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CURRENT EVENTS

Taking Church Online in a
Coronavirus Age
MARCH 12, 2020  JAY KIM | 

Like most other pastors and church leaders in recent weeks, I’m in the
throes of confusion. The rapid spread of COVID-19 has forced upon us an
ecclesiological conundrum. What does it even mean to be a “church” in
times like this? How much does it matter that we continue to gather,
physically, in the midst of such fear and uncertainty? Is such a decision
wise or unwise? At what point are we being resolute or reckless? 

Adding to the confusion for me is that I am preparing to release a book at
the end of March in which I suggest, in no uncertain terms, that the church
has always been and will always be an analog reality—a community that
bypasses the conveniences of digital “connections” in order to commune
with one another in real time and space. My critique of video-venue and
online church is now colored in a new and unexpected way. 

In light of recent developments, here are a few thoughts to consider as we
navigate these anxious days.

Compromise, Not Convenience

Given the rapidly escalating COVID-19 crisis, many churches will nd that
directing people toward online meetings is not only a viable option, but
also a necessity. In many locations across the world, government-mandated
shutdowns of large gatherings are forcing our hand. 

This is becoming increasingly true where I live and serve. The local
university just shut down in-person classes for the rest of the quarter.
Public schools of all sizes are beginning to do the same. So far, churches
like ours have only been given a strong recommendation in this direction,
but the trajectory is heading toward ceasing all sizable in-person
gatherings. Social distancing seems to be the only feasible solution to
stopping or at least slowing the spread of the virus.

As we temporarily direct our congregations to these online spaces, it is of
utmost importance that we clarify this digital reality as a temporary
compromise rather than an ongoing convenience. Our clarity along these
lines, or lack thereof, will be formative one way or the other. Make no
mistake, sitting in the comfort and safety of our homes to watch a sermon
on our television or computer will be convenient. And convenience has a
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“Given the rapidly
escalating COVID-19
crisis, many churches will
nd that directing people
toward online meetings is
not only a viable option,
but also a necessity.”
 

“As we temporarily direct
our congregations to
these online spaces, it is
of utmost importance that
we clarify this digital
reality as a temporary
compromise rather than
an ongoing convenience.”
 

way of quickly undoing the work of long-
held disciplines. If we believe gathering as
the church in real time and space
fundamentally matters (and it does), then
our temporary online reality must be
viewed as a circumstantial compromise,
until we can get back to the necessity of
gathering in the esh.

When I FaceTime my wife and kids on
trips away, I am grateful for the pseudo
connection. But what I want most is to
get home, to hug and hold my loved ones in my actual arms. So it must be
in this time of ecclesiological compromise.

Leveraging the Moment and the Medium

As we enter this new digital reality for the time being, we can leverage the
moment and the medium in helpful ways. Though we will lack the
embodied presence of our community during this online season, the
various platforms we use afford us opportunities to reimagine a number of
our regular worshiping practices, in ways that can connect us uniquely
while accentuating our longing to truly be with one another, once it
becomes possible again.

Most live-streaming platforms include a chat option. This season of
gathering online may lend itself to preaching and teaching that is a bit
more dialogical than what we might normally experience in a physical
Sunday gathering. For pastors and church leaders, including a
conversational element after the sermon might serve us well in this season.
Doing so can help to bridge the digital divide by inviting those viewing
online to not only lend their eyes and ears, but also their thoughts,
insights, and questions. This approach also emphasizes the “live” gathering,
urging people to arrive online at a set time with others, which helps
mitigate the temptation to see the online church experience as a
convenience to be accessed whenever you please.

A similar approach can be applied to
prayer. Encouraging people online to
share prayer needs in real time is
something most online churches already
do. While praying for one another across
the chasm of digital distance lacks the
depth of physical human presence, it can
still be a powerful way to love one
another while we are apart. At its best, it
may even act as an accessible
introduction between individuals who
may then journey toward a more
meaningful, in-person connection within

the life of the church.
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In most churches, there already exists a large/small, gather/scatter
dynamic. There are the “large” Sunday worship “gatherings,” and there are
also the “small” groups that “scatter” throughout our cities, neighborhoods,
and towns. During this unexpected season, we might encourage people to
gather in small groups not only during the week but also, when possible, to
gather during the “live” online worship gatherings. Though we may not be
able to gather as the larger body, we can still gather as members, small and
scattered as we may be. 

Endeavoring to See Each Other

“There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear” (1 John 4:18) is a
common refrain for Christians in times like these. It’s important to
remember that the Greek word “perfect” here is teleia, from which we
derive the English word telos, meaning “an ultimate end or aim.” The sort
of love that casts out fear is the love of God, which aims us in the direction
of our ultimate end and God’s ultimate new beginning. Here’s what we
know for sure: if COVID-19 doesn’t kill us, something else eventually will.
The Lenten season reminds us of this—we are dust and to dust we shall
return. But followers of Jesus will not remain there. This is our ultimate
hope. 

And this is one of the reasons why the church continues to gather, sing,
listen, pray, serve, and partake of the bread and the cup of communion. It’s
a means of physically embodying and pre-enacting our future hope in the
here and now. Present circumstances may well keep many of us from
physically gathering together in coming weeks and maybe months. We
must certainly act wisely and responsibly. But in the spirit of the apostle
Paul, while we are apart, may we “endeavor the more eagerly and with
great desire, to see you face to face” (1 Thess. 2:17).

Jay Kim serves on staff at Vintage Faith Church in Santa Cruz, California, overseeing teaching
and leadership. He also serves on the leadership team of The ReGeneration Project. His rst
book, Analog Church, will release in early 2020 (InterVarsity Press). You can follow him on
Twitter.

