document or in other documents.  It is 

most often used to link documents on the World Wide Web.  It is this 

programming language that allows the author to place a link in text such 

that when you click on it, you are transported to the link destination – 

either in another part of the same document, or in an entirely different 

document.    

 

Hypertext:  This is any text that contains links to other documents, or words and 

phrases located in the same document.  In order to link to other documents 

on the Internet, one must specify using something called HTTP 

(HyperText Transfer Protocol  

 

IMHO – “In My Humble Opinion”:  It is a shorthand way to introduce one’s 

opinion on a topic in an online discussion forum. 

 

Intranet – This is a private network controlled by a company or organization 

using Internet software tools for private, internal use.   

 

IP Address – “Internet Protocol Address”: This is a location identifier used to 

“tell” different devices (such as computers) where to find other computers.  

It serves to indicate where a domain name is located on the Internet.  It 

consists of a unique number consisting of 4 parts separated by dots, i.e. 

69.136.9.80. 

 

JavaScript – This is JavaScript is a programming language used principally in 

web pages, to make the pages more interactive.  Examples of when 

JavaScript might be used includes HTML, Cascading Style Sheets(CSS), 

and DHTML.  
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Listservers - A discussion group mechanism that permits you to subscribe and 

receive and participate in discussions via e-mail.  

 

Newsgroup – Refers generally to discussion groups found on the Internet.  

 

PDF – “Portable Document Format”:  This is a file format which allows one to 

create a document using any of a number of programs and save it to a file 

format that anyone can read.  Adobe Acrobat has created a PDF reader 

program which is free to the general public and can be obtained from their 

website at www.adobe.com   

PHP – “Pre Hypertext Preprocessor”:  A programming language used for creating 

software used on a website.   Instead of being read in the web browser, 

PHP is processed on the server.  It is especially useful when processing 

data on the Internet.   

Plug-in – This is a (typically short, application-specific piece of software) that 

adds features to a larger piece of software.  

 

Podcasting – This is a form of audio broadcasting using the Internet.  Podcasting 

involves making one or more audio files (music or speech) available as 

"enclosures" in an RSS feed.  

 

Posting – This is a message typically entered into a newsgroup discussion.   

 

RSS – “Rich Site Summary” or “Real Simple Syndication”: A protocol for 

syndication and sharing of content, originally developed to facilitate the 

syndication of news articles.  It is widely used to share the contents of 

Blogs.  There are RSS "feeds" which are sources of RSS information 

about web sites, and RSS "readers" which read RSS feeds and display 

their content to users.   

 

Server - A computer, or a software package, that provides data or processing 

services of a specific kind to a client software program running on other 

computers.  Traditionally networked over a local area network, 

increasingly, client computers access a host server over the Internet.   

 

Spider - Computer robot program, referred to sometimes as "crawlers" or 

"knowledge-bots" or "knowbots" that are used by search engines to visit 

sites and databases, and keep the search engine database of web pages up 

to date.  

  

Sponsor (of a Web page or site) - Many Web pages have organizations, 

businesses, institutions like universities or nonprofit foundations, or other 

interests which "sponsor" the page.  
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Streaming - A method of sending audio and video files over the Internet so that 

the user can view the file while it is being transferred. 

Thread:  In an online Forum, a series of messages that have been posted as 

replies to each other.  

URL – “Uniform Resource Locator”: An address for s resource available on the 

Internet.  It typically associates an IP address with a domain name.   

 

XHTML – “eXtensible HyperText Markup Language”:  It is a type of HTML 

when creating webpages but is a more robust programming language.  

XHTML is expected to eventually replace HTML.  
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