CHRISTIAN LIVING

Help! I’m an Angry Parent
MARCH 12, 2020  CHAP BETTIS | 

It‘s embarrassing, shame-inducing, and stress-relieving, all at the same
time. It’s rarely talked about or confessed in small groups; but it’s prevalent
in almost every home: angry parents. 
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“God has uniquely
positioned children to
shine a oodlight on the
true state of our hearts.”
 

You may have once fancied yourself a patient person—until you started
having children. Whether the constant physical demands of little ones, the
continual testing of the middle ones, or the perplexing reactions of the
teen, children press us in new ways. 

God has uniquely positioned children to shine a oodlight on the true state
of our hearts. And often it’s not pretty. We use words with an intensity that
surprises and frightens us.

As a father of four young children and later of four teens, I remember
thinking, Wait. God commands me not to exasperate them? Shouldn’t it be
the other way around? By God’s grace, after searching the Scriptures in
desperation to change, I found some help that allowed me to grow in
patience.

The following three truths are meant to
help parents with anger in a normal
range. They are not intended for a
potentially abusive situation. For that,
seek immediate help from spiritual and
legal authorities. 

What were those three key truths?

1. See What Anger Actually Is

David Powlison’s denition of anger has helped me: “an active stance you
take to oppose something you assess as important and wrong.” Note that
anger is active. Springing from our desires, it’s a response to act against
something we believe is important and wrong. 

This helps us understand one reason why God’s anger is righteous and why
Jesus was livid with the Pharisees. He alone perfectly understands and
denes what is important and wrong. It also explains why God commands
his people, “In your anger, do not sin” (Eph. 4:26). While some anger may
not itself be sinful, it is uniquely positioned to cause us to sin. 

Indeed, Scripture is lled with commands that help us see how anger is
usually lled with sin. 

2. See Anger as Your Foe

Sinful anger is an enemy. Jesus taught us that sinful anger is miniature
murder (Matt. 5:21–22), that it grieves the Spirit (Eph. 4:30), and that it’s
driven by the esh (Gal. 5:20). It will not x the problem (James 1:20) and
will injure the other person (Prov. 12:18). As Ed Welch observes, “To be
angry is to destroy.” My anger destroys the peace of my child, the trust of
my child, and my testimony to her as a follower of Christ. 

As a parent, it is so easy to justify my anger as righteous or to move on
quickly after a blow-up. But sinful anger is a deadly foe I must daily slay by
the Spirit’s help.
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“Sinful anger is a deadly
foe I must daily slay by
the Spirit’s help.”
 

“Godly parenting is not a
placid, Zen-like trance. A
father who watches his
teen son talk back to his
mother and has no
reaction reveals his own
deciency.”
 

If that’s our only thinking, though, we’re
setting ourselves up for failure. Because
we are not understanding the whole of
Scripture. It often takes two statements to
provide a balanced view of what Scripture
teaches.

3. See Anger as Your
Friend

I just said anger was your foe, but if understood correctly, some anger can
also be your friend. To reference our denition again, it’s an indicator that
something “is important and wrong.” It’s an emotion God has given us. But
it’s meant to attack a problem, not a person. 

Godly parenting is not a placid, Zen-like trance. A father who watches his
teenage son talk back to his mother and has no reaction reveals his own
deciency. The mother who’s oblivious while her 6-year-old hits a younger
child is not honoring Christ. 

Rather than blowing up in the moment,
though, let that anger motivate you to
ask, “What problem is this anger pointing
me to? What is important and what is
wrong?” 

When Desires Become
Demands

We often quote James 4:1–2, which tells
us ghts come from desires that battle
within us. That passage helps us drill
down to examine when our desires have become idolatrous demands. 

But not all our parental desires are sinful. There are good ones. Our
daughter should obey us. Our son should have done his homework. God
calls parents to train and disciple our children—which means they need
our correction at times. In fact, if we don’t provide any consequences for
the disobedient daughter or the lax son, we are negligent in our parental
duties.

Perhaps, looking back at the angry moment, our desire did morph into a
demand. But the desire itself was not the problem. Wise parents let upset
feelings motivate them to come up with a solution to the problem. 

In the 1990s I was a programmer for a bank. In those pre-internet days, I
might receive a call in the middle of the night about a problem. When that
happened, I took two steps: one was to x the problem so the bank could
open in the morning. The second step occurred the next morning. I would
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review what had happened and then come up with a solution that would
prevent getting that call in the future. I assumed the problem would
happen again, and so I used the time to review the operations.

In a similar manner, assuming our desire is good—say, obedience or
responsibility—the upset is indicative of something that needs to change—
whether in me, in my kids, or with my home management. God calls all of
us, men and women, to manage our households well. Anger has often
prompted me both to address a situation and also to come up with a plan
as I lead my household.

Little Sanctification Machines

The Lord and my children have graciously overlooked much sin on my
part! Until Jesus returns, our home life will be messy. Mine certainly was.
But we can and should make progress in becoming like Jesus.

Our children are little sanctication machines, providentially sent to us. By
God’s grace, we can grow in defeating sinful anger, becoming more patient
disciplers in our homes.

Chap Bettis is the author of The Disciple-Making Parent: A Guidebook for Raising Your Children
to Love and Follow Jesus Christ and Parenting with Patience: Overcoming Anger in the Home. He is
also a frequent conference speaker and executive director of The Apollos Project, a ministry
dedicated to helping families pass the gospel to their children. For 25 years, he was lead pastor
of a New England church plant. He and his wife, Sharon, have four children and reside in Rhode
Island. You can nd him on Twitter or blogging at TheApollosProject.com.
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